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Author's Note




Alarge part of the Tales from the Sheep Farm project is about racial and social justice. To that end, most of the characters you will encounter do not have their race identified. Only a few must be entirely white, and it should be evident who they are. Likewise, only a few must be other races or ethnicities. It should be evident who they are, as well. 

The rest? That is up to you.  

And if you feel inspired to tell a story of your own in this world, or if there’s a character you want to know more about, I am accepting proposals so that you can come play in this world and help advance the issues of racial and social justice. 

Your voices matter. Your stories matter. This story, hopefully, lays the foundation for my firm belief in that. Everyone deserves to see themselves in the pages of the books they read. I do. You do. Everyone does.

That also means that any mistakes are my own and if you gently point them out, I will own them.








  
  

ONE


Sima





It was a lot to take in—and the irony didn’t escape Sima. She’d landed her job as the biologist at the Mackenzie sheep farm because she’d been applying for a research job at PharmaSci, the Mackenzie family business. If you could call a mega pharmaceutical company, founded during the Civil War, a family business. 

But Tess, Mack’s wife, who was kind and trustworthy and pretty damn smart and perceptive, had wanted Sima to go work on the farm instead. Sima hadn’t wanted to, but in the year she’d been there, she’d found so much more than biology and soil samples and fauna and an entirely new way to approach what she’d thought farming would be.

And now, they were yanking her back to PharmaSci.

“I thought I’d find you here,” Tess said, joining Sima in the gazebo on the Mackenzie land. It was a short walk from the farmhouse where Tess and Mack had weathered the pandemic, and only a bit longer than the walk to the barn Sima’s sheep would be calling their home base. “Sorry to throw that at you the way we did. I truly couldn’t think of a better way.”

She did sound apologetic, not that Sima had expected anything less from her.

“I get it,” Sima said, surprised at how defeated she sounded. With a mental reprimand, she sat up straighter and lifted her chin. “And I do see how it not only makes fiscal sense, like Mack said, but also opens the door for new opportunities and exploration for PharmaSci.” She paused and filled her lungs with the sweet farm air. “But I like it about as much as I liked coming to work for you in the first place.”

Tess opened her mouth, but Sima was already shaking her head. “You don’t need to say it. I know. A year from now, I might be loving this new positioning.”

“That’s mostly all it is,” Tess said. “Positioning.”

“With more experimentation and control over what happens on the land here,” Sima finished. Mack had made that perfectly clear—more than once.

“It sets you up with plenty of power,” Tess said.

“I don’t want power,” Sima answered, then paused, reconsidering. What Mack had offered her wasn’t the sort of political power he and Tess had. He had offered her personal power in the corporate setting.

More specifically, he’d offered to make sure no one could lord over her as boss.

As much as Sima had learned to hate change, she couldn’t deny that was the exact sort of gift she might have asked for, if she’d known it was possible.

“You sure?” Tess asked and took a seat at the picnic table, facing Sima, who uncurled from the comfortable chair in the corner of the gazebo.

Sima glared at her, mostly because she felt like she was supposed to. “Power’s relative.”

“How so?” Tess cocked her head, and Sima wanted to kick herself. She didn’t want to get into some deep philosophical discussion. She wanted to wander the property while she replayed the meeting and made sense of it. “Sima?”

She sighed. Of course Tess wasn’t letting her off the hook. Tess rarely did. “There’s power like political power. Power over people you’ve never met. And power over people you have met. Power over your kids ’cause you’re the parent.” She cut her gaze at Tess, who was pregnant and would be finding that out for herself, come spring. “Power over our own bodies”—as she’d expected, Tess nodded agreement—“and power over ourselves.”

“And everyone wants that last part,” Tess said.

“But that’s the only power I really want. Just to be able to make my own decisions.” She screwed her mouth up, ignoring the little voice inside that said she was doing exactly that. She’d chosen her own car, had been the one to inform Vass he was the brother she was going to live with, and was making a lot of the final decisions about their house. She picked her own clothes, her own food, what she did with her time when she wasn’t at work—all the things she hadn’t been able to do when she’d made that mistake at the start of the pandemic.

“You will be,” Tess said gently. “But you’ll be making decisions that just aren’t about you this time. You’ll be making them about the entire business.”

Sima gave her a side-eye. “That’s a lot of trust.”

Tess smiled. “Think about it.”

She hadn’t even needed to say that much. Sima understood what neither of them were saying: She would have the power to direct the corporate research in matters that affected the farm.

PharmaSci was looking into biologics. Mack was interested in many things, and one of them was trying to save the planet before it was too late.

“I already am thinking about it,” Sima said. “I’m thinking about how every time someone brings me a proposal, I’ll have to research it on my own.” She glanced at Tess and away again. “I’m not trusting any corporate shills with my farm.”

“Exactly,” Tess said on a soft breath, and Sima paused. Had Mack and Tess outmaneuvered her in ways she hadn’t realized yet?

It wouldn’t surprise her.

They were, after all, Mack and Tess. And they’d earned their reputations in town, many times over.

“Sima,” Tess went on, still speaking gently, “you’ve spent the past year with your head down, dealing with whatever brought you back home. It’s time to crawl out of the cocoon and see who you’ve turned into.”

Sima huffed. “Please. That’s a pretty metaphor, but it’s not how people work.”

“Isn’t it?” Tess cocked her head.

Sima considered punching her. It would feel good and be deserved, but it would also be career-limiting, and without this job, it would probably mean she’d be working for Papa and Vassily in their jewelry store.

Not an option.

“I want you to get a good attorney who’ll find the wiggle room in this contract. It’s designed so you can exploit it,” Tess went on.

While welcome, the abrupt change of topic was also disorienting.

“I don’t know any.”

“Gwendolyn will.”

Sima froze. “I need to think about all this.” She told herself it didn’t feel controlling in the mean way like it had when Erik had been her lord and master, back in New Orleans. This felt more like… Mack and Tess were trying to look out for her. For the farm. Like she and the land had become interchangeable in all the right ways.

