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Readers, 

Welcome (back) to the Phoenix Immortal universe! This story isn’t what I thought it would be. Its first tiny seed dropped into my mind when I worked on Black Heart Blooming. In it, Soyer knocks on someone’s door in the underground, and…well, the person who opened that door was immediately too interesting to not challenge me to find out more about them.

Initially, I imagined this would be a novella at most, something easily contained in a few thousand words. For that reason, I began working on it last year during a writer event when my Piperettes on Ream got to read the first several chapters. But this is not what the story wanted to be, and there was more that needed to come out on the page.

This is that story. It’s not a pairing I thought I’d ever write, and I’m not even sure what to call it. You’ll see what I mean. Special thanks go to two of my Piperettes. Tonangelus gave Leopold his name, and Blue Sky helped name Instructor Arick and Ezra. More thanks to all the Piperettes who support me and my writing.

Now, that’s it for orientation. Find your seats. We’re getting started.

Alexa Piper,

January 2025








  
  



Past captivity and sexual abuse, trauma.
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The door of the Moonlight Diner closes behind me with a twinkling of bells, and the night air welcomes me. 

Catch the subway, head home, turn on my computer and log on to the forum, then chuckle along while the tongue guy trolls the cab crowd. That’s the plan for the rest of my night. I wish I had found more at this diner than a secret base for sex work and damn good soup, but what can you do? I’m sure there’ll be a new clue at some point, and I’m not going to give up.

On my way to the subway, along a wide sidewalk that’s all but empty at this hour, I can’t quite stop thinking about all those silly posts about the cabs, those far-fetched conspiracy theories, and I blame every single one of those posters, because when I see a cab parked on a side street, really close to the diner and with the lights on and the driver not in their seat, I stop. I think.

Maybe the cab crowd was right. Yes, it’s more likely they aren’t, it’s more likely there is some other business happening in that cab, a john and someone from that diner maybe.

Either way, the logical thing to do is go and check. Either I find something strange that gets me closer to solving the mystery of being alive, or I interrupt a business transaction. I’ll apologize if it’s the latter and jog to the subway if necessary to minimize embarrassment.

So I turn left and head toward the cab. What a downright stupid thing to do, but that’s hindsight for you.
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St. Auguste was a beautiful school. Seriously, being sent to take mandatory classes there felt far less like a punishment and more like a continuation of my university days, and there was nothing wrong with that. Our classroom was light and airy, the chairs new and comfortable, and the Wi-Fi was good. Each table had a power outlet. 

About the punishment aspect of this whole thing, I had been assured by my Hawthorne case worker that this wasn’t about punishment at all but about welcoming me into the world of the supernatural and educating me about all its many wonders. But we were expected to take notes and there were tests, so obviously it was to punish us.

Our class was currently about fifteen people, but the numbers changed. As I understood it, it was generally rolling enrollment to accommodate people such as myself who opened a cab door to investigate a rumor and found themselves face to face with tentacles and an erect cock.

Really, nothing wrong with either, but the combination had been quite a bit more than I had bargained for. Of course St. Auguste was the closest thing to solving the mystery I had found since I had set out to look, so I wasn’t complaining.

Most of the students were already present and on their phone, some even looking through their notes in case there was a quiz. I’d quickly made friends with Tate, a TA at the local university. Tate had a supernatural roomie, and he was eager to dive into this strange new world, more eager even than I was.

Today, Tate was, as ever, excited for class to start and skipped across the floor on his way to his seat to my right. That it was too hot for hanging out in the bowels of St. Auguste until 8 pm or that our instructor had two heads, if anything, only fanned the flames of Tate’s excitement.

He dropped his messenger bag on the desk and grinned.

“I think I finally figured out who that guy was.”

“What guy?” I asked. Tate had an uncanny talent for dropping a conversation one week and then picking it up exactly where he left it the week after. It was annoying as fuck.

“That guy. I told you. With the guyliner? The goth. I think that maybe he was a new vampire, and he was trying to understand how that would make me feel. Maybe he was trying to come out as a vampire to someone human in his life and used me as a sounding board.”

I groaned and sagged back in my chair. Ever since June of last year, it had been this, the mysterious stranger who’d had dinner with Tate, had had a weird interaction with one of the kids going here and with the guy at the cafeteria counter, had promised to show up to class only to then disappear into thin air like some specter.

