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Foreword





Readers, 

Welcome back to new Elvenswood! You’re about to meet Will, who is quite the character. Seriously, I’d love to have Will as a best friend. We’d have the most fun.

While this isn’t his book, you’ll also note that Peter has snuck in here. You know what he’s like, just this big old Viking—I mean, this big old lawyer who’d never get involved in other people’s business.

There’s also a little bit of magic in this book, and a very special witch.

As always, shoutout to the Piperettes on Ream and Patreon who support me, always. You guys are magic!

Well then, grab a blanket and a cozy drink and let’s go meet Will.

Alexa Piper

August 2025
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Will





Once upon a time, Will had sent wishes to the full moon with his howls, but what had come true for him were the slick slaps of skin against skin, stinking breath against his face, the taste of his own blood, and other unspeakable things. Instead of meeting a prince under the full moon, Will had been sold to beasts. All the wishes he could still hope to have would have to come true by his own hands. 

Will carefully turned away from the large form next to him in the bed. Everything seemed so loud in the darkness—the other man’s deep breathing, Will’s own panicked heartbeat, which hadn’t slowed at all while he had waited for the small hours of the morning, resisting sleep. He moved, inch by inch, away from the other man.

Will refused to think about what that man—Ed—would do if he found Will sneaking out. What Ed had already done was more than Will wanted to think about.

Will had considered packing a small bag, but that would’ve been too dangerous. It might have been discovered and given his plan away. All he had dared do was leave clothes under the bed, in such a way that they looked like incidental, forgotten laundry.

The floor was cold against Will’s naked feet. He stood, willing his heart to quiet down. If Ed woke, he could say he’d just wanted to go to the bathroom, but Ed was still sleeping. Will got his clothes, pulling them out from under the bed with his toes then crouching to pick them up. He couldn’t make too much noise. He had to get this right. This might be the only chance he ever got.

Will didn’t dare put the clothes on in the bedroom—loup-garou hearing was sensitive. He walked through the dark house to the kitchen, grabbing his shoes on the way.

There were shards from a broken glass on the kitchen floor. Ed had thrown it when Will was too slow getting his beer. Will walked around the broken pieces and quickly cleaned himself with a wipe. He took one last look at the dirty dishes in the sink, then pulled on his clothes, fast, scared the sound of the fabric rustling would wake them.

Before he turned the doorknob, he listened to the house. It was quiet. There were no screams, no shouting. No grunting or breath against his skin, rank with the stench of beer. If Will was lucky, Ed and his pack of three would sleep through this. All of them were loups-garous. Vicious. If Will was unlucky, then…

He looked at the doorknob. They might hear the door. There was a terrible moment when Will considered going back, lying back down next to that man, falling into the same fitful sleep that was the only kind he’d known since he’d been sold. There was a horrible moment when he wondered whether that might be the safer option.

Will opened the door and crossed the threshold. He wasn’t sure whether it was courage or foolishness. Now, if they found him, they’d know without a doubt that he had tried to run, and they would punish him.

Will closed the door with as little noise as he could. The alley behind the house was dirty. Trash bags rustled in the wind, soda cans rusted and collected dirt. Will had to watch where he stepped so he didn’t make any more noise. His heart was thundering in his chest.

Out on the street, he quickly broke into a run. He knew he had to put as much distance between himself and them as possible. They were bigger and stronger, and in their shifted forms, they would be able to outrun him, even if he shifted as well.

Winchester Boulevard was quite a hike on foot. There were trams in New Elvenswood, even at night, but he had no money. It took him an hour to get there, even running most of the way.

When he finally reached the address he’d been given, he was sweaty and trembling with the cold whenever he slowed down to catch his breath. The house he was looking for had a large planter by the front door with a red and white plastic windmill in it. Diana had said the windmill would be there. It was such a silly thing, and there wasn’t even any wind to move its spokes, but Will nearly broke into sobs with relief.

Will was scared to knock, but at this point, it was this or wait for Ed and his pack to hunt him down. He knew they wouldn’t just kill him. If it had been that, if he’d known that was the worst he’d have to fear, he might’ve given up at any point over the past four years, might’ve just accepted death. It was everything else the loups-garous would enjoy doing to him that he feared.