Maybe she was wrong, Sima thought as she took in Tess again. Her boss had stood up, hands on her hips and curling around to her back as if it hurt, the wind stirring her long dark brown hair, her pregnant belly pushing against her black scoop neck maternity shirt. 

“Delia knows attorneys too,” she said, testing Tess. It often felt incestuous, the way her boss and her sister-in-law were good friends. But the rest of the time, it just felt like how it was in a small city. The powerful people knew each other.

“Good thinking.” Tess looked at her and wandered the perimeter of the gazebo. “You know you can trust anyone she suggests.”

Sima sighed, feeling trapped. “You wanted me to wind up here, didn’t you? You know she’s going to refer me to the exact person you want me to work with.”

“I want you to have a long-term contract that pays you what you’re worth and that gives you room to explore your interests as they pop up. Doing it through PharmaSci as opposed to Trade Creation or Mackenzie Enterprises is the easiest way to make that happen. And, like Mack said, the benefits package is the best, even if you won’t be needing the discounted bus pass.”

“Who says? I could take the bus from Meter and Delia’s to the footpath up to the farm.”

Tess laughed, one hand going back to her hip. “I suppose you could.”

“Are you okay?” Sima asked. “I thought you weren’t supposed to be sore and achy until closer to the end.”

“So did I. I may go upstairs here and take a nap before I head back to the office. That always helps.”

“I didn’t know you and Mack were staying here still.”

“Mostly, we’re not, but we still have things here, and it’s still our house.” She gave Sima a conspiratorial look. “I’ll just have to endure Mom fussing over me for a bit until I can escape.”

“She’s a lot better than Mama is.” A memory tugged at Sima and she fell quiet, thinking.

“What aren’t you saying?” Tess asked after a minute or so had passed.

Sima eyed her, then inhaled through her nose. She let it out and said, “When I was little, I was the one who collected all the stray animals who wandered through the yard. I took them inside, I fed them, I loved them. Mama would figure out who they belonged to and then I’d let them go. I was the stray catcher.” She looked at Tess, willing her to understand. It shouldn’t have been hard; Tess was pretty sharp.

“Go on,” Tess said.

Sima stood up and held her hands out to the side, feeling the breeze that danced through the gazebo. “I feel like I’m the stray and you’re taking me in and taking care of me.”

Tess opened her mouth, then closed it again and cocked her head slightly. Her eyes narrowed. “You were the stray,” she said thoughtfully. Sima envisioned her tapping the pads of her fingers on her coffee cup, a classic Tess move. “But now, what we’re doing, I think, is announcing that you have value. Real value.”

“I’m not a stray.”

“But you saved them.”

“I used to. Maybe that part of my life is over; I don’t know. All I know is that I used to pick up strays all the time and now I don’t.”

“Well, so long as they don’t eat the sheep, you’re welcome to bring them to the farm. I know if you bring them back to Meter and Delia’s, she’s not going to be happy.” Tess gave her a side-eye that made Sima laugh.

“No, she probably wouldn’t be. You know Meter wants a dog, right?”

“Isn’t the house a little full right now?”

“That’s one of her arguments, but Meter just says that Vass and I are more people to help her take care of it.” Sima started to laugh. “And then he laughs when she says Vass and I will have to take it with us when we move out, and I tell them I’m fine with that and Vass insists Meter doesn’t want a dog so much as he wants someone to have a dog, and Meter laughs and agrees, and Delia changes the subject.”

Those nights, Sima thought, were golden. Even Delia didn’t get angry; it was all good-natured and fun. Somehow, they’d all found an easy-going equilibrium that she’d miss when the new house was finally done.

She hoped she wouldn’t be too alone once she moved out of Meter and Delia’s. Vass would be off doing his things, she was sure—he was doing that already—and she’d be… doing what, exactly? Going over to Meter and Delia’s to keep from being alone?

They wouldn’t shut her out. She was sure of that.

But maybe it was time to start building a life of her own.

Meter had been talking about going down to the shelter to visit the dogs. Maybe she should do that, even if she wasn’t going to bring any strays home.

Really, she’d meant it when she’d told Tess just now that it felt like that part of her life was over.

With a goodbye to her boss, Sima took off toward the barn. She still had work to do, changes to absorb, and a lawyer to call.

Hopefully it would all be okay.








  
  

TWO 


Theo





“You’re sure you want to do this?” Vic asked Theo. The tour had ended the night before, the rest of the band was flying home out of Knoxville, and Theo was set to wind up… in some small city he’d never heard of before. 

“If this is what I have to do to prove to you that I’m all-in on the band, I’m up for it.”

“One year. No leaving,” Vic said again.

“Suburbs okay?”

“Fine.” Vic nodded. “But calling Knoxville the extended suburbs isn’t.”

“What if they really are?”

“Keep dreaming,” Vic said and shook his head. He swept a hand over his scalp, catching his hair. He’d decided to not wash it for the whole tour and it had gotten interesting. “I can’t wait to get home and shave this off.”

“What if Linsey likes it?”

“Too bad. I don’t. Anyway, back to you. We clear on the rules?”

“Yes,” Theo recited dutifully. “No leaving unless it’s a true medical emergency and taken out of my hands by doctors, or if I get clearance from you first. I have a week to find a permanent place to stay if I want the first cash reward, and there are more cash incentives for everything I do that you deem impressive.” On the one hand, he’d rather have been carrying this experiment out in the same town as the band. It would have made the job both easier and harder—easier because he’d have playmates, but harder because they’d be watching out for him and encouraging him to mess up.

Vic clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ve got this, man.”

“I know. You’re more nervous than I am.” But the truth was that Theo wasn’t sure how he could possibly manage to stay put in the same city for an entire year. Other than doing voice work—and he had plenty of requests waiting for him; that was the easy part—he needed a plan of attack, a way to keep the invisible walls from devouring him.

