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Dear Reader, 

Welcome back to the world of the Moonlight Diner! It’s been a while, I know. I hope this longish read makes up for at least some of the wait.

Deep breath. This is a good news/bad news type situation. You see, this book, Fair Reader, concludes what was started in Moonlight Cherries. It is, in a way, an end point. However, we will get more from Soyer’s point of view in what I think of as a sequel to Black Heart Blooming.

But is that it?! No more Soyer and Amory?

The answer to that is probably no. There may be a short story here and there, and I know many people want the writer’s story and Elias’s story. It’s impossible to do either without guest appearances, and of course there is already one alternative universe story featuring Amory and Soyer in Clair de la Lune.

And still, something is ending in this book, there is no arguing that. I’m grateful to everyone who was along for this ride and hope to see you again soon. May you think of Soyer and Amory every now and then even if your reading journey takes you elsewhere in the future.

Special thanks for this book go to Ranylt Richildis, who helped me with the French. Hugs all around to the Piperettes on Ream and Patreon, who help me write these stories and encourage me while I’m doing it.

Lastly, thank you to Soyer. He was the first character who sparked this story in my mind, even if I knew next to nothing about him. In my mind though, I saw him sitting at a table in an empty diner, and that had me curious. Following that spark showed me a universe I didn’t know existed.

Come along, Reader, and explore it with me.

Alexa Piper

December 2025








  
  

Chapter One


[image: image-placeholder]




It was Monday night, just a few minutes after midnight, and the Moonlight was empty. 

For some reason, that made me grin from ear to ear, even if, as the manager, it was my job to make sure we were always busy. To be fair, it wasn’t my fault no one was here. We’d closed early today because of the business meeting Dwayne and Soyer were having in the back.

I didn’t know why the two of them discussing whatever it was they were discussing meant we couldn’t serve some pie and coffee, but I didn’t argue. Also, Ben had been allowed to leave early, and Rae too, and for the first time in forever, it was just me out here in the front, refilling the saltshakers now that I was done folding the napkins and setting the coffee makers up for the early shift. The windows had turned to mirrors hours ago, and my mind was drifting. I’d always loved the early hours when the Moonlight got quiet, when everything was quiet.

I stopped in the middle of doing the second to last saltshaker to look at the ring on my finger. Being engaged to Soyer just never got old. It was the perfect little fault in the nostalgic moment I was having. Soyer had changed everything, made everything new.

Before I could get even more swoony, I heard the door in the back, meaning the meeting was over. I hurried to get the last saltshaker done and I’d just about finished when the swing doors opened and Dwayne walked in.

“All done for the day, kid?”

“Yup, all ready to go.”

He grunt-nodded and walked over to table five. “Take a seat, then. Business meeting part two.”

I pointed at my chest. “With me?”

Dwayne fixed me with a steely gaze. “You’re the manager, aren’t you?”

I flushed. “Guess I am.”

I put the box of salt back under the counter and left the shakers out for now, then wiped my hands on my apron and slid into the booth across from Dwayne.

“New server’s working out?” Dwayne asked.

I nodded. “Well, I mean… Levi is really trying, you know? He’s getting better. He has the entire menu down, knows everyone’s specials, can spot the regulars, and he never gets anything wrong when he totals up someone’s order.”

Dwayne nodded once. “You tell him that?”

“I… Some of it.”

Dwayne nodded, then the door went again and Soyer strode in.

My heart swooped. I had no idea whether that was normal after we’d already known each other for months, but it was a reaction I had pretty reliably. He looked at me, looked me over, but kept his expression neutral.

I moved closer to the window, but instead of sitting next to me, Soyer took the seat next to Dwayne. Dwayne had his hands folded in front of him, elbows on the table, and in a move that I didn’t think was coordinated, Soyer mirrored that pose almost exactly. I could tell when he noticed, because he frowned, looked to his right where Dwayne sat, and pulled one arm off the table as if he’d always intended that.

“Let’s get this over with then.” Soyer looked at the windows. “We’re going to do a touch of remodeling, get these replaced.”

“The windows?”

Dwayne nodded. “He says mirrored glass is better. For the…different crowd.”

I blinked my eyes two, three times at the casual way Dwayne mentioned the supernatural crowd. I shouldn’t have been surprised. I’d walked in on him meeting Kasey for the first time, and that had boiled down to Dwayne standing in the kitchen doorway, Kasey pretending to ignore him but watching him with his snakes, and Dwayne just nodding and heading through to his office. Yeah, I really shouldn’t have been surprised.

“Okay?” I looked at the windows too, thinking that I’d miss them. They’d been here longer than I had, after all.

“You’ll still be able to look outside, of course. We’ll go with one-way glass,” Soyer continued. “We’ll also add some neon to the outside, make it flashy. And a second entrance through the back.”

“Through the back? Oh, for everyone else?”

Another nod. “We’re going to extend the opening hours to be around the clock, and what used to be closing time will remain so for humans but will become the opening time for pawns and cursed.”

Dwayne nodded. “Apparently, people want to come here but can’t. Makes sense to do this.”

“Right?” I glanced at Soyer, who’d folded his hands in front of him, unconsciously mirroring Dwayne all over again. I had a feeling there was more.

“Amory.”

My eyebrows went up and I looked from one of them to the other.

“Am I…in trouble? Is it because I’m not doing a better job with Levi?”

Soyer rolled his eyes. “Already placed the extra order of dishes.”

“It’s fine. He’ll learn.” Dwayne fixed his gaze on me once more. “You’ll teach him.”

“I… Yeah.” I kept looking from one of them to the other. “You didn’t say I’m not in trouble.”

“He catches on fast,” Soyer said.

Dwayn grunt-nodded. “Always was a smart cookie.”

“Do you want to tell him?”

My jaw dropped. “Tell me? You’re not—are you firing me? Come on, this is a joke, right? I know this is a joke.”

The only problem with that was that it didn’t feel like a joke, and neither of them was laughing.

I was in trouble, and I had no idea what for.

“Amory. Dwayne and I have been reviewing a few things.”

“Several years of a few things,” Dwayne said.

“Okay?”

Soyer drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Do you know how many sick days you took? How much vacation time?”

“Well, uh, I didn’t need to. I told you that. Didn’t we talk about that?”

Dwayne grunted. “Man told you to stay home after you got hurt. Then told you to stay home after you got hurt again by that witch, which I understand was bad.”