He was panting as he stood in front of the door. Like he had with the kitchen door, he waited.

Then he did it. His right knuckles, three knocks, hoping this was the right thing.

Will looked over his shoulder as he waited to be let in. This neighborhood was one of the nicer ones in New Elvenswood. The whole city tended to be clean and touristy, even if Will had never been allowed to see all that much of the place. The dilapidated house Ed and his pack had rented was the exception rather than the rule as far as Will could tell.

Across the street, there was a light on in an upstairs room. Will imagined that whoever was up was awake because they wanted to be. He imagined they were working late or maybe just reading. Just living their life. Will hadn’t lived in such a long time. He wasn’t even sure what it felt like anymore. He could barely remember it.

The door opened, and Will flinched.

“Yes?” the vampire asked.

Will had known it would be a vampire, but still. This one’s sheer presence spoke directly to Will’s wolf nature, making him want to show his belly and submit. Tall and well-dressed even at this hour, the vampire was stunning to behold, but in a sharp way: almost white-blond hair, icy eyes that had a hard darkness to them, and a thin mouth set in a pale face.

With a last shallow breath, Will forced the words he’d prepared in his head out of his mouth. “Diana said you can help people in trouble. I… There’s a pack of loups-garous, and I need to get away from them. I can’t pay you, but I’ll do what you want. I’ll work for you.”

Will’s voice nearly gave out during the last part. He started shaking violently. It occurred to Will that the vampire looked like a Viking, and his cold eyes were only growing more glacial in their regard. Will doubted the man had laughed for more than a minute in the last hundred years. He knew the vampire was a lawyer, but he felt silly now for asking for help. He expected the vampire to tell him to go and fuck off, just with nicer words.

“Come inside,” the vampire said instead, opening the door wider.

Will hesitated for a moment, then stepped into the vampire’s foyer. He jumped when the door fell shut behind him.

“How does a werewolf know my gardener? I hardly see the woman myself. I keep trying to pay her, and she keeps avoiding me. Brownies and their stubbornness.”

The house looked nice. Clean. Shiny black and white marble floor. Roomy. It smelled good here.

“I…I needed herbs. To work magic. They let me go to the market for them, and Diana saw, and she said if I was in trouble, you would help.” His voice was a mess, all staccato, as if he had been standing in the cold long enough to make his teeth chatter. He felt so silly. Who would help him? Not this lawyer. Not someone living this life.

The vampire sighed. “Help a person once, and they make you out to be some regular do-gooder. The bother.” He walked past Will and turned on the lights in a room farther into the house. “Well? Are you coming?”

Will kept his head down and followed. The vampire was commanding. He wasn’t a wolf, but he was more alpha than anyone Will had ever met, including real wolf alphas.

The room the vampire was leading Will to was a kitchen—pristine, just like everything here was pristine. Will wondered why a vampire needed such a big kitchen, but he wasn’t about to ask.

“I’m making you hot chocolate. You can have it with chocolate on the side. That’s about all the food I have in the house.”

“Okay.” Will wasn’t sure what to do. He knew he was filthy. He knew what scents were on him underneath the sweat. He did not belong in a nice place like this, not anymore.

“Go sit at the table,” the vampire said as he started pulling out a pot, bags of chocolate, and some milk from a near-empty fridge.

“Okay.” Will went over to the table and pulled out a chair.

“No, I sit there.”

Will quickly went to the next chair. He was still trembling. He braced for something to come flying at his head, but the vampire just went about pouring things into a pot and heating it up on the stove. Will had never seen a vampire stir a pot on a stove.

Will tried to sit up straight. Ed had been rough tonight, after that thing with the beer, and it hurt. He tried to hide the pain and stiffness that was creeping over him after the run to get here. The vampire was chopping up chocolate with a knife that seemed both too sharp and too big for the activity before stirring the chunks into the milk that was heating on the stove.

“Do you need medical attention?” the vampire asked without preamble.

So much for hiding the pain. “No, I’m fine.”

“I doubt that. What’s your name?”

“Will. William Albright.”