He had no idea what that could be, other than relying on his luck to carry him through.

“Dumping you and leaving you to find your way to a hotel with your amount of gear,” Vic said and gave his head one shake. “That’s what I’m most worried about.”

Theo had already investigated. He could request a ride share with a bigger vehicle. It shouldn’t be hard.

“So set me down at a hotel,” he said instead, not wanting to tip his hand.

“And you say you’re lucky?”

“Well, I am, but if you’re that worried, take the worry away.”

Vic pressed his lips together again and shook his head once, left to right. “According to you, that’d be too easy.”

“Then trust me.”

“Theo—”

“Vic—”

The bandleader took a breath. “You’re right. This is asking for trouble. I’m sure we can get you a flight back to—”

“Wherever you all are off to.” Theo didn’t really care, to be honest. One place was the same as another. He’d grown up, for the most part, in Chicago, spending most summers back in Greece, but that had been eons ago. After he’d graduated high school, he’d drifted from one opera company to the next, changing cities each time. It had been fun, but nothing had cured his wanderlust. He’d hoped being in a touring band would, and while he'd been fine on the road, now that the tour was over, he wasn’t so optimistic. “Besides, if the last six months didn’t convince you I’m committed to the band, there’s not much more I can do.” 

They spent a long minute looking at each other, Theo with his eyebrows raised, inviting an answer, and Vic not wanting to give it.

“I’m going to stay in this dinky city for a year,” he told Vic as the bus took the off-ramp to this place. 

“Honestly, Theo?” Vic said and pushed at his hair again, looking up toward his scalp and scowling. “I hope so. It’s okay to stay in one place. It really is.”

Theo didn’t point out that after his year here, they were going to uproot him again. And, like everywhere else he’d lived other than Greece, he’d have no reason to look back, let alone come back.








  
  

THREE


Vassily





It had been a quiet day in the store so far, which wasn’t normal. Vassily didn’t trust it. And, of course, he was right. 

It began when a couple, well-dressed and of color, came in to browse. They’d barely been there two minutes when Leon arrived with a stack of deliveries, sending everything into chaos. “Hey, Vass, in your office like usual?” Leon asked the store at large after Imani had buzzed him in and he’d wheeled the stack inside. It was a larger shipment than Vassily had been expecting—and he certainly hadn’t been expecting Leon to deliver it. Delia’s brother was a supervisor now; he no longer drove a delivery route. Still, every now and then, he brought a couple packages to the store.

This was more than a couple packages. This looked like two days’ worth of deliveries.

“What’s new?” Leon asked as he unloaded his cart. “Anything good in here? Anything I need to give Chrystal?”

“Maybe you should take her out twice before you give her expensive jewelry?” Vass asked, wondering who Chrystal was. “Because even if we sold inexpensive stuff, I wouldn’t let you buy it for a woman you’re not serious about.”

“Maybe. But aren’t you the one who said you learned a lot about the women you dated by talking about jewelry?”

Vass glanced at the couple. Imani was standing nearby, ready to answer questions, of course, but there was something about them. They were both tall, and more expensively dressed than he had first realized. They had that vibe of a couple who had been together and worked well as a unit. Plus, they were trying to be unobtrusive as they listened in.

Vass suddenly understood and fought to keep his emotions off his face. He’d been nervous about meeting them—tomorrow night, at dinner—so he hadn’t expected it to happen like this. But given all that Gwendolyn had told him, maybe he should have.

“It’s not going to be the same for you,” he told Leon. “You’re not a jeweler.”

“But—”

“No,” Vass said.

“And I’m not sure what to do about Thanksgiving,” Leon was continuing, following Vass as he stood in the doorway to his office, surveying the deliveries. “Do I go with Chrystal to her family, invite her to ours, or do we each join our own families? How do people manage this stuff anyway?”

“Do you feel ready to meet her family? And I’m not just talking her parents, but her grandparents, her cousins, the family she doesn’t really like but has to put up with once a year and smile while inside she’s seething?” He hoped that wasn’t about to rebound badly on him and tried not to look at the couple again.

“Are you?” Leon tossed back.

“Gwendolyn and I have been together a lot longer than you and this Chrystal have been,” Vass said, hoping the couple wasn’t going to want to chat about his custom work. Not until he and Leon had moved off this topic. “Besides, she’s the lucky thirteenth at this year’s Ford-Shaikovsky Thanksgiving, remember?”

“Yeah, but we don’t have any of those family members you’re talking about. Not when it’s just the immediate two families.”

“You sure about that?” Vass asked with a smile although, truth be told, he agreed with Leon on that one. 

“Har,” Leon said, then paused. “Unless you mean Delia. Her, I might agree with you about.”

It was bluster, of course. Leon and Delia got along better than anyone in his family, minus the triplets, of course. Those three had a vibe all their own.

The door buzzed; Imani was letting someone in. When he saw who, Vass crossed the store with a big smile and his arms open in welcome. Mrs. Calloway was always a pleasant surprise, and not because she was slowly liquidating an impressive jewelry collection. She had some amazing heirloom pieces—and some absolute junk. Part of the fun when she visited was discovering which she’d brought. She usually didn’t know until he told her.

“Vassily, oh I’m so glad you’re here today,” she said as she bustled in, pushing right past his welcome. She wore a skirt, like usual, navy blue and straight, and a sweatshirt with a bright pink poodle on it. And tennis shoes and an orange beret. “What do you think of this brooch? I have a theory,” she said, nodding at Imani, who greeted her warmly. “Hello, dear. How are you today?” Mrs. Calloway asked. “I’ll come chat when Vassily has helped me.”

“Looking forward to it,” Imani said with a warm smile that touched even Vass. “Oh,” she said and buzzed someone else in before they knocked or pulled on the door handle.

