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The setting sun lit up marble sculptures in brilliant orange on one side and cast long, dark shadows from the other. The cemetery had no artificial lights to counter that, although anyone visiting the graveyard in the night would probably welcome the darkness—not that many came by these days. Once in a while, cut flowers would be left by a headstone. Other times, it would be empty beer cans from teenagers trying to scare themselves, but for the most part, the old Trinity Creek Cemetery was abandoned. 

Halloween wasn’t far away. Emery expected he’d come out the morning after to find melted scented candles some kids had stolen from their parents’ bathrooms, but no trace of the kids themselves. Teenagers in Trinity Creek often dared each other to spend the night here. Very few made it until dawn. 

Emery snorted in amusement. The graveyard, encircled by an iron fence with stone pillars, was overgrown with ivy, bracken, and weeds. Paths between the stones were hard to find for anyone not familiar with this place. The chipped, weather-damaged headstones and nineteenth century monuments guarded by funereal cypress trees might have looked intimidating if they hadn’t also been surrounded by acres of fields and a picturesque stream. And though the view certainly changed at night, especially when the moon was covered by clouds, Emery didn’t see how anyone could find this place frightening when he only had to turn his head to see the house right next door. 

The house where he lived. Where the lights would be on and his truck would be parked in the tree-lined driveway. Maybe Emery was biased since he’d grown up here, but the idea of anyone being scared in this cemetery still struck him as ludicrous. Any cemetery, but especially this one. 

He straightened to stretch his back and peered through the honeysuckle vine crowding much of the fence. His green work truck was clearly visible, enough to make out the Elward Landscaping and Garden Services logo on the door. The branches of the fruit trees were autumn-bare, stirring and scratching in the brisk wind, but they had been planted in orderly, obviously manmade lines. 

The windows of the house were blank now, lit only by the last of the sunlight. Emery should finish up before it got truly dark. It would be bad enough working in the wolf-light, as his grandmother had sometimes called those twilight moments where the known daytime world started to look a little wild as night crept in.

Emery shivered. He’d pulled his short locs up into a small ponytail, and the air was cold on the bare skin of his neck. He reached out to pluck a honeysuckle blossom from the vine that was almost always in bloom and pinched it as carefully as he could in his work gloves. Then he sucked the trace of nectar from the stamen. The sticky hint of sweetness made him smile briefly and think of summer, though it didn’t banish the chill in the air. 

He hadn’t intended to be out here so long and probably should have worn more than a T-shirt and an old, fleece-lined denim jacket. Cleaning up the cemetery was a project he’d put off for a few years while getting his business started. It had to be done in stages, and there was no better time than the fall and winter when he’d have less paying work. But he may have gotten a little obsessed once he’d gotten a good look at the place. He would never have let the cemetery get so overgrown in high school. 

He adjusted his work gloves and knelt down again to grab a handful of dried leaves and broken branches and toss them into the pile at the center of the path he’d cleared today. He’d do a burn the next day without much wind. 

Behind him, the Smithe family plot loomed up on a small, artificial, earthen mound. The Smithes had been town founders who had wanted to feel important and had the money to build a monument near the graveyard entrance. Shroud-draped urns carved from stone topped their mausoleum. Mourning angels watched over the doors. Marble and limestone lambs decorated many of the headstones around it. 

In the language of old memorials, doves meant any perished soul but lambs symbolized a lost child. Emery glanced over sleeping lambs, more traditional crosses and lanterns, and massive, flat tombs leading to underground crypts that hadn’t been opened in decades. The ivy was threatening to take those, too, although the honeysuckle might strangle it first. 

The farther back from the entrance he got, the greater the damage was likely to be. The Darlings, another founding family, had a plot in the east corner that had been overrun with wild mint the last time he’d checked. That was going to be a pain to get rid of. The oldest section was a haphazard collection of those hastily buried during an epidemic shortly after the town’s founding, loved ones separated from family plots for the sake of public health. It was nearly as tragic as the memorial to the sons lost in the Great War. That had also been taken over by the vines, although the local veterans group came out once a year to try to hold the greenery at bay. 

Emery supposed he should be grateful the graveyard wasn’t larger, though the only reason it wasn’t was the Protestant self-righteousness of those old families. The original Catholic cemetery, thankfully not Emery’s responsibility, was in Trinity Creek proper, adjoining the church, and most residents went to the newer places in the area now.