“You’re a werewolf running from loups-garous. How did that happen? And be concise.” The vampire came over to the table and put a saucer down in front of Will with a few chunks of chocolate on it, then went back to the stove. Will wasn’t really sure whether he was hungry or not. It felt wrong to eat anyway, what with the vampire still cooking. You didn’t eat while the alpha was working, not unless the alpha told you to. “And eat the chocolate,” the vampire added, almost as if he’d heard Will’s thoughts. “You look about ready to pass out, and I don’t care for that. Dealing with unconscious people is one of my least favorite activities.”

Will stuffed some of the chocolate into his mouth while the vampire went back to the stove. It was so good. Not too sweet, but so rich, with the kind of deep flavor you didn’t get from the cheap stuff. Will couldn’t remember the last time he’d had anything this good.

“I… The loups-garous came into my pack’s territory. They didn’t want to stay there, I don’t think, but they weren’t going to leave without the pack paying them.” Will swallowed. He hadn’t been prepared for this, hadn’t been prepared to tell this story, but then it had been such a long time ago. It shouldn’t have hurt anymore, but it did. “My grandfather is the alpha. It’s not a rich pack, but we’re known for, you know, breeding witch wolves.”

The vampire mumbled something under his breath then poured a steaming cup of hot chocolate, turned off the stove, and sat down across from Will. “Here, drink this. And when I say concise, I really do mean I don’t care about the minutiae of the situation. You were given to the loups-garous as payment, is that it?”

Will nodded. He eyed the hot chocolate. It was right in front of him, but just taking it without permission was wrong.

“Go ahead and drink,” the vampire said, so Will did.

It tasted just as good in liquid form as it did in solid, and it was warm. But it didn’t mean anything. It didn’t mean the vampire would help him. It didn’t mean he was safe.

“And you are a witch?” the vampire went on. Will nodded. “Why not kill them yourself then? I’m sure a witch could manage.”

Will put the mug down. “I’m not…I can do little stuff. My parents died when I was little, and my grandfather never taught me much. I helped them—the loups-garous, I mean—helped them hide and stuff. But I can’t do murder spells or whatever.”

“Murder spells? Aren’t you a precious pup.” The vampire stood. “The rules are as follows. You stay out of the basement and stay inside the house. Take the guest room on the second floor, first room to the left of the staircase. There are clothes in there. Use them, because there are holes in what you’re wearing. I’ll look into this tomorrow, and then I’ll see what the best course of action is. What are the names of the loups-garous?”

“Ed. That’s the pack leader. Jeff, Harry, and Oz. I don’t know their last names.”

“And where do they live?”

“225 Lorraine Avenue. It’s a dump, and I don’t think it’s theirs, but I’m not sure.”

The vampire rolled his eyes. “Why did they form a pack? Loups-garous tend to be solitary.”

Will shrugged. He’d wondered that himself. “I guess they knew each other? From before they got bit, I mean. But I don’t really know.”

“Well, I’ll just have to figure all of that out then, won’t I? Good thing you’re a witch and not a spy.”

Will’s head sagged further. “I will pay you back.” He looked up, but he could only meet the vampire’s eyes for a second. “In whatever way you want.”

“For a start, you will finish the chocolate. I rarely get the chance to entertain, and even more rarely the people I actually want to entertain, and what a bother that is. I’m assuming you have no intention of going back to your original pack, seeing as how they basically sold you into slavery?”

The words stung, but Will could handle that. The direct harshness of the vampire was easier to deal with than pity. Not that Will thought he deserved pity. He wasn’t a good pack wolf, never had been, and the traditional way in which his grandfather ran his pack had never worked for Will. In a way, Will’s grandfather had probably been happy to have his problem grandchild taken off his hands.

Will shook his head. “No, they’re… There’s nothing there for me.” That wasn’t exactly true either. Will’s sister was still there, but she was an alpha in her own right. There was no reason to assume she wanted anything to do with him after the way he’d been living for the past four years.

Will saw the vampire nod out of the corner of his eye. “Good decision. Since I just discovered a new stock photo database, I will be busy through the night. Remind me, what are the rules?”