“Uh…”

I had a feeling I knew where this was going.

I saw the corners of Soyer’s lips quirk. “We can’t have you working till six. That wouldn’t do.”

Dwayne nodded. “Health and safety violation.”

“So you’re…hiring more staff?”

“Yes. And a co-manager. So you can catch up on some of that vacation time.” Now Soyer was giddy. I could see he was hiding it, but not particularly well.

Dwayne grunted. “Four days a week; that’s all you’re getting.”

“To start with. Ideally you’ll be working three days a week down the line.” Soyer raised one of his hands as if to examine the black of his nails. “I’ll need your business advice during that time. It appears the staff happily talks to you, but not me.”

“But—but—”

“Means Levi would get to step up. Might be good for him,” Dwayne said.

Soyer nodded. “Especially since I just ordered all those new plates for him to break. And just think, that way, Rae might enjoy some of their overtime as well. And Ben could pursue his…auteur.”

I straightened. “You’re not messing with their romance! That one’s for the ages, once they’ve overcome the jilted lovers in the machine and the notebook, respectively.”

Dwayne cocked his head, looking confused. “What now?”

Soyer made a dismissive gesture. “He makes up stories about some of the regulars. Don’t tell anyone. We don’t want that to get out.”

Dwayne shrugged. “Fine by me.” He leveled his gaze at me. “So we’re done here?”

“But—”

Soyer nodded. “Almost, Dwayne. We’ll be closing for a day to get the windows done. That’ll be next week, so we’re ready in time for Thanksgiving and all of that.” He grinned at me. “You’ll be so busy, training your co-manager.”

“You planned that!” I pointed at him as if I were some meme.

“He sure did, kid. Should’ve seen that coming when you burned the place down,” Dwayne said.

That had my jaw dropping yet again. Soyer was cackling, the villain. As I watched, the two of them high-fived without looking. Apparently, I’d been sucked into a parallel universe where my boss and my fiancé were much too close for comfort. Where they were…friends?

That made me ignore my indignation for long enough to marvel at that and feel happy for Soyer, who was far too pleased about showing off how scary he was most of the time. Having a friend like Dwayne suited him.

“Now I think we’re done here,” Soyer said.

The two of them shuffled out of the booth, stood up, then shook hands. Yup, they were in cahoots.

“You good to close up?” Dwayne asked me.

“Yeah. Just the saltshakers—”

Dwayne turned away, chuckling as he walked off toward the back.

Soyer stretched, bringing his arms up over his head in such a way that his long-sleeve stretched over his chest.

“A job well done.”

I frowned. “You planned that.”

“Sure did.”

“You didn’t even tell me! You could’ve told me and asked me about this.”

Soyer lifted his left eyebrow. “My heart, there are many things I don’t know, but one certainty I have accepted is that it is far too easy for you to get me to agree with you.”

I crossed my arms. “I could say the same.”

“Could you? Please do. Tell me all about it. Over ice cream? I think we should get ice cream.”

I pointed out the windows. “It’s November, you know.”

“So?”

I couldn’t help myself. Soyer made me smile. He made me happy. “Sure, let’s get ice cream. After I do the saltshakers. But nothing will be open.”

That made him laugh out loud.

He tried to help me with the saltshakers but gave up when he saw me straightening them after he’d placed them on the tables. He seemed not to mind though, watching me instead from where he was leaning against the counter, fondly amused. With his attention on me, I ran my thumb over the band on my left hand. Having his ring was a prize I’d not soon give up, not for anything.








  
  

Chapter Two
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Before, I’d thought we were always taking taxis because Soyer didn’t have a car. If I  had thought about it, which, to be fair, I’d barely had the time to do.

But of course Soyer had a car—several, as he’d confessed to me—and it had taken me getting abducted by an evil witch to piece that together. He’d come to rescue me in his car, and I preferred that memory to anything from before he’d come to get me out.

We were in his SUV with the heat on to keep the chill at bay. October had been cold already, and November had already seen some snow.

“Kitty-cat got your tongue?” Soyer tapped the gearshift with his index finger as he slowed to take a right turn. His nail polish looked like he’d just reapplied it earlier.

“Huh?”

“You’ve been zoning out. Are you okay? Would you rather we go home? We can order ice cream in if you like.”

“No. We can go get ice cream.”

“Even if nothing will be open?”

I looked at him. He kept his eyes on the road, but he was smiling. “I know you know a place. Or a person. Or you bought an ice cream parlor just for me and forced the employees to clock overtime for tonight.”

He clicked his tongue and glanced at me. His black eyes were full of humor. “Amory, I hadn’t even considered buying an ice cream parlor, but I like the way you’re thinking. I’d expect nothing less of the manager.”

“Oh, come on.”

“What?”

I bit the inside of my cheek. “You don’t have to placate me.” I was looking at the back of my hand, flexing my fingers. The ring finger had been broken not too long ago, but it was fine now. My ring fit perfectly. “It’s because I never really trained for management, right?”

Soyer went quiet for a moment. It sounded as if he was holding his breath.

“Are you fucking—my heart, is that what you took away from this meeting?”

“You’re making it nicer. More upscale. The diner, I mean. And I love that! Kasey is amazing. And everyone else we hired, they’re all so good.”

He snorted. “I just ordered a hundred extra plates for Levi to break. And I beg of you, please don’t fucking do stuff like this when I’m driving and can’t hug you. Dwayne and I are not kicking you down the ladder. We’re just making you take a fucking break, all right?”

“You’re angry.”

He pressed his lips together and stopped at a light. It was green, but this early, there was no one behind us. He turned to me.

“Look at me. I’m not angry at you. Never have been, never will be. You’re too perfect for that. You’re also too perfect to spend all your time at work instead of with me. I’m selfish, Amory. I think I’ve mentioned that before. And you agreed to marry this very selfish man. Obviously I want you all to myself, and I’ll use any leverage I have to get you. Also, Dwayne really didn’t like the fact you weren’t taking any time off, and he was about to blame me for it, so I joined forces with him instead. Got it?”

Soyer wasn’t going to lie to me, I knew that. And rationally, I’d already known everything he said. But sometimes something snagged on even the smallest doubt or fear I carried in my heart, and then it grew and bloated and almost overpowered me. Soyer had said that was probably normal after the witch. It still sucked though. It felt so real.

“I know.”

He reached out and cupped my cheek. “I know you do. I’m not angry, okay? And I really do like the idea of buying you an ice cream parlor. I’ll talk to Dwayne about it.”