The one other cemetery for Trinity Creek—also under Emery’s care—was even smaller than this one. Emery didn’t turn to look at it, although it was just beyond this graveyard’s limits. The upright, forthright citizens who had invested in this graveyard had been very particular about who was allowed in it. The unwanted—the sinners, the prostitutes, the suicides and the unbaptized—the outcasts of Trinity Creek and the surrounding areas, had not been allowed on consecrated ground but had been permitted through some spirit of charity to be buried near it. The pitiable disgraced, as they had been called, made up a small, informal collection of graves that spilled over with wildflowers in the spring. 

The family who had once owned this property had been unable to make a go of farming, and for reasons that no one seemed to know, had leased the area to the town for the cemetery. The land was still in that state of limbo. Care of the graves was the responsibility of the current owner, although the town paid a tiny yearly stipend for their upkeep. 

Despite that, and the loveliness of the land, the property had been dirt cheap when Emery and his mom had moved here when he’d been twelve. No one wanted to live next to the dead. No one wanted to care for them, either. Emery had never minded, although he’d been new in town and confused about a lot of the shit in his life and hadn’t needed to immediately be known as the kid who lived in the graveyard. 

“I don’t live in the graveyard,” he muttered, no less resentful now than he had been at twelve. His muscles burned from overuse as he gathered up more debris and added it to his pile. Another cold breeze sent a ripple through the honeysuckle and stirred the ivy, creating soft, shushing murmurs. 

He paused to glance through the honeysuckle at the house that was his now. His mother hadn’t wanted to bother with the large former farmhouse on her own, and had gladly handed it over to him when he’d moved back to Trinity Creek after his years attending the community college. The roof would have to be replaced in the next few years and most of the rooms were unused. The garden and trees also needed a lot of work. He didn’t mind. The practical, simple building with its old-fashioned shutters and faded gray and white paint was all his. 

But it was close to a graveyard and that was enough to label him as weird even without his other issues. 

Emery froze just before he could accidentally tear through a spider’s web, then considered the wicked-looking creature sitting at the center of its work. 

“I’m cleaning up,” he warned it, with the wind gentle in the ivy and stray twigs skittering gleefully across the ground. “There’s a place for you here, but not on the path. Okay?” 

He glanced around once the words were out. The stone angels and lambs were turned away. The doors of the Smithe mausoleum stayed closed. He was still alone in his necropolis. 

Talking to himself was a lonely kid’s habit. He could always pretend he was speaking to the ghosts that supposedly haunted the cemetery but that didn’t seem any better. Probably a sign he should stop for the night. Head inside, make a frozen pizza, watch TV and go to bed. Like most other nights. 

The cypresses swayed inward, shadows like reaching fingers. 

Emery picked up his rake and set it against the fence only to watch it immediately slide down to the ground. The tittering of dry leaves across the gravestones drowned out his sigh as he picked the rake back up and rose to his feet. He’d leave it in the truck. It wasn’t supposed to rain tonight. 

The autumn so far had been dry, if colder than usual. It made him worry for winter, and remember vague warnings from the other weird kids about six months of darkness, and seasonal cycles, and balance. They’d had all sorts of stories about that kind of thing. Trinity Creek’s collection of outcast teens had been dramatic, to say the least. 

Right about now, when everyone else was excited over Halloween, they’d be going on about oak trees or the last harvest party of the year, which they always called a revel to be pretentious or sound sophisticated.  Really, they were like everyone else in high school, except they tended to get blitzed on cider or rum or wine instead of beer, and they didn’t celebrate anything as common as Halloween or go trick-or-treating. 

Which reminded him—his mother thought he should put some lights on the porch. As if any kids were going to come all the way out here for candy. Half of them were afraid of the house anyway. They would probably start screaming even before they left the main road, or reached the place where the driveway split into two paths, leading either to here or to the house. 

Orange lights on the porch might take some of their fear away. That could be what his mother meant and not a subtle comment about Emery needing a life. He doubted it, but it was possible. 

The kids should be more scared of the haunted house at the town’s Halloween carnival than this graveyard. The only soul here was Emery, alone again, alone always. There was nothing inside the ring of iron and cypress but bones and dust. Even death had left this place. 

Emery jerked his head up at the too-close sound of a bird’s wings and saw a large owl settle atop one pillar a second before he swung his gaze over to the person watching him from directly in front of the open gate. 

The wind stirred, making a mess of the edges of his pile and sending whirlwinds of dust and twigs through the rows of headstones. Long, swaying shadows nearly reached the first stone pillar at the entrance gate then stopped without touching it. 