Will’s brain blanked, and he blurted out, “Don’t talk unless I’m talked to, and do as I’m told.”

The vampire froze. Will started trembling when he realized those had been Ed’s rules. The vampire hadn’t asked for those. Something inside of Will wanted to curl up in a ball, because he was afraid, afraid there would be a beating. Tears welled up in his eyes.

The vampire slowly leaned forward and reached out. Will squeezed his eyes shut, but the blow never fell. Instead, the weight of the vampire’s palm settled on Will’s neck.

Alphas would do this to calm their own. Will knew the vampire wasn’t his alpha, and he understood they weren’t that close, but it still helped. The knot that had kept his chest tight eased slightly, and Will managed to breathe.

“You stay inside. You don’t go into the basement,” the vampire said, voice steady, “and you don’t have to fear violence in this house. Do you understand?”

Will just nodded. The hand on his neck felt too good.

“Your room is upstairs. Second floor, first door on the left. You are welcome to everything you find in there. Do you understand?”

Will nodded again.

“And once more, do you need medical attention?”

Will hesitated for a moment. The way the vampire was speaking to him was exactly like an alpha would, and that made Will really take stock. But he wasn’t bleeding, and nothing was broken as far as he could tell. The soreness would fade.

Will shook his head.

“If that changes, you will let me know immediately,” the vampire said, and Will promptly bobbed his head. He could do that. This was easy. Finish the chocolate, go to the room. He could handle that much without losing his shit.

The vampire took his hand off Will’s neck, but the calm the simple gesture had brought stayed with Will.

Will blinked. “What do I call you?”

“Peter. It’s Peter Collins, but Peter will do.” He stood. “Well, stock photos wait for no man. Make yourself at home, William.”

He walked out of the kitchen, as silently as any vampire.

This left Will with the chance to look around a little more, but the energy that had kept him running and his heart pounding just drained like a leaking water bottle.

He finished the chocolate, of course, both the drink and the pieces. There was still more in the pot on the stove, so Will finished that as well, because for a vampire, Peter really knew his hot chocolate.

After that, Will washed the pot and the dishes in the sink, and left them out to dry. He headed up the staircase in the foyer. He was so tired, and he just wanted to pass out.

The house smelled good in an unspecific way. Will didn’t even get the scent of blood, which he found odd for a vampire home. And there didn’t seem to be anyone else in the house. Will would have thought a vampire as rich as Peter would keep one or two humans around for blood and company, but Peter seemed to be solitary.

Will decided he could wonder about that tomorrow. He found the guest room on the second floor, first door on the left. It smelled of detergent and lavender.

There was a second door, and Will could hardly believe his eyes when he found a small bathroom behind that, complete with a shower and clean towels on a shelf set against the wall on his right.

Despite his exhaustion, he stripped out of his clothes after firmly locking the bathroom door behind himself and turned on the water. Will would have taken a cold shower. He’d have taken skinny dipping in a kappa-infested lake. But the water was hot, and there was shower gel and shampoo. Will used both. He washed three times, then a fourth, then just stood there under the running water.

“I’m out,” he said, because saying the words had to make it truer, didn’t it?

Trembling in the hot steam, he turned the water off and dried himself. He looked at his clothes where they lay on the floor. The fabric smelled of them. There were only a few holes in them, but he hated them. There was a small trash can in one corner, and Will pulled the bag out of it to shove the clothes inside it. He couldn’t stand the smell, couldn’t stand seeing that tangible reminder, but they were the only things he had, so he just left them in the trash bag on the floor until he’d had a chance to go through the drawers and wardrobe in the other room.

Before Will went into the bedroom, he listened at the door. The house was just as quiet as it had been, and when he unlocked the bathroom door, no one was waiting for him. Will made sure to lock the bedroom door before he finally collapsed on the bed.

He was exhausted, and sleep took him, but all through the night, he kept jerking awake and listening for noises, for fists banging on the door, for shouts. All he ever heard was the quiet, upper-class neighborhood coming awake, cars starting, bikes going by, but that did little to put Will’s brain at ease, and he slept like he had for most of the past four years—barely, and afraid of what he would wake to.