I made an undignified noise. “No, you can’t!”

I caught the mischievous glimmer in his eyes. “Says who?”

I wiggled my fingers in front of his face, showing off my ring. “Your fiancé.”

He froze, his gaze heating and growing more intense. He got like that a lot, and I never knew why exactly or when it would happen.

“Amory. Must you trigger my rampant libido like this? Don’t answer that—I know you can’t help it.” He faced the road again and continued driving. “Really need that ice cream now.”
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“The bodega?”

“Yup.”

I gripped the edge of my seat as Soyer pulled the handbrake and turned off the engine. “We’re…going inside?”

He took my hand in his. “We are. It’s where the ice cream is. Are you scared?”

“Of…the ice cream?”

He didn’t fall for that. Of course he didn’t. He was Soyer, and he knew me better than I knew myself sometimes. “No. Of the memories.”

I opened my mouth to tell him I wasn’t, but that would’ve been a lie, and he would’ve known. I snapped my mouth closed again and nodded.

“Okay. It’s all right to be scared, but it’s going to be fine. Stay where you are, I’m helping you out.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, and by the time I realized, Soyer had already rounded the car and was opening my door. Cold air whooshed at my face, and he was holding out his hand for me to take. I did, but my stomach was in knots.

The last time I’d been here…well, it had been daytime, and I’d been under a witch’s spell, if that was the correct expression. I shivered, remembering that creature, the way he’d spoken to me. Then, how he’d taken my ring and broken my finger—

“Amory. Stay with me. It’s fine.”

We were walking toward the bodega in a complete reversal of that day. Now, I was safe, and Soyer was going to hurt anyone who’d even think about hurting me. Still, it wasn’t just the cold that had me breaking out in goose bumps.

“You never told me where you went,” I heard myself say, meaning that day.

My phoenix mind reader understood right away. “Just some errands. You don’t have to worry about that.”

“Okay.”

We were almost at the bodega. The lights were on inside, which was…good? I hadn’t thought about this place, not in the concrete sense of who was there running it now. It still said Lorenzo’s Bodega on the sign above the entrance, but that was…

“He’s…dead.”

Soyer turned to me. The light from the bodega outlined him. With his hair and his coat—with his black nail polish, even—he faded into the darkness of the night so easily, even in the city.

“He actually isn’t. Assuming you’re talking about Lorenzo.”

“But I saw—”

The memories came flashing back. Animal crackers and a detached eyeball. I squeezed my own eyes shut.

“It’s okay. We’re just here for ice cream. What flavor do you like?”

“Uh.” Breathing. I had to concentrate on breathing. There had to be a reason for Soyer bringing me here, I knew that. “Maybe…mint chocolate chip?”

He turned when the automatic door opened for us. “Really?”

“I think so. I mean…raspberry’s nice.”

Soyer stuck out his tongue. “Too many seeds.”

Then we were inside the brightly lit bodega. I looked around. I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t sure whether I was looking for any sign that remained of that day—dried blood or a sliver of broken glass—but the bodega was spotless, and just as upscale as I remembered from my first time coming here.

“Black Shuck,” said someone from behind the counter.

“Lorenzo. Hi.” Soyer pulled me with him toward the counter, toward the man. “You remember Amory.”

The man pushed his half-moon glasses up on his nose. He had very blue eyes. Eyes I thought I almost recognized.

“Of course. He survived the witch.” The man smiled. “The witch that didn’t survive the Black Shuck.”

He said witch like it was something vile, something loathsome. I looked at the name tag on his shirt. It said Lorenzo.

“Amory was quite concerned. He saw what the witch did to your spawn.”

My eyebrows crept up my forehead. “Spawn?”

The Lorenzo behind the counter nodded, his expression pleased. “Oh, yes. It was one of the older ones, but I’m fine, Mr. Saintclair. It was minor pruning, and I was able to reabsorb most of it.”

“Reabsorb?”

Soyer cleared his throat. “Yeah, thanks, Lorenzo. No need to add any more details to that.”

“If you say so. Heading down?”

Soyer shook his head. “We’re getting ice cream.”

I couldn’t quite tear my eyes away from this younger version of Lorenzo, even as I followed Soyer to the freezers. I had so many questions, but I couldn’t ask them where Lorenzo might overhear.

Soyer tapped the glass of the freezer door. “There. Mint chocolate chip and raspberry. They have both. Wanna get both?”

I turned my attention to the ice cream, and they did indeed have both kinds, plus several more on top of that. There was pistachio chocolate, black sesame, even matcha and melon. It was a wider selection than I’d ever seen before.

“Well, what’re you getting?”

Soyer looked at me, his gaze intense. “They don’t have my favorite flavor here.”

My cheeks heated. “Shh! Soyer.”

“What? Lorenzo doesn’t care.”

“Still.”

He rolled his eyes. “Fine. Let’s see. Hmm. Roasted hazelnut. I’ll go with roasted hazelnut.”

I nodded, my gaze wandering over all the flavors. I cocked my head. “They have cherry, you know.”

“Oh yeah?”

I pointed. “There.”

He shrugged. “I already said I was going to have roasted hazelnut.”

I looked at him. “But you want the cherry?”

Soyer put his hand on my back, stroking my spine. “I didn’t say that, my heart.”

I nodded. “Okay. I’ll get the cherry.”

Soyer chuckled and opened the freezer to pick out the little containers. “Any last-minute changes?”

“Nope.”

“Okay then.”

He grabbed the ice cream, letting the freezer door fall shut behind him.

“We’re just going to eat these at home?”

“Did you have another idea?” A smile lingered around the corners of his mouth.

Soyer was playing with me. Not in any malicious way, of course, but he was baiting me. He’d brought me here to bait me, and I was ready to swallow his lure.

“Are we going to the underground again? To the old subway system?”

He stacked the ice cream tubs one atop the other. “Did you want that?”

I did. The world down there had been magical, even if I’d only seen a sliver of it, and even if it hadn’t been the best of experiences. But there were people down there, supernaturals, that I’d never known existed. And Soyer, in his way, was offering to take me.

I crossed my arms. “Is that your apology for making me not work?”

He snorted. “Didn’t realize making you take a vacation was something I needed to apologize for, but sure. Trip to the underground for some time off. Lorenzo? We need some spoons for these.”