Emery hadn’t heard a car. He should have, even if someone parked at the house and walked over, which Ezra had most likely done. Today, Ezra was formal even by his own standards but a walk through a field that might dirty his clothes wouldn’t bother him. 

Emery found it easier to look at Ezra’s outfit than in Ezra’s eyes—from his flat, thick black boots to his black pants and black waistcoat. His equally dark shirt was long-sleeved and buttoned all the way up this neck. The buttons on his tight waistcoat were white and probably repurposed antiques or bits of polished bone. The silver chain of a watch fob glinted in the dying light, although the watch itself was tucked away in a pocket. 

Aside from that and the buttons, the only relief of all the darkness in Ezra’s fashion choices was the light purple and dove gray lining of his long black coat. He had likely sewn that lining himself. For all Emery knew, Ezra had woven the cloth for it too. The same way he’d probably spun and dyed the wool before knitting the dark gauntlets keeping his hands warm. 

Ezra held a small container in front of him, which he dropped his head to stare at when Emery’s study finally reached his face, giving Emery time to get a good look at him. Ezra was slender, but with a chubbiness in his cheeks he’d never outgrown. It made him seem soft, even more than the scattering of freckles across his pale brown face, or the way he wore his hair so that his natural brownish-red curls sprang out in all directions beneath his flat-brimmed black hat. 

That hat looked like something an old-time farmer or a fire-and-brimstone preacher would wear. It made Ezra’s shape into something serious, something slightly foreboding until Ezra raised his head and focused his wide, amber eyes on Emery. 

Emery was overly conscious of his dirty jeans, his work gloves, the sweat under his arms. He wasn’t very tall but he had an inch and a half on Ezra even when he wasn’t wearing his work boots. The height difference made him feel big and rough, though he wasn’t particularly either. He thought it was Ezra’s clothes or the precision of his sewing, the general softness around him that said Ezra didn’t work out or jog or even walk in the sun much. 

The weird kids in Trinity Creek could be more goth than Edgar Allan Poe and more organic than the crunchiest of hippies, but Ezra had always stood out. The level of talent he casually displayed meant he was special. Bigger than this town, anyway. 

Yet here he was, full lips parted as he stared up at Emery. 

“Ez,” Emery greeted him, hoping he seemed distant and cautious. 

“Em.” Ezra sighed. “Are you warm enough?” 

Thrown by the unexpected question, Emery looked at the owl. Its bright eyes were closed, not that it would have understood or been able to explain Ezra. 

“I’m working, and this is a warm coat,” Emery answered Ezra at last and steadfastly ignored the shiver that followed the words. It was only because he’d stopped moving and now his sweat was drying. He set the rake against the fence once he realized he was awkwardly holding onto it. 

“It’s a cold day,” Ezra insisted. 

It was Emery’s turn to sigh. “It’s not that bad.” 

“You spend your free time in a graveyard in the chill,” Ezra carried on, undeterred and unstoppable despite the shadows beneath his eyes. “It’s like you want to catch some specifically nineteenth century ailment, like a brain fever. Are you taking anything? I can get you a nice tea blend to help keep the cold at bay. Or is it your mood?” At that, Ezra peered closely at him, staring long enough for Emery to feel his face heat. Ezra spoke matter-of-factly. “Wallowing in the morbs can be fun, but you shouldn’t take it too far. It’s not your time to join those in here.” 

“The morbs?” Emery asked despite his every internal promise to not prolong conversations with Ezra. 

Ezra, predictably, straightened up at the show of interest. 

“A bout of melancholia,” he explained, his words as anachronistic as his hat. “Though reveling in melancholy has never been your style.” He swept another considering look over Emery’s jeans and T-shirt, his attention lingering for a moment on the bare dark skin at Emery’s collarbone and throat. 

Emery, like Ezra, usually checked ‘black’ on paperwork that asked for race but embraced all the different branches of his family tree if asked in person. It was one of the reasons they’d become friends when they were younger, although Ezra came from very old Trinity Creek families. Emery’s mom did too, but had married a newcomer and moved away for a long time, only returning after the divorce. Emery had dark skin a few shades lighter than his mother’s, sharp cheekbones the same as his late great-grandfather Vicente, and eyes exactly like his Grandma Miné’s. He had to shave regularly to keep from growing a full beard and sometimes wondered whether it was worth it. Then he’d remember his dad’s facial hair and reach for the razor. His muscles were all his own, earned from lots of hard work. 