“There you are!” Leon called and Vassily looked away from Mrs. Calloway, immediately kicking himself for wondering who had just arrived. He should have known by Leon’s greeting. “I was thinking you were going to stand me up and make me gnaw my arm off.”

The couple who was browsing exchanged a look.

“Mom and Dad would kill me if I let you do that,” Delia said, making a beeline for Leon so she could pat his cheek. “And I know Vass hasn’t gotten annoyed by you yet, but get out from behind the counter. You don’t work here.”

“Maybe I should,” Leon said, looking around like he was surveying the store.

Mrs. Calloway watched them, then shook her head. “You have interesting friends,” she told Vassily.

“That’s my sister-in-law and her brother,” he said, wanting to lean over and keep Leon and Delia out of the conversation but also wanting the browsing couple to hear. It was an impossible choice.

Delia blew him a kiss. “You coming to lunch?” she asked.

“Not while Mrs. Calloway needs me,” he said, motioning to her.

“Oh, be careful if you go,” Mrs. Calloway said. “I heard there are some protests that are going to be happening in the park outside the Piston Building.”

“Are they protesting PharmaSci again?” Delia asked, on guard.

“No, today it’s that school thing. The stupid one,” Mrs. Calloway went on, digging through her purse and folding her latest treasure into the palm of her hand. “The gays and Blacks are scary movement.” She shook her head and Vass felt Delia—and the couple—freeze. “I hope the police are aware of it. The local media has been strangely quiet. I only know because one of my neighbor’s sons is the organizer.” She shook her head some more. “That young man—the son, I mean—needs a set of social skills. It’s too late to give him a good whipping. And then my neighbors ask why I am not friendlier to them, or to him when he comes to visit. That son of theirs is downright scary! I bet he was involved at Vera’s Café last year.” 

“Leon,” Delia said, fumbling in her camera bag for something. Vass told himself to breathe. Of course she was going to drag her brother to the protest. She was going to find this idiot organizer.

“Let’s grab food on the way down,” Leon said, as if he too had expected this. “I guess I’m playing bodyguard. Let me tell work—” He pulled his phone out and he and Delia stood there for a minute, texting away on their respective phones.

Turning back to Mrs. Calloway, Vass gave her a look, silently asking if he could see the brooch.

She unfolded her fingers.

This one wasn’t junk.

Vass felt his eyes widen at the sight of it. It was possibly Mrs. Calloway’s most exquisite piece yet.

“Whoa,” Delia said, her attention diverted, and Vassily cringed. He glanced at the couple. They were watching, interested. The woman craned her neck slightly.

“The protest can wait a minute or two,” Delia went on and handed Leon her phone. He took it with a nod. “Besides, you know Overwatch’ll be my bodyguard.”

“True,” Leon said.

As Delia was pulling out her camera and approaching Mrs. Calloway, Imani said, “Vass.” It was a warning.

The front door rattled. Vass looked up, grateful for Imani’s observation. It was the homeless dude who, every few weeks, came by. Imani was looking at him and shaking her head, her mouth set, and Vass sighed and reached for his phone. “Excuse me a minute, Mrs. Calloway,” he said, giving Delia a look.

She was already distracted by the homeless dude and had turned, camera lifted. Exactly as he’d expected.

She was unstoppable.

Vass sent Noah—or whoever was on duty at Overwatch—a text. Noah’s guys were always fast when he needed them—not to mention kind. Truth be told, Vass felt sorry for the homeless guy. Whatever his story was, his life at the moment was hard.

Text sent, he slipped his phone into his pocket. 

The homeless dude rattled the door again. 

The couple looked stricken. “Aren’t you—” the man asked, but Vassily shook his head.

“It’s being handled. If you have a minute, just watch.”

“Well, we’re not leaving. Not if he could slip in when we open the door,” the man said, giving Vassily a glower. “Or worse.” He moved protectively toward his wife.

Vass raised a hand and nodded as if he were about to share a deep, dark secret with them. Maybe he was; he knew they didn’t have a system like Overwatch where they lived. Besides, if they truly wanted to leave, the back door was right there.

Mrs. Calloway folded her hand over her brooch and looked a bit scared. 

“I have people on the way to help him,” Vass told her, giving her hand a gentle pat. It was so thin, all bones and deathly pale, wrinkled skin and blue veins, and it looked like he could break her if he wasn’t careful. “They deal with this guy often; just watch.”

Delia turned back, surprising Vass by asking Mrs. Calloway if she could take her picture. “I can take a minute before I head to the protest,” she added.

“Why would you want to do that?” Mrs. Calloway asked, peering at Delia as if she were having trouble seeing her. “And why do you want to go to the protest and risk your safety?” She wagged a finger at Delia. “Even in Port Kenneth, the cops are not our friends. Not anymore.”

To her credit, Delia sounded sincere as she said, “I want to photograph you because you have a fascinating face. And that pin looked gorgeous on your hand. I’ll have Vassily”—and she bothered to pronounce his name properly, Vass noticed—“give you the pictures when I’ve edited them.”

It was the special sauce Mrs. Calloway needed to open her hand back up.

“As for the protest,” Delia went on, raising the camera, “I’m a photographer for the City Central. I know how to stay out of the way.”

“She does,” Leon agreed, and Vass couldn’t argue, even if she did find unconventional places to work from.

Papa bustled in through the back door as Leon finished speaking. He glanced around the store and grinned, sweeping at what little hair he had left; some of it had fallen forward. “Hello, everyone! It’s a wonderful day to buy some jewelry.”

“Hi, Papa,” Delia and Vassily said, almost but not quite in stereo, while Leon and Imani called asynchronous hellos of their own. Vass stole a glance at the browsing couple, wondering what they were thinking of all this; it was a lot, even to him. 

They were having a silent communication.

Delia got busier with her camera and Mrs. Calloway, who looked thrilled to be receiving such attention. “Are you really a professional photographer?” she asked more than once. “To think you’d be interested in me!”