  
  

Chapter Three


[image: image-placeholder]




Soyer was extremely devious. I realized this when we’d opened our ice cream and stepped onto the long, long escalator down. 

“You want some of mine?” I asked when he frowned at his.

“That depends. Will you feed me?”

The cherry ice cream was a perfect swirl of dark, purplish red. I scooped some out with one of the wooden spoons the young Lorenzo had given us, holding it up to Soyer. “Open wide.”

He did, watching me intently as I fed him. “Hmm. Delicious.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You totally knew I was going to get the cherry. Because you wanted the cherry.”

“That’s some mental gymnastics, Amory. Why would I do such a thing? Can I have some more, please?”

And Soyer, my Soyer, enjoyed that, his mouth open, his eyes twinkling with humor as he waited to be fed his favorite ice cream flavor.

“It’s because you didn’t get your cherry pie.” I fed him another spoonful. “Can I try the roasted hazelnut though?”

“Yeah, but you’re right. I had a thought about the cherry pie too.”

“What thought?”

He shrugged. “I’ll tell you later. Maybe after looking into the ice cream parlor.”

He scooped some of the cherry while I was trying his roasted hazelnut, which was really good.

“That was a joke. You can’t—hey, can vampires eat ice cream?”

Soyer was one step above me, which meant he had a great angle to look down at me, very much unimpressed. “Oh, I see. You’re making me buy a business for you and Elias so you two can hang out even more. Is that what you’re planning to do with all this free time I just forced on you? Spend it with other people?”

I frowned. “Elias isn’t other people. He’s a friend. And he keeps texting about me coming to his studio and getting photos done. For the website? The website I don’t need but that he apparently built for me.”

“Greedy little fucker.”

“Ssh! Soyer, don’t say that. Elias isn’t like that at all. He built a whole website for me.”

Soyer groaned. “He’s exactly like that, and you are clearly powerless to resist him. To answer your question, vampires’re probably fine with sherbet, but it’s not like I’ve ever considered their dietary preferences. Don’t see much point in feeding them. They might be like strays and come back for more.”

“Right, sherbet is just frozen fruit juice. Also, Elias definitely isn’t a stray. If he were a dog, I think he’d be some prized fluffy one—one of the small white ones that go to shows.”

“Like a Maltese.” He nodded. “Mouthy little fuckers, those. I can see the resemblance.”

“Don’t be mean. I can’t share my ice cream with you if you’re mean.”

Soyer raised an eyebrow at me just as the escalator ended, leading us to the next one. The ice cream had distracted me from looking at all the framed ads and colorful artwork surrounding our descent, but that was fine. I was pretty sure this wasn’t going to be the last time we came here. This was… It was still foreign to me, but it was more part of my world now than it had been before.

I tilted my head up to look at Soyer. “So, Lorenzo…didn’t die? He’s okay?”

He licked his spoon clean. “You saw. He looked pretty okay, didn’t he?”

I nodded. “Yeah. So what is he?”

“A business owner who’s really good at stocking delicious ice cream.” Soyer held up a hand before I could complain. “Right, I know. You’re complaining about me being evasive. Fine. He’s like a plant. He is a plant, but he makes person-shaped things to protect himself, like flowers.”

My jaw dropped. “You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

“No. I’d show you, but he doesn’t like people who know him well getting too close to his roots, much less strangers. Hence the spawns.”

“But he looks so normal. Looked. I mean, earlier, with the witch, I saw… He looks really human.”

Soyer had grown very still. He was watching me intently. I was mostly okay, but I got the sense that he wasn’t ever just going to take my word for that. And he was probably guessing—correctly—that having seen the old Lorenzo torn to shreds had been a shock, fodder for nightmares, though nothing compared to the loneliness and isolation I’d felt when the witch had had me. When I’d thought Soyer had forgotten me.

“He does, but he’s not. That witch upset him, sure, but he’s fine. To him, it’s probably no more of a bother than if you cut off some leaves from a houseplant.”

I nodded and went back to the roasted hazelnut ice cream. I wasn’t sure I understood about Lorenzo, and I wouldn’t soon be able to forget what I’d seen in the bodega that day, but this was something to work through, something that put things into a different perspective.

The second escalator came to an end, bringing us to that wide hallway with the high ceiling and beautiful mosaics all around. Soyer and I walked on in silence, sharing our desserts. He didn’t even try the roasted hazelnut, not once.

“How big is all of this?” I asked when we reached the narrower part of the underground, the tunnel that had been turned into a road—a thoroughfare.

“Pretty big. I have no exact numbers, but it’s its own little city.”

“You were going to show me, right? When we first came here. When I, uh, caught on fire.”

“Nasty habit of yours. You’re hot all right, but bursting into actual flames is a bit much.”

He brushed up against me in an attempt to get to the cherry ice cream. His spoon was already scraping the bottom, and I’d only finished half of the roasted hazelnut.

“Maybe I can control it. The burning. I don’t know. Is there a way to find out if you can learn stuff like that?”

He snorted. “I fucking hope not. You’re not allowed to try.”

“I wasn’t going to. Not on my own, at least. Believe it or not, I feel really guilty about burning down the Moonlight.”

“Hmm.”

“Really, I do. But I’m not sorry I burned for you.”

Soyer chuckled. “There it is; the truth of it.” He spooned up some of the roasted hazelnut, a big scoop, and fed it to me. “I’m glad you burned that day, my heart.”

That made me smile a very sappy smile. I didn’t get to say anything back though, because voices came toward us from around the bend in the road we were following, and I fell silent. A few moments later, I was busy trying to not stare at the person who was coming into view. They had two heads—one human, the other looking more like an animal’s. I couldn’t really place it, but they had the most adorable horns. The two heads were talking to each other, discussing something someone called Arick had said to them.

They fell quiet when they spotted Soyer and me, their shoulders slumping. They veered to the side of the road to make room for us, more than we needed, and gave a bow when we passed them.

“You’re all out of cherry,” Soyer said when the area broadened and brightened, and we reached the busier part of the underground I recognized from that first visit.

The fortune teller’s shop was back, rebuilt. I had no idea how much damage the flames had done to it, but all I could see was fresh paint and a little house where the train car had been. There were flower boxes in front of windows painted with arcane designs and covered with curtains.

“You could finish the roasted hazelnut.”

“I don’t like roasted hazelnut. You’re not getting your fortune told, Amory. Stop looking at that damn superstition-monger’s store.”

“What are we going to do, then? Is there more cherry ice cream down here?”