“No. Melancholy has always been more your style, Ez,” he answered gruffly, aware of the worn-thin places in his jeans and the dirt on his knees. He yanked off his gloves and stuck them in his back pocket. 

“High school was a stressful time,” Ezra responded seriously, making Emery pause. Ezra didn’t give him a chance to figure out his meaning. “My style now isn’t nearly so dramatic.” Emery skimmed a pointed look over Ezra’s chest and the buttons that were almost certainly bone, although Ezra was right and had worn even more black than this back in school. Ezra shrugged. “This is Puritan sensibilities with a dash of Romantic aesthetic, mostly because while I admire the Puritan’s determination, they really were drab, weren’t they? They never learned. There is so much more to life and death than misery. Do you like rose hips?” 

“What?” Emery snapped his gaze up to Ezra’s charming face. “Wha—are you talking about tea?” That was the thing about the weird kids in Trinity Creek—they came from weird parents, weird families, with weird interests. Weird was the wrong word, of course, but it was the one used by most of the other kids their age in school and was likely still used in the middle school and high school. 

A lot of them came from the older families in town, enough to have Emery half-convinced Trinity Creek had once been the site of either a cult or one of those early health-food movements. Candles and teas, herb gardens, home canning and the like all seemed to be the hobbies of choice for established residents. 

They weren’t against modern medicine—far from it, in Ezra’s case—but they all seemed to have an encyclopedic knowledge of herbal remedies and most of the time, the homemade potions worked, or appeared to. 

Emery shook his head. “I’ve never had rose hip tea, but I’m going to say no. Yes. I’m definitely going to say no, I don’t like it.” 

“Hmm.” Stymied, Ezra furrowed his brow. “I don’t believe you, but I can ask around and see what people recommend to keep you healthy while you finish this task you’ve given yourself.” 

It wasn’t a task Emery had “given” himself. It was part of owning the house, which Ezra knew. 

Emery wasn’t a tea drinker but sighed. “Okay, Ez, you do that.” No one in town, weird or not, was going to give a shit about Emery’s health. But if Ezra wanted to ask them, Emery wasn’t going to stop him. “But don’t tell anyone I’m ‘wallowing in the morbs’. And don’t tell my mother that, either.” 

Ezra didn’t bother to deny that he’d discuss this later with Emery’s mom. “Emery, if anything, your mother would tell me first. But I won’t—if you swear you really aren’t....” He went momentarily silent to squint at Emery. Next to him, up high, the owl opened his eyes. “No,” Ezra seemed to decide out loud, “if you’re more self-isolating than usual, it’s for some other reason than the bleak weather or the approaching holiday. Hmm. What could it be?” He sent a searching look over the cemetery, then tilted his head to the side and nodded as though listening to something. 

Emery heard the whistling wind in the trees and the faint scratch of leaves on granite tombstones. Something in the distance creaked ominously, like a live oak branch about to snap or a piece of broken stone inching toward the ground. 

Ezra’s cute little brow furrow became a flat-out frown. 

Emery quickly changed the subject. “Is there something I can help you with today, Ez?” 

The expression on Ezra’s face changed several times before flashing to hurt. It wasn’t that Emery didn’t believe it—Ezra wasn’t the type to lie—but it had taken Emery a while to figure out that Ezra could answer a question without lying but also without ever giving a real answer. 

“The question is—can you help me?” Ezra asked and smiled beautifully despite the wounds in his gaze. “I would have tracked you down in town but you haven’t stayed in Trinity Creek proper in months for anything longer than to gas up your truck and visit the grocery store. And not even the fresh market in the open air for some produce. But the freezer section of the big chain store. Really, Emery.” 

The feeling of being judged by a soft, crafty undertaker was not a new one. Emery fell for it anyway. 

“I’ve been busy,” he started to defend himself, then clenched his jaw. Ever since he’d returned for good and not just quick visits to see his mother and do the bare minimum to take care of the graveyard, he had to deal with this. Almost two years now of Ezra dropping by or finding him in town and leaving Emery with his arms full of crafted goods or herb mixes or good luck charms. “What did my mother say this time? Honestly, I’m not as pathetic as she seems to think. I’m not,” he added, insistent, and realized he had directed it to the great horned owl Ezra had rescued and which now sometimes followed him around. Emery had thought owls were mostly active at night but this one apparently had no preference. 

It had even appeared in Ezra’s videos once or twice, or so Emery had heard, since he didn’t watch them. 

Much. 