“Can we talk about something else? Or can we get a drink? I don’t think I can do your red thread theories sober, Tate.”

His grin deepened. “There is this bar—”

The classroom door fell shut.

“Good evening,” Instructor Arick said from two heads, one human, the other not. It had horns and a canine-like snout with eyes like that of a goat. If I was being honest, that chimera head was kind of cute.

Arick, taller and broader than anyone I’d ever met, slowly walked to his desk while the class quieted. He put his bag on the desk, and both sets of eyes looked at me.

“Mr. Hill, please report to the principal’s office right away. You may leave your things here and rejoin us when he is done with you.”

I had no idea what that was about. Tate gave me an open-mouthed look, and some of the others stared as well. There was nothing I could do but report to the principal’s office like a high school student who’d cheated on his test.


      ***The principal was a vampire named Farrow. I didn’t know if it was his first or last name. I only knew him by Principal Farrow, given I had been brought into this office by someone from the Hawthorne legal department the very night I had opened the stupid cab door and caught the driver with a tentacle down his pants.

“Ah, Leopold! How have you been?” Farrow asked the moment I stepped into the office. “Would you like some tea? The kitchen sent up scones. They assure me they are very fresh. Please sit.”

Farrow had light blond hair and an easy smile. He motioned me to sit in one of his too-flowery armchairs. On the coffee table, something that looked a lot like afternoon tea had been set out.

“Am I in trouble?” I asked before sitting. “I swear, I didn’t do anything.”

Farrow pouted and poured me some tea. “Is it that I am the headmaster here? I swear, it is the title that makes everyone think they have done something bad and are in for a punishment when they come here. As if I would take a ruler to your undoubtedly tender behind, Leopold. Those days of corporal punishment are far behind us. These days, we are nice to miscreants and show them how to hold the spoon with which they shall dig themselves out of their mountain of trouble.”

I cocked my head. “So I’m in trouble? Am I being punished?”

“Not at all, I was just ruminating. Do you take sugar or cream?”

I looked at the spread. “Both.”

Farrow gasped. “My, aren’t you a delight?” He topped off the cup with a cube of sugar and thick cream from a tiny pitcher before handing it over to me. “As I said, this is not punishment. Instructor Arick, both of them, are delighted with your progress, and our Hawthorne liaison was very happy to hear that. Your case worker there too. In fact, they were wondering whether you’d be interested in working for them. You are a paralegal, no?”

I nodded. “Yeah because I dropped out of law school.”

“But you haven’t been working?”

“I was looking for you all.”

Farrow nodded and filled a teacup for himself. “Working makes the centuries go by, but I suppose if one is driven enough, one does not need a job. Unless one wants to pay for food and shelter.”

Farrow sipped his tea and gave me an expectant look. 

I shrugged. “My grandma left me the house and some money, and my dad left me some as well. It’s not like living off that is wrong.”

“It certainly isn’t—ah, I like a frugal man. But wouldn’t you be more fulfilled if you did something? Now that you have found us all and no longer need to look.”

I drank down my tea in one go and put the delicate china cup back on its saucer. “It’s a stipulation, isn’t it? That I work where someone can keep an eye on me. So that I don’t post Arick’s notes on the message boards.”

“It’s Instructor Arick for you, and it’s more of a guideline. Really, Hawthorne wants you to thrive in our society. And why wouldn’t they? Instructor Arick agrees that you have potential, and he expects great things from you.”

I could actually believe that. I had expected…I wasn’t sure. Something a little more Supernatural and less Suits meets Gilmore Girls, but the supernatural world I had sought and found by tentacle fellatio was all in all just very…bureaucratic.

“I’m not working as a paralegal. I’m done with all of the law stuff, and I only got certified because my grandma insisted. How about this—I find my own job with a non-human individual, and you give the paralegal job to someone who actually wants it. Will that get you off my back?”

“Please, the cook was insistent that you must try the scones. And it is not I who is on your back, although that is certainly a fantasy one might indulge. I will suggest it to Hawthorne, not the fantasy but your suggestion of finding gainful employment that suits you. They tend to be accommodating, so I see no issues there. And certainly, you taking the initiative will go over very well with their team I imagine.”

“What’s this?”

Farrow leaned forward. “Apricot marmalade? Or jam. Is that not to your taste? I always tell them not to serve anything red because of the headmaster fear and me being a vampire. I don’t want to remind anyone of blood, you see.”