“Depends how far we go.” He fed me another spoonful of the roasted hazelnut. “And that depends on you.”

“I thought you’d never bring me down here ever again.”

Soyer sighed. “I considered it, but people know you’re no longer human now. It’s only right that you know how this world works. And to learn that, well, you need exposure.”

I nodded, excitement stirring in my belly. “Like how Elias says he’ll handle my socials.”

Soyer rolled his eyes. “Your social engagements. But yes, essentially. Amory?”

“Hmm?”

He put the roasted hazelnut ice cream tub into the empty cherry tub I was still holding. It freed up his hand. He cupped my neck, his fingers cold from the ice cream, and I shivered.

“No wandering off.”

“Okay.”

“And finish that ice cream. If you’re up for it, there’s some great Bohemian food down here.”

“Bohemian food? You mean fancy?”

He huffed. “From the area that used to be called Bohemia.”

“Ah.” I grinned at him. “I thought you liked Chinese food.”

“I do like Chinese food. Now, come on. Chop-chop with the ice cream. If you finish it fast, you can ask me three questions about the underground.”

“Three?”

He tossed his spoon into a trash can, then buffed his nails on his coat. “Need to keep some of the mysteries going to entertain my younger lover.”

I aimed for his ribs with my elbow, but he easily evaded it. “Fiancé.”

He looked at me like a cat who’d caught the mouse. “Right. My sexy fiancé.”

I tried to elbow him again, with much the same result. “Soyer.”

But he’d already made me blush. There wasn’t much I could do about it other than finishing the roasted hazelnut ice cream just slow enough to avoid brain freeze and then asking him my questions.








  
  

Chapter Four
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The underground was like something straight out of a fairy tale—an urban fairy tale. It really was as if the escalators had taken us into a fantasy world that existed in the artificial light that flooded these tunnels from what had to be hundreds and hundreds of lamps. Under our feet, the wooden street showed signs of regular use. It wasn’t a yellow brick road, but to me, it was just as magical. 

I was licking my spoon clean, trying not to stare at all the people. Some had wings, some had tails. I saw some tentacles too. Real tentacles.

Possibly the most surprising sights were all the mundane things, like the trash cans and benches. We walked past one on which two gorgons were sitting side by side, their snake hair intertwined, the black eyes of their snakes sneakily looking at us. I’d have missed that if I hadn’t seen Kasey do it all the time.

“It’s really clean down here,” I said, scooping out the last bit of roasted hazelnut before tossing the tub.

“I think Valentin fines people for littering. He’s such a stickler.”

My eyes went wide. “Valentin takes care of all of this?”

“Hawthorne does.” Soyer shrugged. “Valentin just manages stuff. And makes his stickler rules.”

A delivery person on a bike passed us by, staring at us with wide eyes and an open mouth. So did a four-armed woman pulling a trolley behind her; the kind you’d take on an airplane as a carry-on.

I leaned closer to Soyer. “Am I imagining it or are people looking at us?”

“You’re not imagining anything. They are. One more question.”

“Huh?”

“Those’re the rules, Amory.” He looked at me, fixing me with his black eyes that had their own gravitational pull. “Unless you can think of things to bargain for more answers.”

I laughed. “You’re shameless.”

“Damn right. Ah. Here we are.”

We’d arrived at a food truck. It smelled as if they were cooking with lots of oil and carbs, so really good. My mouth was watering before we’d even made it to the short line—just one guy with reddish brown wings and a normal-looking guy.

“…is what I’m hearing. You just have to tell him what you want, man,” the normal-looking guy said.

The winged guy groaned, and I saw that he had tiny little horns on his head too. They looked cute. That seemed to be a theme with horns, all of them were surprisingly cute.

“But he said casual. Casual! And then he goes and does that!”

“Well,” the other said, then he turned when we approached and fell silent, his eyes going wide. He was staring at Soyer. “W-we’re so sorry. Please go ahead.”

The winged guy literally ruffled his feathers and turned. He didn’t have normal features, the lines of his jaw more angular than a human’s. If it hadn’t been for the feathers, I’d have thought he was a gargoyle.

“Oh, shi—right. Please go ahead.”

They moved out of the way before I could tell them not to, and Soyer hooked his arm around mine, pulling me forward.

“What do you feel like, Amory? Their bramboráky are quite good.”

The other two were walking off and sitting down at one of the small tables in front of the food truck.

I turned my attention back to Soyer. “Do you know them?”

“No.” He looked up at one of the guys in the truck. They were very big guys, and also…their faces had extras. Three mouths, six eyes. I stared for a moment but shut it down as fast as I could, because one of them was glaring. More at Soyer, but still.

“You’re bad for business,” the glarer said to Soyer.

Soyer met…at least two of the guy’s eyes. “I’m bringing you my business.”

The other clicked his tongue. Tongues. “And we’re happy to have it, of course. The usual?”

Soyer nodded. “For me, yes. Amory?”

“Uh, hi!”

The first multi-faced person snorted, the second smiled at me. With two mouths, possibly with three, but I couldn’t really see the third. I wasn’t really sure where to look.

“Hi there. What’s it going to be for you, sir?”

“Well, what’s good?”

The menu was behind them. I should’ve read that instead of staring like they were some sort of exhibit. The grumpy one was already frying up something, Soyer’s order, I was guessing.

I turned to him. “What’re you getting?”

“Potato pancakes. We’re not sharing.”

I chuckled. “In that case, the same for me,” I told the less grumpy guy, picking two eyes to focus on.

“Sure. Applesauce on top for you too?”

“Applesauce?” I looked at Soyer. “You’re putting applesauce on hash browns?”

One of the guys working the truck cackled, but I wasn’t sure which one. Soyer looked at me like I’d imagine he would at a caveman discovering running water.

“Yes. It’s what goes on top. And they’re not hash browns, they’re bramboráky.”

One of the cooks leaned on the counter. “Sir, if you’d rather try the dill sauce, it works quite well with them too.”

I nodded. “I think I’ll do that, thanks.”

“Dill sauce.” Soyer clicked his tongue.

“What? I like dill. You’re the weird one here.”

There was more cackling from the cooks, then what sounded like one of them kicking the other, and I wondered how many legs they had.

“Hmm. Is that so? Amory, this is not the way to get more answers out of me.”

The grumpy cook flipped the potato cakes, making the oil he was cooking them in sizzle anew. On a whim, I decided to be a lot more bold than I was comfortable with normally. But if anything Elias had said was true, well, then I was well known, maybe even here. And maybe I could use that.