Emery wasn’t the homemaking, crafting, do-it-yourself decorating type, but he had been as curious as anyone else in town about the videos that had made Ezra internet-famous. That was all. Emery had gone back to watch the first few once they started to get really popular, but stopped when he ran out of ways to justify it to himself. He had no reason to keep watching and no time then, anyway. Making his small landscaping business official had taken a lot of work. It still did. 

Ezra clearly didn’t believe him. “She’s worried. You don’t go anywhere and she thinks you’re not eating well, and you’re overworking. She also thinks... she thinks you’re avoiding life out here.” He glanced down, then up again to meet Emery’s stare. 

Emery ignored that as best as he could with two quiet predators watching him. He cleared his throat. “And this involves me helping you, how?” 

The sudden burst of nervous fidgeting from Ezra was not endearing in any way. It did not make Emery want to grab his hands and hold them to make them still. And if it did, it didn’t matter because Emery wasn’t going to do it. 

“Ta-dah!” Ezra announced after a deep breath and thrust the container in his hands forward. 

Emery’s heart pounded hard against his ribs although his stomach clenched in anticipation of distress. For all that Ezra was known for the practical, beautiful skills he demonstrated in his videos, he was a terrible cook. Anything beyond the odd dessert or candy usually ended in disaster. 

“Don’t look like that!” Ezra objected. “I followed the recipe exactly this time. Didn’t I, Saturday?” He briefly turned toward the owl, which Emery hoped hadn’t actually been in the kitchen with him while he’d cooked. Saturday ignored him. “I even used meat,” Ezra tacked on, facing Emery again. 

That was not reassuring. “You don’t eat meat.” 

“I do!” Ezra insisted. “Sometimes! Here.” 

“You don’t.” Emery had once seen a very drunk teenage Ezra eat pizza bites with pepperoni in them—and then throw them up. “Ezra, you don’t have to do this.” 

Ezra took a small step forward to hand it over. He tipped his head up more to keep eye contact. He looked immensely satisfied to see the container in Emery’s hands. 

The glass square had a plastic lid and a small towel folded up on top of it, probably holding a knife and fork, as if Emery couldn’t be trusted to own flatware. Emery’s heart thudded again, something it had a habit of doing when Ezra did things like this. 

“You couldn’t find anyone else to be your taste tester?” he asked, voice verging on rough. 

This time, instead of being hurt, Ezra half-shut his eyes and gave him a considering, sly look. “No,” he declared briskly. “Well, perhaps, but I didn’t ask them. Your mother said you needed food. Good food. Not-frozen food. And I’ve been meaning to attempt cooking again. You’ll at least try it? It’s not poisoned.” He crossed his heart. 

He might have been blushing. Emery stared at the much safer container of food he was scared to eat. “You came all the way out here to bring me dinner?” 

“It wasn’t far.” Ezra shifted from one foot to the other but made no move to come closer. “And I like it here, you know that. I have good memories here. Don’t you? It’s so peaceful.” 

That it certainly was. Beautiful, but currently a little too wild. Emery had ideas about leaving some of the flowered vines where they were so even the long-abandoned and forgotten graves had some color. It seemed more natural too, more real than leaving the dead in straight lines, surrounded by cold stone. 

But he’d also been a new kid in town who had been quick to be labeled the freak who lived in the graveyard. Something so creepy that it was only the weird kids who had befriended him, in their way. They’d talked to him, at least, although they had also made it clear that he wasn’t really one of them. 

“I grew up here.” He dodged Ezra’s question and reached out to pick another honeysuckle blossom. “Most of my memories are of this place. I’m used to it.” 

Ezra turned his whole head to watch the movement of Emery’s hand. “Not everyone would like it here.” 

Emery used his teeth to separate the petals from the stamen, then licked off the nectar. 

Ezra let out a long, slow breath. 

“Why are you trying to cook again, anyway?” Emery asked as he discarded the bits of flower. 

“What?” Ezra stared at him blankly, then shook his head as if to clear it. “I’m always trying to cook. It’s embarrassing that I can’t. But why did I try this?” For a moment, he was the Ezra on his web series. The funny, firm, soft-spoken host of Witchcrafting, a series showing people how to dip their own candles and create window treatments—provided they were fond of the color black. “Your mother said you weren’t eating properly and I hadn’t seen you in a while. But,” he carried on, with a touch of drama, “I’ve never had any luck with kitchen magic. The few desserts I’ve ever managed were from a box. A box, Emery! It’s a disgrace.” 