Some supernaturals were just really, really weird.


      ***“You’re getting a job?” Tate was walking next to me, still busy sending me photos of the notes he’d taken while I’d had afternoon tea with Principal Farrow. We had been discussing taxes, and it was about as dry as any topic, but apparently, Arick had strongly hinted at a test.

I groaned. “I guess. Had to happen at some point.”

“Of course! But this is perfect. I mean, the supernatural world has all this opportunity. It’s the land of opportunity all over again, spirit of discovery and all that. I’m really considering it for myself as well. They will generally pay you well and give you bonuses and everything.”

“Or it’s nine to five, but your boss has horns.”

Tate snorted. “You are a misanthrope.”

“I’m a realist.”

“That’s what all the misanthropes say.”

We’d made our way to the foyer, the exit just a short walk across the marble floor. Everyone else had left already, but Tate, of course, had stayed to ask something about whether someone’s mate—not guy friend, but as in mated to someone—had the same standing as someone married to them. This had come up with the taxes apparently. I’d done my best to zone out, but from what I’d inadvertently heard, Instructor Arick’s demon head despised the institution of marriage deeply.

Despite us being the last members of our class, the foyer ahead of us wasn’t empty.

“That’s a tall glass of water,” I mumbled, then recalled that supernaturals, a lot of them, had unnecessarily good hearing. “Fuck.”

“That’s Ezra, and yes, he is! Ez! Come here and meet Leo. I’ve been trying to get you two together for too long already.”

The tall glass of Ezra approached. I’d heard the name, of course I had. He was Tate’s roomie, worked at the university like him, and an avid swimmer.

“Hi.” Ezra shook my hand, blue eyes hard, smile forced. Well, jealous, anyone?

“Uhm. Hello. Tate talks about you all the time.”

Ezra released my hand and looked at Tate, who blushed. “You do?”

“All the time,” I repeated. Tate’s blush deepened. Call me fucking Cupid.

“I—well. That’s only natural. But let’s not stand here. Ez, can we finally go to that place now? That cocktail bar, the one you promised you’d show me. I want to celebrate you two finally meeting.”

Ezra heaved a sigh and crossed his arms. Boy was muscular, and if he was into that, Tate was lucky.

“I don’t know.”

“Oh, please?” Tate sounded like he wanted a cookie, or—my mind was diving into the gutter headfirst seeing him plead.

These two looked like they needed fanfic, because if Tate had left nothing out, they’d lived together as friends for going on three years, and clearly they wanted more.

But that was none of my business. “I could drink,” I said.

Well, maybe I could get them drunk just a little bit, help them to confess their feelings. I enjoyed living vicariously. My own love life had been and was a waterless desert in which nothing grew because that was just how deserts were.

Tate reached for Ezra’s hand. “See? Leo wants to go too. Please take us? We are just helpless little humans in need of a strong—”

“Fine,” Ezra said. “Fine. But I’m buying the first round.”

I, for one, could live with that.


      ***St. Auguste had hosted a Summer Spectacular on campus at the end of June. That had been our outing for the season. We had not yet, but had been promised to, visited the secret underground.

I had been a pretty small kid when I learned about how many microbes lived in my gut. Millions and millions, too many for childhood me to make sense of the number. But the idea that there was something—a colony of somethings—living inside of me had haunted me and made me feel weird about just existing.

Then I had caught one of the Alien movies late one night, and that combined with the microbes had led to me wondering what would happen if my gut microbes mutated. The nightmares that followed were an entirely different chapter of my early childhood development, and I liked to think they’d played a significant role in shaping me as an adult. I loved horror movie marathons and often scoured the Internet for monster and human fanfics. Monster-slash-human fics. The tentacles in the back of the cab hadn’t really shocked me that much.

At any rate, to see a whole-ass other city alive and well in the bowels of Newstaten created a deep sense of unmooring inside of me. How had I not known? How had no one known? And how was it that there were so many monsters—so many supernaturals—here without anyone noticing?

It helped that I had always looked for something, that was my limited excuse for my own ignorance, but I’d not known that I was searching for this.

“This is the Center Hub. Some of these stores are really old,” Ezra explained.

He and Tate had to walk shoulder to shoulder, pressing close, because these abandoned subway tunnels were not the wide shopping streets I was used to from above ground. Behind Ezra and Tate, I was the third wheel, enjoying that I could stare without having to pay too much attention to where I was going while they cleared the path for our small group.