Outside, someone knocked twice on the window. Vass raised a hand in thanks. It was Noah’s team, and they were dealing with the homeless guy. Exactly the sort of thing Vass paid them for.

The woman gave a soft, “Oh!” when Overwatch led the homeless guy away without a problem.

Almost immediately, someone else approached the store, wearing a suit that looked, like Vassily’s, like it had come from Moda. Imani buzzed him in. 

“I need a gift for my wife,” the man said breathlessly and adjusted his tie in what Vass figured was probably an unconscious gesture.

Delia lowered her camera enough to catch Vass’ eye and wink, but the man went on, “She called me just now to say she just got named partner at her firm.” He paused and beamed. “I ran out of a meeting with my boss, but it’s worth it. She is worth it.”

Vass was slightly embarrassed that Leon was the first to offer congratulations. Even the couple jumped to congratulate the man, the woman asking what firm his wife worked for and adding it wasn’t the one her daughter was with.

While they spoke, Vass signaled to Papa to work with Mrs. Calloway. Not that he didn’t want to so much as he had a perfect piece in mind for the man’s wife, if he might be interested in a pendant. It had just been finished, and Vass hadn’t even put it out in the case yet.

He knew Gwendolyn had been hoping he would give it to her, and the piece he’d made her was similar, but more Gwendolyn. This one felt, to Vass, more bohemian than Gwendolyn could comfortably pull off.

“Deel,” Leon said when Vass was showing the pendant to the man and Papa was busy watching Mrs. Calloway have her picture taken. Imani was talking to the couple, who still hadn’t done more than browse quietly. “I meant it when I said I was going to gnaw my arm off. If you want food before this protest, we need to get moving.”

“One minute,” she told him, still taking pictures of Mrs. Calloway’s hand and the brooch. “Just a few more.”

“Sorry, Vass,” Leon said.

“Come for dinner. Tell me about this protest.” It wasn’t like Delia wouldn’t be there, since he was still living in her house.

“You’re cooking,” Delia said, thanking Mrs. Calloway, who still looked flattered. She was even slightly pink, and Vass hoped that was a blush and not something medical. She had told him once that she had some health issues.

The couple stepped up to the counter with Vass’s custom designs as Delia and Leon swept out of the store, Delia with a hand in her camera bag again.

“These are all your creations?” the woman asked, looking them over.

“Yes,” Vassily told her and tried not to beam. It wasn’t easy; he knew his work was good.

“They’re very lovely.” She nodded, thanked him, and turned to the door.

Vass took a deep breath and said, “Judge Steel, Dr. Steel, it was good of you to stop in.” 

The man’s shoulders stiffened and he raised a hand, but otherwise, the couple left without a word.

Papa started to laugh. “Well played, Vassily,” he said as Vass took the pendant and the credit card from the man who wanted to celebrate his wife. Imani took the pendant to add a chain and box it.

After the man and his new pendant had left and Mrs. Calloway was engaged in a negotiation for the brooch that Vass knew Papa had engineered for the sake of her pride, Imani asked him, “When did you figure it out?”

“Right after Leon showed up. There was something in their mannerisms, and then wow, Gwendolyn looks like her mother. I bet they get mistaken for sisters.” 

Imani chuckled. “They caught us at quite a moment.”

“They sure did,” Vass said, turning as someone else knocked on the door, requesting permission to enter. His stomach growled and Vass told it to knock it off. Lunch would probably be late, but he’d make a quick dash for something—unless Mama had sent something with Papa again.

He liked that he wasn’t too old to be taken care of. Not like that.








  
  

FOUR


Sima





It was only three o’clock on a Thursday, but Sima had had enough of the farm and enough of the impending changes life was about to hand her—plus, she really didn’t want to wade through various lawyer referrals while on Mackenzie property. It felt wrong, even though Tess had come right out and told her to. 

As she drove through Woolslayer on her way back to Meter and Delia’s, it was the black cases with silver trim that caught her eye first, then the man standing beside them.

She pulled over in front of Tess’s original women’s business incubator building, then jogged back to the corner in front of the new playground—the one Tess and her boss had spent years lobbying City Council for. If there was a more important street corner in Woolslayer, Sima didn’t know it.

“Hi,” she said, walking up to the man standing there, a couple bags at his feet, a few athletic bags and a backpack piled on the two road cases. He was fiddling with his hair, a coppery brown so rife with curls, it made her hair look straight. “You look a little bit lost.”

“Hi,” he said, looking her over from head to toe and back up again.

Sima rolled her eyes. Typical man. Check out the goods and then decide if you’re going to be polite and answer.

“I am a little bit lost,” he said with a rueful smile and a head bob. He lowered his hands; those curls had been corralled into a man bun. “My friends dropped me here and bet me I can’t stay in town for a year.”

Sima paused, considering that. “Do any of you live here? In Port Kenneth,” she added quickly, confident no one who was friends with this guy lived in Woolslayer. If they did, they’d know better than to leave their buddy and all his things on this particular street corner. Unless they were trying to get everyone in the neighborhood talking about him?

“No,” he said, and Sima let her eyes roam over his face. Green eyes with a hint of gold, a slight, close-trimmed beard that looked more like shadows than hair just long enough to be soft, and earrings—three in his left ear and two in his right, not including an Industrial, a straight bar, through the top at the perfect rakish angle.

Do not swoon, she told herself. There was no reason to. After all, she’d sworn off men after New Orleans.

Women, too.

Sima was confirmed single, and that was how it was.

The guy pulled his phone out of the front pocket of his just-snug-enough jeans—do not stare at his dick, Sima told herself—frowning at it and looking around as if trying to figure out where exactly he was.

Across the street, Woolslayers were gathering, staring, some walking past and giving him a wary side-eye. Thankfully Sima didn’t see anyone taking pictures, but she didn’t doubt someone was, or already had. The guy was probably already all over PK social media. Which meant she had to move fast.