Hippies or not, Emery knew for a fact that the weird kids ate processed food sometimes. He didn’t think anyone would hold the box brownies against Ezra. “I don’t think the situation is that bad. Restaurants exist for a reason. Not everyone can cook, or has the time to.” And Ezra was always busy. Too busy, if anyone asked Emery. Though of course no one did. 

“Are you trying to cheer me up?” Ezra asked hesitantly a moment before giving Emery a small, almost shy smile. “It’s sweet of you. You always were one of the few to try, although you haven’t in a while.” 

“Don’t you have better things to do than attempt cooking for my sake?” Emery changed the subject gruffly. He wanted to cross his arms and couldn’t while holding the container. Ezra already looked worn down a lot of the time these days. Not at first, but if Emery caught a glimpse of him when no one else was around it was obvious. He worried that it was Ezra’s heart, but if it was, Emery’s mom and half the town would have told him. 

Despite frequent testing, there had never been any sign that Ezra had inherited his mother’s heart condition. Emery studied him for a second longer anyway. 

“I always have things to do—although I wouldn’t necessarily say they were better.” Ezra clenched his hands at his sides, then shoved them into his coat pockets. “I’ve crocheted some small blankets for a raffle at the Halloween Carnival. I’m going to make some cookies as well. From a mix, sadly, but I’ll ice them myself. That part I can do.” He gave Emery another tiny, hopeful smile. “I could bring you some.” 

“Little pumpkins?” Emery guessed. Knowing Ezra, the icing would be elaborate. 

“Little skulls,” Ezra corrected. 

“Of course. Of course.” Emery should have known.  

“I talked them out of sugar skulls,” Ezra went on. “Halloween and the Day of the Dead are quite different holidays. Different tone. Different purpose. Although the Day of the Dead outdoes All Soul’s Day in sheer magnificent beauty, let me tell you.” 

Emery didn’t mean to narrow his eyes or to sound so curious. “You’re not Catholic to celebrate All Soul’s Day and you don’t care about Halloween.” It was strange to say since Ezra dressed the way he did, but it was true. 

Ezra rolled his shoulders in a shrug. “But other people in town do care about Halloween, and they should have fun. It’s for the schools, anyway. I was miserable in school but some people aren’t. The kids who like being in class should have nice things, and so should their teachers. And the carnival seems nice—or scary or whatever it’s supposed to be. Entertaining, I guess.” 

“You’ve really never gone?” So far, Emery had failed his every resolution to talk less to Ezra, and now he’d made the conversation more personal. But his curiosity was normal. Even Emery, who had only started to make friends outside the circle of weird kids by the tail end of high school, had still gone to the Halloween Carnival a few times. 

“What for?” Ezra gave him a perplexed look. “Is there something there I need to see? I thought it was a haunted house and some games. Is it more than that?” He raised his eyebrows and made an exaggerated creepy-crawly gesture with his hands. “Ooh, is it spooky?” 

“You don’t have to be condescending about it just because it’s not a ‘revel’.” The words snapped out of Emery with no warning. He didn’t take them back, although Ezra seemed to freeze. “It was fine.” Emery forcibly softened his tone. “A little cheesy but it was mostly for kids. You eat candied apples and popcorn, and try to win prizes, and get your fortune told.” 

That earned him a startled look. “You got your fortune told?” Ezra crossed his arms. “You used to say no when—oh, was this with your other high school friends. The acceptable crowd?” He glanced toward Saturday, who swiveled his head to look back at him. Ezra pursed his lips before turning to Emery. “And who told your fortune?” he asked silkily. “Were they any good?” 

“I’m going to be a rich and famous actor, but unhappy in love,” Emery responded flatly. 

Ezra was entirely too satisfied. “They sound terrible. Although you could be an actor, if we’re going by looks. I can understand their mistake there, at least.” 

Emery met his stare, as if facing Ezra directly was going to explain what he meant by that. He knew what it sounded like—Emery was not oblivious to how he looked. He wasn’t tall enough to be a model and wasn’t sculpted like someone who lived in a gym, but he stood straight and had nice shoulders and arms, and had been called striking more than once. Dark hair, dark skin, warm eyes, usually some stubble on his jawline. 

What was startling was Ezra commenting on it, which he had been doing more and more lately. Always like this, carefully, and without seeming to expect any response. 

Emery was hot beneath his clothes. People trying to seduce him or hook up with him didn’t act this way. This was compliments with no apparent desire for more, so he did his best to ignore them. 
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