A lot of the stores were wooden structures. Not frail or shoddily thrown together but built like something made to last. The wooden façades were carved and painted in bright colors. Signs reminded me of something you’d see in some old European town time had passed by. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see some Victorian lady walk out of a shop with one of those feathery hats and a frilly umbrella.

Other structures were stone or brick, fitting in just as well as the wooden façades. The entire place could have been a stage set, and if I’d seen a camera pointing at me all of a sudden, I wouldn’t have been surprised.

“Wow! Leo, do you see this?” Tate slowed, his attention caught by a secondhand bookstore. He picked up a collection of ratty pages that had been stapled together rather than properly bound.

“Ugh, Dream Tentacled? I’m not sure that’s anything I’m interested in. But thanks for thinking of me, Tate.”

Ezra frowned at me, but in such a way that Tate didn’t see it. “Please don’t take this, Tate. Tentacles aren’t all they’re made out to be.”

“But look! Oh, someone annotated this. Uh. How to seduce a human and take him to a wedding with you? Come on guys, let’s go inside. I want to know what this is.”

Ezra cleared his throat. “How about we do that after? The Dazzle can fill up pretty quickly, and if we’re three people, we’re going to need a table.”

Tate looked from the pseudo-book to Ezra. “This is the eggplants at the farmer’s market all over again, but fine. I’ll just go inside and buy this. Would it be rude to haggle? Or rude not to?”

Ezra crossed his arms, one balled fist hidden behind his elbow where Tate couldn’t see. “How about I go in and buy it for you?”

“No, I think I can handle buying a book. Back in a jiff.”

Tate dashed into the stuffed bookstore where shelves were piled all the way to the ceiling, and Ezra’s eyes tracked him through the window glass.

“I’m assuming he was talking about eggplants, the vegetable,” I said.

“Yeah.”

Ezra’s voice was tight, and he didn’t so much as look at me.

“We’re just friends, dude. And he’s been using me to perfect that brownie recipe he says he wants to surprise you with, so relax.”

Ezra glanced at me. His eyes were very blue. He sized me up again, the expression over-the-top critical, inviting me to back off from his man, or else. That sort of thing wasn’t for me, but if Tate was good with it… To each their own.

“He wants to surprise me? That’s why he’s been sneaking them to class each week without leaving any for me?” The hardness in Ezra’s gaze melted like an ice cube on a barbecue. “Really? He wants to surprise me?”

The big dude sucked on his bottom lip while his cheeks filled with color. Possessive, sure, but also a big puppy apparently. A small part of me wondered what it would be like to have that, what it would be like to have this focused on me.

“Would you have eaten me if he’d been making them for me?”

Ezra looked away and shrugged. “I’m not super carnivorous, but—”

“For fucking real, dude?”

Ezra cleared his throat. “Ah, no. That was a joke. Haha. Just kidding.”

I gazed at Tate, who was looking awkward as fuck talking to the book seller. “You know, I think you should probably tell him you guys are dating.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Ezra stared at Tate as if Tate were the sun and Ezra a flower, doomed to wilt at nightfall.
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We looked over our shoulder. It was what we did, ever since before coming to Newstaten’s underground. It was safe here though, and quiet, and expecting to be followed, to find shadows chasing us, should have become a fading urge, but far from it. 

“Hey, did you get that?” asked a customer at the Dazzle, and we flinched in our sleep, at the stove in the small house at the end of Silver Line, and with our notepad in hand, standing at the customer’s table.

“We—I did, sir,” we said. Back at the stove and while balancing our checkbook at the kitchen table, we practiced it back and forth, saying I instead of the more natural we. It was not a requirement at the Dazzle, but we never knew when we’d have to be able to fit in again.

We focused on the Dazzle where two of us were currently working. It was a good job, better than we had expected from a literal underground bar. We wanted to give it our all, even if they were only paying us like they would a singular and had told us never to be more than two while we took a shift. We repeated the order to assure the customer and made our way back to the bar.

“Hey, do you have an issue with snakes?” the barkeeper and our boss asked us.

“No, Coral. Why?”

They—he looked at us as if confused. “You nearly jumped out of your skin when the gorgon over there talked to you.” He looked at us where we were slicing lemons at the other end of the bar. “Both of you.”

“Oh. We were just lost in thought, Coral. We apologize. It won’t happen again.”