Confirmed single, she reminded herself. Besides, this was no big deal. No different from any other cat or dog or even the rabbit she’d once found that had gotten loose from the D’Amadeuses up the street. They’d given her fifty bucks for finding him. Or maybe for returning him, which she really hadn’t wanted to do. He’d been a nice bunny.

The stray looked up from his phone, then took her in again. “You haven’t left?” he asked. The smile he gave her was good-natured and friendly.

It does not feel good that he seems to like what he sees, she told herself, immediately wondering what there was to like. Beyond the physical things she lacked—namely tits and ass and, okay, height—her tangled curly mess of a ponytail was sticking out the back of her extremely dirty baseball hat, her clothes were probably equally as filthy, and she desperately needed a shower.

“No,” she said. “I haven’t left. I’m curious about you and all this.” She gestured to his luggage, trying not to fixate on those black rock and roll cases and definitely not touching them. She had washed her hands before she’d left the farm, of course, but that didn’t mean she felt clean.

“Well,” the guy—her stray—said, “I’m more than a little bit lost.” He gave her a smile. It seemed, she thought, practiced. Performative. Which probably explained the cases. “Where’s the nearest hotel?”

Sima laughed. “Not in Woolslayer, that’s for sure.”

“Oh,” he said and looked at his pile of luggage, then shook his head. “Well, I told them to make it hard,” he said softly, as if he were talking to himself. “How about a hostel?” he asked.

She decided she liked his reddish razor stubble, his small nose, his olive skin that she just wanted to touch. She refused to look at his lips or consider his eyes, and a quick glance over his chest didn’t tell her much other than he wasn’t paunchy. She was not looking any lower than that. She’d have to live with an impression of his legs.

“Hi?” he asked, leaning forward slightly, his tongue at the tip of his—

Don’t. Look.

“Sorry,” she said with a quick shake of her head and lick of her own lips. “Since you’re not from here, I doubt you know that people and their belongings”—she gestured to his bags and the cases—“don’t often stand on this particular street corner.” She glanced around. People were still gawking, but no one else was approaching.

Sima understood. Usually, if a Woolslayer stood on a corner with their things, they’d have plenty of help getting it where it needed to go. But when it was a stranger standing there, people were more cautious.

They were probably right, and she was probably the fool. Again. Ever since she’d left Port Kenneth for college, she’d created a long history of bad choices. And even though she thought she’d started making better choices, she had a bad feeling this guy wasn’t going to be one of them.

But she couldn’t walk away.

“So you need a place to stay,” she said.

“Yeah. Preferably not for three hundred a night, which is what it looks like the Ace Hotel is charging.”

“That is crazy,” she agreed. “The cheap places, of course, are going to be outside of downtown. Well, the ones that are cheap and safe.”

“Always.” It was his turn to agree, and there was something in their shared agreements that zinged like some sort of harmonious connection.

Stop it, Sima told herself. He’s a stray, nothing more.

“Which direction,” he asked, turning in a circle, “will take me to the best place where I can set up shop for a few days? The end goal,” he went on, facing her again, his phone sitting limply in his hand, “is to rent a place for a year.”

“Just a few days?” Sima asked, an idea forming.

“Hey!” someone called, and Sima smiled. Of course someone would have told Delia that she needed to come check out the outsider on the street corner in Woolslayer, and of course Delia wouldn’t be able to resist. 

“I found a—” Sima said, turning to Delia. She was crossing the street, a camera in her hand. “What’s your name?” she asked the guy.

“Theo. Theo Andino,” he said, sketching a bow that made Sima giggle. “And you?”

“Delia Ford,” Delia said before Sima could open her mouth. “And this is my sister-in-law, Sima Shaikovsky.”

“Sima Minkin Shaikovsky.” She gave Delia an indignant side-eye. “I’m adopted.”

Theo, her stray, looked confused. “Okay?”

She held up a finger. “Never forget where you came from.”

He relaxed, taking a half step forward. “Good advice.”

“So where do you come from?” Delia asked.

“Why are you even here?” Sima asked her. It didn’t matter that she knew; the question had to be asked.

“Strange dude on a street corner in Woolslayer. My phone blew up and since I was at the counterprotests, it was easy enough to pop over.”

“Counterprotests?” Sima frowned. She hadn’t heard anything about protests, let alone counterprotests. Then again, she tried to avoid local news. Delia told her anything she needed to know.

“Protests?” Theo asked warily. Sima wondered why.

Delia shrugged. “Those were usual. Kill the trans people, eradicate the Jews, lynch the Blacks. So long as they don’t throw more bricks through Vera’s windows, I don’t care all that much. What made today interesting,” she went on, and Sima looked at her. Delia never talked this much. “—was that the counterprotestors outnumbered the original protestors yesterday. They were engaged and basically throwing a party—there were a couple jugglers and three people with acoustic guitars—but yesterday’s protestors were…” She looked around, adjusted her camera bag on her shoulder, and shrugged. “Not real passionate about their hate.”

Sima watched Theo look her over the way he had looked Sima over, hungrily but also coolly evaluating.

“You’re media,” he said.

“Features photographer for the City Central. But I’m not some news hound; I don’t chase after what’s happening in town.”

Sima tried not to snort. Delia loved to be in the middle of things and absolutely chased after it. The mere fact that she had shown up to check out Sima’s stray was proof.

“So what are you doing here, Theo Andino?” Delia asked while Sima stood there, feeling both territorial and angry at her sister-in-law’s false spin on her life.

“My… friends dropped me here and bet me I can’t stay in the city and its suburbs for an entire year without leaving.”

“Friends,” Delia said and patted one of the big black cases. “They got a group name?”

“She’ll start guessing,” Sima warned Theo.

“I doubt you’ll guess it,” Theo told Delia, who gave him a grin and made a show of examining the cases.