      [image: image-placeholder]Paradoxically, after a while the background noises of the city waking lulled Will into a somewhat deeper slumber, and when he woke again, he could tell from the light that it was late in the afternoon.

There was disorientation and a bright spark of panic when he came to, but then he remembered. He was out. He was in the vampire’s house.

He’d fallen into bed with just a towel around his middle. A quick perusal of the clothes in the chest of drawers produced an old pair of jeans that might have been Peter’s, although Will couldn’t imagine the lawyering vampire wearing anything but tailored pants.

Wherever they had come from, they fit Will okay. There was also a sweatshirt that was plain and dark and comfy, and it smelled strongly of lavender. Will found a small satchel with lavender inside tucked in among the clothes. He’d always liked lavender. He’d never imagined that a vampire might too.

Dressed, and after brushing his teeth and washing his face, Will felt a little more like a person—more like one than he had at any point over the last four years, anyway. He thought he was ready to have another conversation with Peter. Last night, Will hadn’t asked a single question. What the vampire would want him to do in return, for example. How he would even deal with Ed and his pack.

Will opened the door to go and look for Peter—and found a note on the floor just outside the door instead.

William, it read. I am at work, and you have the house to yourself. Order food, watch television, or read a book. You’ll find the landline in the office on the ground floor.

The note was paperclipped to several delivery menus, Peter’s card with his cell number written on it in a neat string of numbers, and a fifty. Will gaped. That was a lot of money. When he had been allowed to go out to buy things, one of the pack had always gone with him, and they’d never given him money. Will read the note several times so he could be sure he understood it correctly. Then he sank to the floor and cried.
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Sage





Reclining on his futon up in the attic, Sage felt accomplished. He’d had the idea a few days ago, had tinkered with the magic, and now, finally, he had a prototype all magicked up and working. The prototype, strictly speaking, was only a rubber glove, warm water, and his finest magic, but Sage had put all his effort into the spell. 

For research purposes, Sage’s board shorts were around his ankles, the rubber glove between his legs, wiggling around the…test area with slightly lubed strokes.

“Oh fuck that’s good.” He let his head fall back against the throw pillows that covered one half of his futon. “Yeah, keep that up. Fuck. Good glove.”

The Magic Glove—TM!—was dexterous and just the right kind of firm where it needed to be.

“Focus more on the tip. Yeah, that’s it. Oh my fucking gods. How did I live without this?”

The glove went to Sage’s balls of its own accord, and Sage moaned, grabbing one of the approximately two dozen pillows surrounding him and shoving it over his head to muffle his scream; not that anyone was there to hear him.

The glove was as eager as a water-filled glove juiced up with magic could be, and one lubed-up finger even went farther south, which resulted in the glove just dropping to the mattress and away from the hard task at hand—pun fully intended.

Sage groaned in frustration and snatched the glove back up to put it in place around the test area. “Now, stay there. Stay focused. This is for…science.”

The glove obeyed, firmly taking hold of Sage and focusing all its watery enthusiasm on the flushed tip.

“Yes. Fuck, yes,” Sage said.

With another glove stroke, the rubber broke.

As R&D went, this was very…anticlimactic.

Sage groaned. “So close. So fucking close.” He looked at the wet spot between his legs. “Why’d you have to go and do that to me, Glovy?”

He picked up the remainder of the glove. There was still some magic in it, and the rubber tried coiling tenderly around Sage’s fingers.

“Still worth it. I’ll reinforce the rubber next time.” Sage tossed the tattered glove to the floor and fell back against his pillows to take care of the test area.

Just as he was about to grab the lotion from the floor next to the bed, his damn phone rang.

“Fuck.”

Technically, he was working. Technically, he was always working. There was no sleep for the wicked witches who wanted to pay their electric bills and streaming subscriptions on time.

Trying to pull his board shorts back up, Sage stumbled to his feet and walked to one of the two bean bags in the room. His phone was charging there, but the caller ID made Sage mumble another curse.

Peter Collins wasn’t difficult to work with, he was just…intense. The R&D mood went right out of Sage. He answered.

“I was fucking busy.”