Coral sighed and leaned forward to glance at our notepad. “One Bloody Mary coming up. And don’t add Coral each time you talk to me, okay? It’s a bit much.”

We nodded—all of us. “Okay, Co—okay.”

Back home, we looked up from our checkbook while we turned around in our sleep and moved on from the lemons to get two customers their beers. We still didn’t know how to talk to singulars, not really. Sometimes, their names were important, but clearly you could overuse them. Where was the line though? Yes, we knew the theory of it, but failing in the practice frustrated us, some days more than others.

We looked at the checkbook. Numbers were easy and had always been, but this was hard. Small doubts crept through all of us sometimes. Should we really have left? We could have borne it. A hive was not easily broken. But we had wanted freedom. We had wanted not to hurt.

All the same, sometimes we wondered.


      ***When the human walked into the Dazzle, we were incredulous and surprised for all of two seconds before a fuzzy warmth spread through all of us. We checked the time on our phone. An hour to midnight on a workday was late for normal humans, and normal humans at the Dazzle stuck out even when it wasn’t late for them.

This human had come with another and with an oceanic. The other human looked very neat and clean. Clean in all the ways, like someone who wasn’t going to explode and beat you up. He had a messenger bag and brown hair. We took note because the first human—the gleaming one—and this one had come in together and clearly knew one another. It mattered that he didn’t look like he would hurt the gleaming one.

But the gleaming one…we knew only we could see the gleaming. He looked very neat too, so pretty. He had one of those cross-body shoulder bags we’d seen on others but never gotten for ourselves, and his hair was a light, golden brown with a soft wave to it. The strands reached over his ears, and we wanted to touch both his ears and his hair. Back home, we woke up and blinked the sleep from our eyes.

“Hey, what’s gotten into you?” asked Coral. They—he followed our line of sight. “Oh. Is that a shifter? You like broad shoulders, hive?”

“We…excuse us.”

We headed toward the group and checked we looked presentable from behind the bar where we were making a Gin and Tonic. Luckily, we did. At home, we got dressed and put the checkbook away while turning off the stove and covering the stew so we could eat later. This took precedence over dinner.

The oceanic was big, bigger than we were, but most oceanics were not aggressive either, especially not on land.

“You’re full already?” they asked, clearly assuming we’d turn them away. It was not unusual. The Dazzle was popular.

“No, not at all. We just wanted to show you to a table. You will need room for three?”

The gleaming human looked at us. He had brown eyes, but the left one had a flake of green in it. We loved that.

“Yeah. And just for one or two rounds,” the oceanic said.

“Please follow me,” we said and led them to one of the quiet tables at the back where we’d have an easy time keeping an eye on them.

“Wow, this goes on! Ez, you never told me this place was this big!”

“It’s like a cave,” the gleaming one said, and we also loved their voice. We blushed.

“You could call it an artificial cave. This area was dug out to make room for the bar,” we told them.

“Sort of creepy,” the gleaming one said.

Back home, we checked we looked as neat as was possible on short notice and headed out. We’d not be able to come into the Dazzle, of course, because Coral had forbidden it, but we’d wait outside to take the gleaming one home. And maybe we’d have to explain to him. Although, with humans who were here and with a supernatural, things should be easier and quite straightforward, thanks to Hawthorne. They had very strict rules about who got to go down to the underground, one of the reasons why we’d decided to live here rather than above.

Now of course all of that might change. We’d have to figure something out if that was the case. But no, there was no if. It would have to change. Just a little over two hundred square feet was fine for us, but humans often liked to have more room than that and could easily feel cramped if there were too many singulars around. And they would see us as that at first, as singulars, at least if they’d never interacted with one of us.

We beamed at them. “We here at the Dazzle think that creepy is our selling point.” Coral had told us to explain this to newcomers and the curious, although we didn’t quite have his lernean charm.

The gleaming one looked at us while the other two were sitting down. He looked so long that we thought we had offended or done something wrong, but then he started a smile like that cat from the old cartoons, the one that kept trying to catch the mouse although they were actually in love.

“Creepy is good.”

We exhaled. That was a relief.
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“Wow, this place! Am I right? Leo, say I’m right.” 

Ezra chuckled. I said, “You’re right, Tate. What even is this style?”

The Dazzle blended red, black, and velvet as if the interior designer had been a drag queen in love with true crime. Skulls watched us from nooks in the rough wall, and yes, right above Tate’s head there hung a chime made of knucklebones, fake knucklebones hopefully, but then this was the secret underground. Tate and I, we were the minority here.