Internally, Sima groaned. Loud and long. Of course Delia wouldn’t back down from that sort of challenge. What sucked was that Sima wouldn’t have, either—but hadn’t been given the chance.

Part of her wanted to jump up and down and demand that Theo Andino look at her.

“Try me,” Delia said, still looking at the cases. Sima followed her attention; some sort of code had been spray painted on it, but she didn’t understand it. TA1DWRDD on the first and TA2DWRDD load first on the other.

Theo took a step back and, in another theatrical movement, swept his arms out in invitation.

Delia narrowed her eyes. “I’ll get it.”

“While you think,” Sima said, “he needs a place to crash for a few days.” She held her breath, not sure how that would go over. “I was hoping you’d have ideas,” she added.

“I need a hotel. Please.”

Delia gave Sima a look that Sima decided to ignore. Yeah, she was hoping Delia would cough up a couch. So what?

“Only until I can find myself a place to rent for a year,” Theo continued. There was something about the way he said it that had Sima thinking it was true.

Delia frowned. “It may not be easy finding a place that’ll let you in before the first of the month.”

Sima held her breath.

“There are always places,” Theo said, like he was familiar with how rentals worked, no matter where you were.

“There’s places that rent by the day and by the week,” Delia went on. “But most of them are out by the airport and I’m not sure I’d let Chad Flaherty live there.”

“I thought you two had made peace,” Sima said with a frown.

“We haven’t. Besides, he’s easy to pick on,” Delia said with a shrug.

Out of the corner of her eye, Sima watched Theo trying to make sense of the conversation.

“Hold on,” Delia said and turned her back, head bowed over her phone.

Even though she told herself not to, Sima bounced a little on her toes and air-clapped her hands like a little kid.

Theo watched her, then caught her eye, nodded, and flashed her a quick grin. “You’re a troublemaker, huh, Sima-with-three-names?”

“Four. I have a middle name, too, Alexandra. When I turned sixteen, Papa offered to change it to Alexandrovna to be a real patronymic, but I said I’d wait and decide about another name change—adopted, right?—when I was eighteen, but I decided that it doesn’t really matter. I mean, I’m American and my parents were too, and it’s really just Papa who’s got the patronymic obsession because he’s got a stick up his ass about none of us knowing where we came from when the truth is that we all know perfectly well and…” She bit her lip as she trailed off, aware she was babbling.

Theo blinked, watching her, his face unreadable.

“Okay,” Delia said, turning around, eyes still on her phone. “Theo Andino, the new singer for Dragonwinged Riders of the Dark Destiny, the coolest symphonic metal band you’ve never heard of.”

“Damn.” Sima’s stray shook his head. “That was fast.”

Sima wondered how long before it was all over town, and who’d rip him away from her.

She sighed. Strays never stayed.

Delia was grinning. “First Overwatch, and second a husband who had a spare minute at work—which is rare, by the way; you got lucky. But he agrees that we can loan you a couch for a few days.”

Sima wondered if her geeky brother had known of the band and would be excited to have Theo crashing on his couch. It was entirely probable.

“Really. A hotel is fine,” Theo said, but his right hand had come up to cover his heart.

Sima wondered if he was aware of that, of how very theatrical he was.

“A hotel is fine,” Delia agreed. “But let’s face it: You’re alone in a strange city and you somehow got the attention of Sima, who lives with, well, me, and if I leave you in a hotel to fend for yourself? No. Can’t happen. The backlash will be brutal, not to mention the photo ops I’d be missing out on.” She gave him a once-over of her own. He straightened his spine and shoulders as if aware she was evaluating how photogenic he was.

Sima didn’t agree with the part about backlash, but she didn’t really care. Delia was going to bring Theo home with them.

“My car’s in front of the yellow incubator,” she said. “But we’re not going to get these big cases into it.”

“I’m not sure we’ll get three of these bags in your car,” Delia said.

Theo, Sima noticed, was looking at his phone but also flicking his attention to her and Delia. He might not have understood what they were talking about, but he was listening. Sort of. Enough to know when to chime in, she was willing to bet.

“And you don’t know anyone in town?” Delia asked him, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

As Sima expected, Theo raised his head. “That was the point of the band dropping me here. I told them I could make life work in any city they picked, whether or not I knew anyone or whether or not it had a music scene. Does this city have a music scene?”

Sima and Delia exchanged glances. “There’s a small one. Most of the action is down in Knoxville, though.”

“Well, Knoxville’s off-limits, so I’ll put the small scene on my list to check out,” Theo said, his eyes dancing. “Along with everything else.”

“Everything?” Sima asked, intrigued.

“Absolutely,” Theo said. “One year from today, I will know this city better than the natives.”

Delia laughed. “Good luck with that.”

He eyed Delia, then Sima. “You two in, or what?”

Sima was. Absolutely, she was.








  
  

FIVE


Theo





Venmo me , Theo texted Vic. Got picked up by two hot women and am crashing on their couch until I find a place. It had taken him not even two hours, although it had been a long two hours.

Pictures or it never happened.

Theo was ready. He’d snapped pictures of Sima and Delia as they’d been talking, then helping some friend who’d showed up with a pickup truck to haul his things.

Damn. Which one’s mine?

Taller one’s married, Theo answered, grinning. As if Vic would cheat on Linsey. Guess you’re out of luck.

Just a bigger challenge, Vic answered, and Theo laughed. He’d seen enough to know Vic would be shut down as soon as he opened his mouth.

Hey, Vic went on, if one’s married, how are they living together? This actually some threesome they haven’t told you about?

Sisters-in-law. Little one is staying here while her house is renovated. Which is why I get the couch, not a guest room.

Dude. I have slept on some BAD couches in my day.