He was also not wearing a shirt, and talking to Peter while not wearing a shirt made Sage feel awkward for reasons he couldn’t even begin to explain. He dropped onto the bean bag. It made him feel less exposed.

“Thank you ever so much for inquiring, Sage. I have been well; how have you been? Good? Oh, splendid, splendid.”

Sage made a face. “Right, sorry. In my defense, you’re the one who’s always, ‘be concise, Sage, get to the point, Sage.’”

“Never did I tell you to leave common courtesy at the door, Sage. Regardless, since this is starting to turn circuitous, I can help with that.”

“With what? Courtesy?”

Peter made a sharp noise. “Absolutely not. With your state?”

“My…state?” Sage turned in his beanbag to make sure Peter hadn’t broken in somehow, or climbed the house to stare in through the round attic window, but he was fine. Peter wasn’t here.

“You said you were busy.”

Sage relaxed. “Right. I am.”

“Well, I can help with that.”

Sage froze. This was not Peter’s I-have-a-job-for-you voice. This was his nice people voice, the kind he used on nice people. Which was when Peter wanted other people to think he thought they were nice. In other words, when he wanted something and wanted you to think doing whatever he wanted had been your idea to begin with.

Sage realized he was being fucked with by none other than Peter Collins, and that was a problem. There was painfully little Sage could think to do to get himself un-fucked. In fact, he couldn’t think of anything at all.

“You know, I think I’m okay actually.”

“I told you not to be circuitous. What would you say to an apprentice?”

Sage snorted. “I would tell them to go and fuck off, maybe point them to someone who has their shit together and does all this adulting bullshit better than me.”

“Ah, don’t be so quick to sell yourself short, Sage. You are the most competent and least judgy witch in all of New Elvenswood.”

The compliment made Sage uneasy. He shivered and lifted his left leg. The piece of magically animated rubber was cozying up to his big toe. He peeled it off. The rubber took that as invitation to make rubbery love to Sage’s big thumb.

“You’re not calling about a job, are you?”

“Sage, I’m calling to make all your jobs easier. I found you an apprentice.”

“But what if I don’t want an apprentice?”

Peter was silent for a long moment. “Sage, be reasonable. Why wouldn’t you want an apprentice?”

Uh-oh. Sage couldn’t be sure, but Peter sounded just a tad hangry. No one liked Peter when he got hangry.

“Look, they’d have to move in with me, and it’s still mostly Grandma’s old furniture.”

Yes, that was a good reason, one Peter had to accept. Old lady furniture and young apprentices did not go together. What apprentice would want floral print and lace trimming on half the cushions?

“Abigail’s taste was decent. I don’t see why it would be an issue.” Peter sounded like he might eat his secretary.

“I couldn’t pay them much either. And I’ve never taught anyone this stuff. Plus I work all those odd hours.”

Sage wanted to add that he also only did laundry pretty much whenever, and half the time when he went grocery shopping, he only got a quarter of the things he’d set out to get, and all the cats he adopted from the shelter just left of their own accord after about a week. Sage really wasn’t good at all the adulting shit. At all. Peter couldn’t possibly expect him to take care of anything as complicated as another witch? A real person? He couldn’t even keep a fucking bewitched rubber glove alive—although the remaining piece of it was still pretty eager to please.

“It’ll be fine. I’ll pay this one a stipend. I’ll drop him by soon, but there are a few things I need to take care of first. I just thought I should give you a heads-up,” Peter said.

“But, Peter, I don’t think that’s a good idea?”

Sage heard Peter breathe in and out slowly, as if he was trying to keep calm.

“Sage, how would you know that without trying it? I’m sure you’ll do an excellent job.”

That sounded like an order, and a second later they were ending the call, and Sage wasn’t totally sure what had happened. Apparently he’d been made teacher to a young witch. Then again, if young witches were anything like all the cats, they’d be gone after a week or so, which would be for the best. Sage looked over at the box of rubber gloves he’d bought specifically for his experiment.

“I should probably give this another try before Peter drops some kid at my door.” Sage peeled the eager rubber off his toe and went downstairs to the kitchen to warm up some water for the next glove, hoping there wouldn’t be any interruptions this time around.
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