I planted my butt on the chair upholstered with red velvet and sporting tassels. The table’s grain stood out like callouses under my finger, but it was clean, spotless. In its center, a fake wax LED candle shimmered.

“Right, what is this style?” Tate echoed, turning his curiosity on Ezra. “Explain it to us, Ez. Be our guide.”

Ezra shrugged. “Dunno. But the owner is a lernean, so creepy and morbid sound about right.”

“A lernean, learnean…” Tate almost reached for the notebook in his bag. I could see his fingers twitch.

“A creature that dwells in fresh water, mostly bogs. They can perceive things that happen in the bog from great distances away and have traditionally worked as morticians and undertakers, given they can dehydrate a corpse faster than an air fryer.”

Ezra snorted laughter. “That what they teach you at St. Auguste? That lerneans are like air fryers?”

I shrugged. “No, but I thought it was an apt comparison.”

The black-haired server came back with three menus and handed me mine last with a bright smile.

“If nothing on there is to your liking, our boss can be persuaded to make you something special.”

“Uh, I must daiquiri,” Tate said.

“Then it falls to me to margarita,” Ezra replied.

So they had developed couples’ speech already. If I spent too much time with them, my ears would start to bleed. I skimmed the menu. It was several pages of drinks, ordered by type of booze, followed by a small selection of food. I liked a cocktail, didn’t like an overabundance of choices.

I looked at the server. He was handsome, the fringes of his black hair falling into his blue eyes.

“I’ll have something special, please.”

His eyes widened. “But what?”

I shrugged. “Just surprise me.”

“Strawberry daiquiri for him and strawberry margarita for me,” Ezra said.

The server wrote that down but barely glanced at them.

“What do you like? We’d want to surprise you with something you like. If you tell us a favorite liquor, we’ll tell Coral, the bartender, and they—he will do the rest.”

Was he not a native speaker? He had no accent that I could hear, but his syntax was off.

“I guess I like rum. Everyone likes rum. Not too sweet but fruity.”

He nodded eagerly. He had a cute boyish smile, and the hair gave him the illusion of a boyish look too. He was lean and tall with long fingers and tidy nails.

“We can do that. Fruit and rum, not sweet.”

And he was off.

“That was weird,” Tate said before leaning over to Ezra, who had moved his chair closer to Tate while the guy had been taking our order. “What is he? Do you know?”

“Well, going by the carbon copy over there behind the bar, that’s a hive.”

“A hive!” Tate blurted before slapping a hand over his mouth, eyes going wide. “I always wanted to see a hive,” he added when he’d calmed down.

“Always? Until a few months ago, you didn’t know they existed.” Ezra smiled at Tate in the most indulgent way. It made me wonder all over again what was taking them so long. The chemistry was clearly there. They lived together. They ordered drinks for each other and had a silly story involving organic produce. By rights, they should be married.

Tate made a moue. “And whose fault is that? You could have told me sooner. Way sooner.”

Ezra shrugged. “Didn’t want to freak you out.” He glanced at me. “How about you? Have a strange roommate too?”

“Nah, I live alone. I just…I almost drowned when I was seventeen. I would have, but someone saved me and called an ambulance for me, only everyone kept telling me there was no one there, that I’d made it out of the frozen water by myself. I still remember how my clothes dragged me down. How my limbs locked. I didn’t make it out of that lake by myself.”

Ezra’s eyes narrowed. “Humans don’t do well in cold water. Or in any water. It does seem unlikely.”

Tate elbowed him. “Hey, pool boy. You told me my butterfly stroke had improved.”

“It has. But in case you hadn’t noticed, you have legs, and those aren’t made for water.”

“He’s right,” I said. “I should have drowned but I didn’t. I’ve been trying to understand that ever since, and a normal explanation wasn’t to be had, so I started looking. I ended up going to the Moonlight Diner one night.”

Ezra gasped. “That’s a—wow. Some PI work. I’m actually impressed.”

“I guess.” I shot him a lazy grin. “I thought it was a front for sex work.”

“Wait, the Moonlight is that safe place, right? The one under protection by that boogeyman character?”

“Shh. The Black Shuck isn’t a character, but yes, the Moonlight is safe. He won’t allow violence there.” Ezra looked at me. “I told Tate already, but if you’re ever in trouble, go there and call help. Why did you think there was sex work happening there? It’s a family diner.”