I tried looking sad. “Oh. In that case… Hey, are you willing to answer a question for me?” I asked the nice cook who’d started chopping a bunch of dill.

He stopped and looked at me. It fell into place then. It was like he had one face next to the other, all of them placed around his head. Realizing that made the eye contact easier.

“I guess? Sir, I mean.” I saw his Adam’s apple bob, and the grumpy cook was glancing at Soyer.

I opened my mouth to ask what they were. I stopped. That would come off as rude, I was pretty sure. Soyer, who was still holding my arm, stroked the back of my hand. Phoenix mind reader that he was, he had probably already guessed what I’d wanted to ask them, but he generally didn’t mind being rude, so he wasn’t likely to stop me.

“Right. How’d you get the truck down here?” I asked the cook instead.

He visibly relaxed. “Oh. There’s an elevator. They use it for construction too. Just had to schedule it and tell them the weight and measurements, and then we had a permit to drive here. Slowly.”

“A permit.”

He nodded. “Yup. She’s road-worthy.”

“Obviously,” the grumpy cook added.

The nice cook kept a set of eyes on me without staring, but he went back to his dill, and our hash browns—or potato pancakes—were done before long. The nice cook put a lot of applesauce on Soyer’s; almost more applesauce than potato pancake.

They served the food in biodegradable dishes, which surprised me, given we were, well, in the underground.

“Do you want to sit or keep on walking while we eat?” Soyer asked. We’d moved a few steps away from the truck, and the winged guy and his buddy were getting back in line.

“If you don’t know those two, why did they give up their spot in line as soon as you showed up? Is that a Black Shuck thing?”

Soyer grinned from ear to ear. “Ah. Your final question, and I’ll grant you the extra. Yes, it is a Black Shuck thing, and yes, they let us go first because they are kind, considerate people. Table or walking, Amory?”

“You’re cute when you’re trying to be scary. Table.”

I wasn’t really sure that was true. I’d seen Soyer when he was scary, and it wasn’t cute. But it was worth saying that. His eyes went wide, and he pursed his lips while I grabbed one of the small round tables to the side of the food truck and sat.

“My heart, you’re playing with fire.” He took the other chair and shoveled some of the applesauce with potato pancake into his mouth, crossing his legs.

I frowned and tried some of my own food. The thick dill sauce was good, and the pancakes were crisp, perfectly golden, and thinner than I was used to.

“Wow. These are delicious. When you say I’m playing with fire, are you talking about your libido again?” I said the last bit in a whisper.

Soyer grinned. “Mmm. You know me so well. Would you like to try a bite of mine?”

He held up his fork for me with a big bite covered with applesauce on there. I shook my head.

“I’m good. You can have some of the dill sauce if you want to try something normal.”

“No. That’s sacrilege, but you don’t know any better, so you’re forgiven. You’re in a good mood today. I like it. The things the threat of a vacation can do to a man. I’d have done this sooner if I’d known.” He ate the pancake bite himself.

I poked at my food, my thoughts drifting. The man with the wings was stretching them as he and his buddy placed their orders, their conversation growing more agitated. They walked away side by side, deeper into this world beneath the city.

“It’s just that I had a nostalgic moment earlier when you and Dwayne were talking. I don’t know. It put me in a good mood.”

Soyer raised his left brow. “I’d say you’re too young to be so beholden to nostalgia. Care to share?”

I considered how. Soyer knew more about my daydreams than anyone, but I still wasn’t sure how to explain what being alone at the Moonlight in the middle of the night meant to me.

“You know I always worked the night shift? Well, not always always, but for a long time. And I always closed up. But just before, when things get so quiet…the Moonlight is like a bubble of light, floating on the dark ocean of the city.”

My cheeks heated as soon as the words were out of my mouth, and I felt silly. But Soyer didn’t laugh. He looked at me while thoughtfully spooning more applesauce into his mouth.

“Night is comfort.”

I nodded. “I guess so.”

“Funny how things change. Funny how they don’t. I always liked being able to see the stars. When I looked up at the night sky, I thought I should be able to count them, but I never managed, even if I forwent sleep to do so.”

I leaned on my elbow. Soyer didn’t really talk about his past much, but I got the feeling this was an old memory.

“Were you, like, one of the early astronomers?”

He huffed. “Not by the longest shot. I simply…had cause to be out a lot at night.”

He paused, and my heart squeezed tight. He’d told me the story of how he’d snuck into the witch’s garden and eaten all those cherries one night.

“Sorry. I—”

“Hush. You worry too much about me, my heart.” He uncrossed his legs and folded his hands in front of him, his applesauce pancakes momentarily forgotten. “I lived in London for a time. Old London. London before there was electricity and public transport. Night then was scary. You can’t really tell a person’s intentions in the darkness, and some people considered the city to be like a forest in which they were the strongest and everyone else their prey.”

“Did something ever happen to you? Back then?”

He didn’t answer right away, but the pause was subtle. Still, it spoke volumes. “No. I was the Black Shuck at that time already. I wasn’t looking for prey, but the shadows felt quite comfortable.”

“Huh. I went to London once. With my family.”

This time, the pause was noticeable, though I was pretty sure it had nothing at all to do with his memories or the things he didn’t want to tell me. “I see.”

“That was before things were bad. Obviously. Sorry, you know that.”

“Amory, do not apologize for your birth family. Ever. In you they had a precious gem, but they were too blind to see it, so they cast it aside instead.”

That made me blush again, and I smiled at the compliment. I didn’t necessarily miss my family, but thinking of them… I wasn’t sure whether hollowness was the correct word, but it made me feel something like that—an absence the shape of which I wasn’t quite able to make out.

“I do wonder if Florence is okay. Not every day, but generally. I wonder if she’s okay.”

Soyer’s face went very still, and his entire posture stiffened. “I’m sure she is. I could ask Simeon to give you an update if you’d like.”

I stirred my dill sauce. “I wasn’t going to go see her.”

“My heart, if you need to see her, you can. I’d just very much like to go with you.”

That made me chuckle. “You think you can scandalize her again?”

“I know I’d try. I enjoyed being a rude gay.”

Warmth spread through me, and the stale hollowness I had felt just a moment ago vanished. I reached out to take Soyer’s hand. “You’re the best rude gay I know. You’re my absolute favorite rude gay.”