Theo sent a picture of it. It wasn’t anything fancy, not really. A light microfiber that went well with the room’s maroon wall color, which was offset by a lot of natural light that in turn emphasized some pretty eclectic art. It was a nice room, a comfortable room, one you could relax in, that wrapped you in it and held you safely. Theo had seen pictures of rooms like this but hadn’t believed people actually lived in them. Apparently, at least these people did.

Theo already liked these women, had already decided they were the sort of people you populated your life with, which hadn’t been his first intent. Using them as a stepping stone, a place to crash while he found a place to rent, had been the original idea. But as he’d watched them help load and unload his things, then seen the house—which, if he didn’t miss his mark, was in a pretty pricey neighborhood—he’d changed his mind. There was value here, even if the married one worked for the media.

He dropped that tidbit at Vic, too.

Okay. Maybe you got lucky this time, Vic responded, and Theo’s phone chimed with a deposit notification of five bucks.

Every time, Theo answered with a chuckle. Did the band really think his luck hadn’t extended to them? They’d been one of the first bands to hit the road after the pandemic quarantines had loosened, which had been a risky move for a band lost in the morass of other symphonic metal bands, but that’s where Theo’s luck had kicked in. They’d played to packed houses almost every night, full of rabid concertgoers who didn’t particularly care that they’d never heard of the bands on the bill. They’d missed live music and needed a return to it and were willing to take whatever they could get.

And when the accountants added it all up—merch sales, streaming, even vinyl sales—it was obvious the band had earned themselves some fans.

That wasn’t merely good timing or hard work. There was luck in there too. Theo’s luck. 

You have a week to find a place, Vic reminded him. Or I don’t have to pay the big bucks.

You mean a place other than this one? Theo answered with a laugh. The rules hadn’t said if he could or couldn’t weasel his way into living with someone, although it did cramp both Theo’s style and his habit of staying up through most of the night, using the quiet to narrate audio books.

Then again, they’d drawn up the rules as quickly as they’d come up with the idea to dump Theo somewhere. There hadn’t been a lot of time to think through contingencies and loopholes.

They’ll never put up with a year of your hair.

Theo laughed. Vic didn’t just hate his own hair. He hated Theo’s too—long, curly, and well taken care of. Of course, that wasn’t luck. Just a lot of care and brushing, usually in his bunk where Vic couldn’t see.

Delia stuck her head in the room, an eyebrow arched, her lips pursed, asking what was so funny without saying a word.

They already knew, Theo told himself. “My bandmates,” he said, getting up and going into the kitchen, where the women were. “They’re the ones who came up with this bet.”

The little one, Sima, put her chin in her hand, her brown eyes bright. She was trouble, that one, although something was getting in the way of it; he could watch sadness swallow her and more than once, she’d fallen into some sort of panic that Delia had had to talk her through.

Right now, though, she was just trouble.

“Tell us about the bet,” she said, like she couldn’t believe she had to drag the details out of him.

“I have bad wanderlust,” he said, scratching his chest, feeling awkward. Admitting this was never easy. “So bad, the guys in the band weren’t sure they wanted me in it because what if they put all this time and effort into me and I bailed? When we’re on tour, it’s fine. We’re moving around. But times like now, when the tour’s over and once I’ve gotten to sleep for a solid week, I’m going to wake up and want to be… somewhere else. But I’m convinced I can do this. I can stay in this city for an entire year.”

She cocked her head at him, eyes dark and thoughtful. “If you have wanderlust but can’t wander, won’t you self-destruct somehow?” A flicker of fear rippled through her eyes and she sat back, pulling away. 

Delia came up behind her, then stepped to the side and leaned on the island beside her. She had a different energy, a different charisma, Theo thought, cool and self-contained. He decided it was probably a good thing she was married. Unless they had an open marriage. Then he was in trouble. He didn’t have a lot of rules, but one that his parents had pounded into him and his brother both was that married was a boundary you always obeyed, no questions asked.

An open marriage, though, changed the situation—but only if the request came from both parts of the couple.

He took a deep breath, held it, and finally let it out, aware of how his chest heaved and how the women watched. “That’s the challenge, right? Can I learn to channel it, maybe stuff it into a smaller box so I’m satisfied by discovering something new without needing to go miles away to find it?” He nodded, still trying to convince himself. “I’m pretty sure I can.” It would be good for business—and his bank account—too. If he wasn’t moving around, he could use that time for more voice work. It also meant paying off fewer broken leases. And the women had made it clear that while this city was small and lacked a lot, one of its absolute strengths was public transit. He didn’t need to splurge on a car.

“What do you do when you’re not busy with the band?” That was Delia again, her cool assessment washing over him. “Do you even know, after how crazy life has been the past few years?”

He nodded, smiling. “My main income stream is voice work.”

One of Delia’s eyebrows flicked upward, but Sima lifted her head as if that had struck a nerve, her eyes shining brightly. “Voice work?”

It was his hair, he swore it, that caused him to raise his chin and push a few strands out of his face; he needed to pull it back into a fresh bun or ponytail. It was his hair, not his pride making him move like that.

But before he could answer, Delia put an elbow into Sima. “What happened to you taking a shower when we got here?”

“Why? Do I smell?”

Delia leaned in closer, but Sima moved aside, giving her an uneasy look. Theo had expected her to play along. There it was again, he thought. That… something that slammed down like a security door over a storefront.

“Easy,” Delia said, but Sima just glared, shook her head, and stalked out of the room.

“Sorry,” Delia said when they heard Sima’s feet on the stairs, muffled by the distance and the walls. “She’s been through some things.”

He’d already guessed as much. “Sounds like every other person on the planet.”

“No,” Delia said and frowned, and Theo took note. This was maybe more serious than he’d first thought, and he’d thought it was pretty big.

She was giving him that assessing look again, lost in her thoughts, and for some reason, Theo felt like squirming. That wasn’t like him and he fought the urge, but there was something about this woman.

“You,” she said slowly and after a long pause, “just might be very good for our Sima.” Her gaze turned piercing. “Don’t you dare fuck with her.”