“There was a guy on a laptop being all busy, a bouncer-type dude who was trying not to stand out, and everyone was really good-looking. It matched the conversations I’d been overhearing at the time as well. Don’t judge me.”

“Oh, Ez doesn’t judge. Do you?”

“Yeah, I do. Just because there’s good-looking people there…seriously. So what did you do then? Ask what the hourly rate was?”

I shrugged. “I walked out. There was a cab parked in some alley a few steps away from there. I opened the door, and some guy with tentacles was all over another guy. I sort of screamed, and then the bouncer from the Moonlight was just there. It was so stupid, really. I didn’t think there was anything at all to the people talking about the cab conspiracy online.”

“There’s a cab conspiracy?” Tate asked. I’d never mentioned that to him before given we’d gotten stuck talking about tentacles and how you’d hide sucker marks.

“Not anymore. I told the Hawthorne people about that and, well, they are good at deleting stuff fast.”

Ezra folded his hands in front of him. “That keeps all of us safe, you know. Especially people who can’t pass. Your instructor is a chimera, right? Can you imagine what a bunch of scared humans can do to someone like that?”

“He discussed that with us,” Tate said. “At length and in detail.”

Ezra hummed. “Still, I do wonder how they picked up on the cabs.”

Tate nodded. “Me too. I mean, who are these online people looking for conspiracies anyway? A bunch of incels who live in their mothers’ basements and have the spare time to watch and follow cabs? No offense, Leo.”

“I’m not an incel.” I really, really wasn’t, but I couldn’t fully deny that I ticked at least some of the boxes, however clichéd.

Ezra put a hand on Tate’s shoulder. “My roomie has a nose for that kind of thing.”

Tate snorted. “I don’t. The chemicals ruined my sense of smell. But Leo doesn’t work. He just sits at home and thinks about tentacles all day.”

I groaned. “Well, apparently, I have to go and find a job now.”

“You are looking for work?” the cute server asked. He’d appeared without me noticing, easily balancing a tray with our drinks and small glass bowls with salted nuts and crackers.

“Forgot about the supernatural hearing,” I said.

“You were not whispering, and we were right here,” the server said. “We made sure Coral made you something tasty. It has blueberry and mint in it.”

He placed the glass in front of me. The drink was opaque, purple, and a sprig of fresh mint along with lemon peel had been arranged atop the froth like some small work of art.

“Looks good. Thanks.”

“And the daiquiri and margarita of course. We also brought nuts.”

He put everything on the table. And then didn’t leave. He was still looking at me.

“Uh, thanks,” I repeated. I caught Ezra and Tate exchanging a look.

“Please taste it. If you don’t like it, Coral will make you something else.”

I shrugged and took a sip. “Whoa. Nope. Whatever it is, it’s good.”

He beamed. “Please enjoy.” And off he went.

I turned to look after him and found that the twin behind the bar was looking my way, totally catching me…staring after himself? I knew that a hive was one being split into however many bodies, but Instructor Arick hadn’t had a definitive answer about whether the individual bodies had any sense of self at all or whether it was really just one consciousness. Hives didn’t disclose much information about themselves, that was what Arick had said.

Then again, I’d wondered whether maybe they just didn’t know how. I sure had wanted to explain to Gran about dropping out of college because almost drowning had haunted me all this time, but she hadn’t been able to understand. She’d tried, but she simply couldn’t relate.

“That was weird, right?” Tate said. “Oh, did the hive just flirt with Leo?”

“No one ever flirts with me,” I said, revealing one of the truths of my existence.

“Smile sometimes,” Ezra said. “I hear it increases the likelihood of being talked to.”

Tate gasped. “I told him that too! See, Leo? Smile sometimes so people are being tricked into thinking you’re nice and not a big old misanthrope.”

“Hurts my cheeks. Might get me all wrinkly and ruin my chances of being discovered as a model.”

It was satisfying to watch Ezra, master of water, nearly snort his cocktail all over the place.
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We made sure he and his friends were well taken care of all night. They didn’t stay very long, so the wait outside wasn’t too bad, and we wondered whether we should maybe go back, make sure we were totally presentable. 

But we wanted to be close to the gleaming one. If Coral had not limited us to being two inside the Dazzle, we would have walked inside and sat at his table, told him while his friends were there.