“Awesome. Is my rude gayness charming enough to make you go straight home with me once we’re done eating?”

I rested my chin on my hand. “So soon? I thought we were going to explore a little more?” I looked around. “There has to be more to this place than a food truck, right? Did you see that ad for the cocktail place? Dazzle?”

Soyer groaned, his shoulders sagging. “You’re killing me here, but fine. You do need to get out more. Does it have to be the Dazzle?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know what else is there. Or here. I don’t know how deep these tunnels go.”

His eyes twinkled when he looked up at me. “I have something in mind. I think you’ll like it. Go ahead, finish your food so we can go.”

If Soyer was excited, so was I. We both ate our Bohemian potato pancakes in silence, the underground bright and strange all around us. Almost as strange as Soyer dipping the fried goodness in altogether too much applesauce.
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The underground was surprisingly walkable. It was also surprisingly busy, but then again, if you lived down here, I wasn’t sure day and night made much of a difference in your everyday life. I saw people grocery shopping at small stores that offered a surprising selection of fruits and veggies, snacks, and street food. There was even a pet shop that looked like it specialized in smaller animals, like fish and hamsters, bunnies and canaries. 

I was holding Soyer’s hand. Probably a good thing. There was too much to see here, and it was distracting me from really looking at where we were going or what turns we were taking. People kept staring at Soyer as if he were some sort of scary gangster, but no one made any comment at all that I saw or heard.

After a few more turns down smaller side tunnels, we came to a staircase with an old-fashioned elevator set in the center of it—the kind that had one of those metal grates that always made me worry for people’s fingers. To the right of it, a staircase went down, spiraling around the elevator.

“Stairs or elevator?” Soyer asked me.

“Stairs. We can’t go that much deeper, right?”

“Can’t we? I might drag you to the underworld, to all the circles of hell where the best parties happen.”

“Oh, you’re not that bad. You know that.”

“My heart, what did I tell you about not saying such things where people might hear?”

He’d turned toward me and placed his palm against my cheek. It wouldn’t take much effort to kiss him, or for him to kiss me.

“Something about your reputation, maybe?”

“Hmm. Being feisty again, are you? Kiss me, and I’ll let it slide.”

The melody of his voice had gone down a few notes, and his dark eyes were my universe, the night sky I was trying to measure.

“What if I don’t?”

His jaw tightened. “Oh, Amory. My Amory. You’re temptation made flesh, aren’t you? Maybe I should have fired you so I could keep you all to myself.”

I kissed him then, just a quick kiss. It was more than I’d have been comfortable with half a year ago, but I’d changed. So much. And I liked the person I had become. I was excited to discover who I’d be in the future.

“Don’t joke about that. Besides, you’d need Dwayne’s okay to fire me.”

“Stop being reasonable and frustrating at the same time.” He sighed and turned toward the stairs. “Down we go.”

The stairs were metal, and our footfalls echoed, mine more than Soyer’s. The stairwell, even with the elevator in the center, was so narrow that I could see it making people feel claustrophobic, especially if it got busy. But we were the only people there.

“Where are we going?”

Soyer whistled. “Now you ask. You know, when someone leads you into the darkness, you’re supposed to ask where they’re taking you before you follow them. That’s reasonable behavior, but you just do what you’re told and head into the dark.”

“You’re not someone.”

“Hmm.”

“And I trust you.”

“Enough to let me fire you?”

“Nope, because that’s Dwayne’s decision, and he wouldn’t.”

“Hmm.”

We went around for several more turns, our footsteps echoing all around us, and if we’d been going just a little faster, the stairs might’ve given us vertigo. At the bottom, it got brighter, the light warm as dawn.

I took a few steps forward into that dawn-like light and gaped at the sight of the place Soyer had taken me to. I didn’t know what to call it. It was a room, pretty big, with creamy stone all around. The walls on three sides had been fitted with glass terrariums like you might see at a reptile house in a zoo, and inside them, odd greenery bloomed. I looked closer to see what it was. Moss. It had conquered branches and the little stone structures placed inside the terrariums to create strange landscapes behind the glass.

Placed around the room were more terrariums and bowls, some set up on spindly tables and small enough to fit in my hand, others octagonal and too big to lift. It was warm here too, warm and verdant, the orange light making me think of sunrise.

Soyer wasn’t stopping, but he slowed down to give me time to stare. I’d never seen that much moss in my life, and I’d never known the many colors and shapes it came in. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement in one of the terrariums; a butterfly or a moth. Its coloring made the creature vanish just as soon as I’d spotted it.

“Come on. We want to get there on the hour,” Soyer said, his thumb stroking the back of mine.

“Get where?”

I reluctantly looked away from the moss art and found his attention on me, his blackness such contrast to the softness behind glass, to the daybreak light.

“You wanted a drink. You’re getting a drink.”

“Right. This is just really pretty.”

“You can look later.”

He walked ahead of me to the far end of the room. I realized there was a booth here, beyond the many terrariums, looking about as old-fashioned as the elevator. Behind it sat a person with skin that looked more like leather and had a bluish black hue, and long black hair framing a thin face with high cheekbones. They wore a dress—a robe of dark green, shimmering like silk. As we came closer, I saw that their unusually long nails were painted in the same shade of emerald. A brass sign fastened to the wall behind them read The Small Express.

“Welcome to the Small Express, Mr. Bennet. Will you and your companion be traveling with us tonight?”

Their voice, much like their features, was androgynous, and something about their eyes wasn’t quite right, either their size or placement. I made myself smile at them, pretending this was just a normal day for me. It was hard not being able to show my excitement.

“We will. Do we have a time limit?” Soyer asked.

The…concierge? Conductor? They made a clicky little sound.

“Not for you, Mr. Bennet. We’re excited to welcome you.” They turned to an old typewriter, one of these big old things with the letter stamps hitting the paper as if it were a drum. In short order, and despite their nails, they’d typed something on two rectangles of heavy paper with a slight metallic shimmer. They handed both to Soyer. “There you go. Please enjoy yourselves tonight.”

“Thanks.”

Soyer walked through the open archway right behind their desk. I nodded at the concierge when our eyes briefly met, and if I was reading their face right, they were smiling at me.

The archway led us to a platform. It was clearly a subway stop, but not like any I’d ever waited at. This one was a relic from a golden past, complete with shimmering light fixtures and shiny tiles in green and gold. On one end of it, there was one of those photo points with a wooden display that had characters painted on it, their faces cut out so anyone could step into their role. In this case, it was the uniformed body of a train conductor with a steam train in the background. It said Small Express on the side of the train.