While waiting and always checking on them, we wondered about why they needed to work. We hadn’t even considered the issue of money. It had always mattered, and yet it had never really been important to us.

But that was before, and a human, our human, might need more attention, more things. Money was the thing that made all of that possible.

“We could work elsewhere,” we mumbled outside the Dazzle where we stood opposite the entrance and watched the people walking by. “We can provide for him and make him happy. We just have to make sure he never finds us.” We nodded. We’d make it work.


      ***They broke up their gathering at around one in the morning, and while they figured out the bill, we overheard the gleaming one’s name. Leo. We liked it. It was pretty even if he looked nothing at all like a lion.

“Is it okay to take off? For one of us?” we asked Coral just before he turned on his blender.

He looked at us with raised brows, the sparkling makeup emphasizing the expression.

“I only hired one person. I’m only paying you like I would one person. Or do you mean both of you are going to leave?”

We needed a few seconds to figure that out, then said, “We’ll stay, but we’ll leave. Of course we’d not run off in the middle of a shift, Coral.”

“Alrighty then.” The blender ended the conversation, and we left while also making sure to thank Leo and his group for the tip.

Leo was the last one leaving, struggling to zip his bag back up. They’d had two drinks and were slightly tipsy. We made sure to remember it as their limit.

“Here,” we said and zipped the bag for them—him.

“Uh, thanks. Great service. I mean, really. You’re so nice.”

“Yes, we—yes. We would like to speak with you outside if you don’t mind.”

They—he blinked at us. “Did I do anything wrong or something?”

“Oh, no. Not at all.”

The other human looked back over their shoulder. “Leo, you coming? How long does it take to exchange phone numbers, huh?”

Leo blushed. “Coming! And sure, we can talk. Are you still on the clock?”

We considered how to phrase it. “Yes. But we—outside. We will meet you outside.”

Leo looked confused, but then he shrugged, grabbed his bag, and followed the human and the oceanic.

We watched the oceanic and the other human exit the Dazzle first while we cleared up the table Leo and the others had occupied, picking up the empty glass he’d left behind with unintentional reverence.

Outside, the other two saw us. The oceanic was not surprised, but the human was, staring with the unabashed openness we’d gotten used to ever since working at a place that served good liquor, and a lot of it.

Then Leo exited. “Hey, what’re you guys standing around for? Keep moving.”

We crossed the railwalk before the other human could respond, but by that time, Leo had walked around his companions.

“Hello,” we said.

“Wow, they’re a choir,” said the other human.

“Dude.” Leo blinked a few times.

The oceanic cleared his throat. “Okay, I’m not sure what this is, hive, but I offered to guide these two humans to the sacred underground tonight, and it’s my responsibility to ensure they return to the above unharmed.”

We glared at them, not something we were used to doing. “We would never harm them—him. We would never harm Leo. How dare you suggest such a thing?”

“Uh…” The oceanic was taken aback and took a step to the side. It put him in front of the other human like a protective shield.

“You understand us.” We nodded at the other human. “We must talk with Leo. We will see him home safely.” We looked at Leo. “Unless you would prefer they stay? We’re not sure whether humans would rather be told as a singular or with others.”

Leo looked at us as if we were speaking in a different language. “Huh? Told what?”

The oceanic looked at him. “Ah, Leo, I think—”

“We don’t know what you will understand, but it is as if someone has found their mate. We knew when you came into the Dazzle, but we were working. And we didn’t want to interrupt your time with friends.”

Leo narrowed his eyes at us, then slowly turned his head until he was staring the oceanic dead in the eye. “Are you fucking hazing me? Not cool. I never thought St. Auguste would do that. Or is this a stranger danger type thing, like a test? Well, please let Instructor Arick know that I know not to refuse a supernatural’s mating instinct and will be considerate with their feelings while carefully establishing boundaries. And I will check in with Hawthorne and my case worker and legal liaison there.”

We were relieved to hear it. The oceanic was aghast. “No one’s hazing you. This is happening, I guess? Hives don’t normally, uh, I mean, apologies, hive, but it’s rare for you to grow so attached to a human as far as I know.”

“Not rare. Although it happens only ever once for us, so perhaps it is rare. Should we find another place to talk?” We considered whether to invite them to our home, but the lot of them would make it very cramped, and we weren’t yet certain that Leo was fine with that. We knew that claustrophobia was common among humans, such a strange affliction.
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