“What is this place?” I asked, cautiously stepping toward the photo spot even as I heard the rumble of an engine from the dark tunnel.

“A fucking tourist trap. Like the restaurant on top of the Eiffel Tower. Some people call it an exclusive dating spot, but they’re wrong.”

I snagged one of the tickets from Soyer. “The Small Express, Unlimited Ticket. Mr. Bennet plus one. Don’t tell me we’re going somewhere?”

“We’re going on an experience. That’s their marketing. It’s basically just a dining car that keeps going round and round.”

As he said it, the train came in. I’d expected something old, although maybe not a steam engine like in the photo wall drawing, given that we were in a system of underground tunnels with limited ventilation. But the train that arrived at a leisurely speed was the lovechild of steampunk and futurism; sleek and shiny, yet painted in the golden and green tones that surrounded us and decorated with swirling metal fixtures that grew more pronounced when the carriages came into view.

Soyer walked with me to the front, where I spotted the actual conductor stepping off the train and onto the platform. She looked just like a regular human, and I was a little bit disappointed about that.

Soyer held out the ticket he’d held on to, and she produced one of those punch tool thingies to stamp it.

“Welcome to the Small Express, Mr. Bennet.” Soyer ignored her, and she turned her welcoming smile to me. “Welcome to the Small Express, Mr. Saintclair.”

When I just stood there with open-mouthed surprise at her knowing my name, Soyer gave her my ticket to punch, which she did.

“Thanks,” I managed.

Her smile brightened and she nodded, standing back while I followed Soyer onto the train.

I didn’t know much about the Orient Express, but this train reminded me of it right off the bat. I’d only seen movies about the original—that eponymous murder mystery and others. The interior of this train certainly captured my fiction-bred imagination and added flair to it. It took the old and almost stuffy design from over a century ago and made it new and shiny. I saw tables, alternatingly set to the left and right in a zigzag broken by dividers that curved from seat level almost to the ceiling, allowing privacy.

Another person in a uniform approached Soyer, and this one was strange. She looked female in terms of body shape, but her eyes were shimmery and lacked pupils. She didn’t have hair, exactly, more like a soft plumage. The strangest thing was her wings though, moth wings, brown and black with blue and red markings.

She bowed to Soyer. “Welcome to the Small Express. May I show you to a table?”

“Something private,” Soyer said.

She bowed once more. “Of course. If you’ll follow me toward the end of the train, please?”

We did. Most tables were occupied, and people stopped their low conversations, looking up from fancy finger food as we passed. The food came with good liquor in the form of colorful cocktails with fruity decorations, though some people had gone with wine or neat drinks on ice instead.

The server-conductor led us through three sets of automatic doors. In this final car, the space between tables increased and the partitions were taller and looked sturdier.

“Please,” she said eventually, indicating for us to sit at what looked like the last table in this car.

Soyer turned to me. “Let me take your jacket. We’re good here,” he said to the server, who promptly made herself scarce.

“This place is something,” I said as I handed him my jacket.

He held out the chair with its back to the rest of the car for me. Once I was seated, he draped my jacket over his chair, then put his own half coat over it.

I frowned. “I could’ve kept mine over here, you know.”

He sat and folded his hands on the table. “Then how would you get comfortable, hmm?”

With the softest of jerks, the train started moving away from the station. I spotted a small group of people heading toward the exit, smiling and chatting with one another. They were a colorful group, some human-looking, some not. It made me smile.

“It’s just a jacket, Soyer. So, where are we going?”

“Just round and round. I told you.”

“And why is this place better than the Dazzle?”

“Because the Dazzle is crammed and crowded at this hour, and you get random people walking in off the street in there.”

I chuckled. “Right. We’re not random.”

He lifted his chin. “Obviously not.”

The server came back with water in an elegant glass pitcher, ice cubes floating on the surface. Along with two glasses, she put a little plate with lemon, lime, and cucumber slices on the table.

“Are you ready to order or would you like to see our menu?”

“Menu first,” Soyer said.

She nodded and was off again.

“This is fancy.” I eyed the sliced fruit and cucumber.

“Of course it’s fancy. That’s what I’ve been trying to explain to you, my heart. The Dazzle is just your average bar. This is much better. Much less chance of being disturbed or interrupted.”

The server, as if to undermine him, left two menus on the table right then, but she was subtle about it, doing her best to fade into the background before leaving again.

“You know, nothing can really distract me from you.”

Soyer raised an eyebrow. “Now that’s a lie. You were eyeing that moss display with more interest than you showed me, but it’s fine. I can deal with that if it’s only for a night. Look out the window.”

“But we’re just…”

I didn’t get to finish. Low music started to play from hidden speakers. I looked, and instead of the boring tunnels, the walls opened up. Much like the moss display, there was a spectacle to see here too.

Platforms to either side of us that had been converted into stages, where performers—artists—moved with slow grace in front of stylized backgrounds. On our side of the train, an underwater world had been created. I saw someone with tentacles dancing with someone winged like our server, who was wearing a ballet dress in ocean blue. Around them, people in costumes or in their own skin danced, making the scene come to life. On the opposite side, the performers were posing as all the characters in the Bacchus and Ariadne painting by Titian. Even the leopards looked pretty real.

And I was about ready to bet that they were. If there were werewolves like Ben, there had to be other types of shifters too, so why not leopards?

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Soyer lean on his elbows to watch me instead of the dazzling display. “See? You’re doing it again. Looking at everyone and everything, but not at me.”

My gaze landed on him even as the train slowed to barely walking speed. I was starting to feel giddiness rise inside of me.

“This is so cool.”

He tapped the menus the server had left with his index finger. “Hmm. Don’t forget to order a cocktail. That might make it even better.”

“No, this is really, really cool already. Thank you for bringing me.”

He picked up his own menu, one of those heavy things that looked more like an old library book than a menu. “You’re very welcome, Amory. But I’m getting a…not sure. They have themed cocktails, you know. Cocktails that go with the sights.”

And that got me. Without wasting too much time thinking about it—and trying to keep myself from turning the page of the menu so as not to spoil the next display—I went with something called Dionysos’ Delight. They served it with dried ice smoke that smelled like grapes and freshly cut grass, and it was delicious.

This was the best date Soyer had taken me on ever.
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