
  
  










[image: image-placeholder]





[image: image-placeholder]



[image: image-placeholder]









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Copyright
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Foreword
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Alexa Piper
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Copyright ©2026 by Alexa Piper 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, now known or hereafter invented, without written permission from the author, Alexa Piper. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission of the author.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Alexa Piper asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

Alexa Piper has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks. All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the book.

~

NO AI/NO BOT. Alexa Piper does not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarize, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, sculpture, multimedia, audio, or other medium. Alexa Piper supports the right of humans to control their artistic works.

No part of this book has been created using AI.

www.alexapiper.com

Editor: Kate Wood

Proofreader: Lori Parks

Custom design elements: ray22194

Cover art: Reyvest

Cover typography: Kelley York










  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Foreword





Readers, 

We are once more in New Elvenswood. I wasn’t sure we’d visit again so soon, but Peter and Theo had more to say. They had more adventures and more to learn about each other, and here we are.

This follows Vampire in Love, and you should be fine if you’ve read that one. Characters from the other books do visit though, so the completists among you will want to read the series in order.

As always, my thanks go to the Piperettes on Ream and Patreon, who’ve been reading an early version of the chapters ahead of release. Piperettes, your support makes my words possible! Thank you, thank you, thank you!

Now, let’s all remember not to call Peter a Viking and dive into the story.

New Elvenswood, here we come!

Alexa Piper

March 2026
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Chapter 1





Theo was standing at the top of the staircase in Peter’s house, his hair still damp from the shower. The scent of coffee was in the air, and the stained-glass window to his right made the stairs look like a rainbow. Theo clenched his fist, gnawed on his bottom lip. 

It’s only a Monday. You can handle a Monday.

Theo took a deep breath and went downstairs, heading directly to the kitchen. Peter was already there, dressed in his work clothes, sans the suit jacket. The lawyer uniform—that tailored suit in a shimmery dark blue, with a matching shirt and tie—made him look hot. He was standing over the drip filter and watching the coffee fill the pot, but then he looked up and smiled, and Theo’s stomach swooped.

“There you are. I was worried you’d lost track of time, Theodore. I wouldn’t want you to be late for class.”

“Hmm.”

Peter made his way over to Theo and wrapped him in a soft hug, one hand at the small of his back.

“Are you well? You seem distant. Is everything all right?”

“Huh? Oh. Yeah, totally. I was just lost in thought. Mentally preparing for the lecture, you know.”

Peter nodded. “Ah, higher education. It used to be about socializing and cementing your place in society more than anything else. But these days, I suppose you must focus.”

“Right.”

Peter frowned. “Dearest, are you sure you’re well? Maybe you should stay at home and take some rest? I don’t have to go in if you’re feeling unwell.”

Fuck no. Focus, Theo.

“No, that’s not happening. I’ve been looking forward to this lecture for ages, and I’m going. I just need coffee. Is there coffee?”

Peter’s face lit up. “And toast too. Sit, sit.”

Theo took his seat at Peter’s kitchen table. Peter served him coffee and toast with jam in short order. The toast was fresh, and Peter had buttered it and spread the jam on top, even pushing it all the way to the corners just like Theo used to like to do, back when he made his own toast. He might be better at doing this than I am. Fuck. He doesn’t even eat food, and now he’s making me toast.

“It’s September, you know,” Peter said. Standing behind Theo, he pressed a soft kiss to his cheek.

“Yeah, I noticed.”

“It gets cold, and you’re still only wearing a T-shirt. I’ll grab you a sweater, and maybe you should take a jacket along as well, just in case. Humans get sick around this time of year, and they’re shameless about spreading their diseases through snot on door handles and such.”

Peter sounded appalled at the very thought, but he managed to let concern seep into his voice too. Theo wanted to groan and curl up in a ball, but that wasn’t a solution. He knew he had to keep it together a little longer.

“Right. I can go get a sweater.”

“Nonsense. Have your breakfast. I’ll be back shortly.”

Theo made himself smile. When Peter made his silent way back up the stairs, Theo ate his toast and finished half his coffee, barely tasting anything.

And anyway, what am I even supposed to taste here? Artisanal bread and fancy coffee? I barely even know the taste of anything else these days. My sense for what’s good is totally gone because I get nothing bad anymore.

Peter came back with one of the new sweaters he’d bought for Theo on a lengthy shopping excursion two weeks ago. It was a really nice sweater—baggy in the way Theo liked, green in a way he knew Peter liked.

“Thanks.”

“It’s nothing. Would you like some more toast?”

“Nope, I’m good.” Theo finished the remainder of his coffee and stood. “I’m ready to go.”

He took the sweater from Peter, and because he still knew how to please an audience, he slid it on, doing his best not to hurry too much or go too slow, in a reverse striptease he knew Peter would enjoy.

“Of course. Let’s get going, then.” Peter’s voice sounded strained, if only a little.

At least I still got it.


      [image: image-placeholder]Peter pulled into the parking lot of the Linguistics Department, his sleek town car out of place among the tiny electric cars and the bikes those professors with a sense of humor parked in their designated spots.

“Will you be studying at the library today? I could join you for lunch.”

Theo knew exactly what that meant. Fancy takeout. Peter hanging around for no less than two hours, saying he was just going to do some remote work on his laptop. Theo suppressed an eye roll.

“I was going to compare notes with a few people who’re taking that course on Romantic writers. Rain check on lunch?”

“Of course, but let me know if you change your mind. And if you’re feeling unwell, don’t make yourself get on the tram, just text me to pick you up. In fact, maybe I should wait for you here? You’ll be done at around four, right?”

Theo sighed. “Peter, seriously. I swear I’m fine, okay? And I won’t get near anyone who has the sniffles, okay?”

“You can’t always tell. Your human nose wouldn’t be able to smell the sickness on them.”

Theo opened his door. “Peter, you’re not smelling the other students. I have to get to class. I’ll text you, okay?”

“Theodore.”

Theo turned. “Huh?”

Peter reached for him, making his gesture slow and deliberate, something that hadn’t changed even in the few months after Bernard and…after everything. He cupped the back of Theo’s head.

“Let me kiss you goodbye, my precious one.”

Theo smiled, the expression genuine this time. He leaned in, taking Peter’s lips or letting Peter take his; it didn’t matter. There was immediate relief there, a tension easing. Theo relaxed in Peter’s hold.

“There. Now I can let you go. Have a wonderful day.”

Theo nodded, slightly dazed. “Yeah, you too. Sue someone and win.”

“I always do.”

Theo turned when he was a few steps away from the car, his bag over his shoulder, and waved at Peter without stopping. Peter waved back, but he didn’t immediately drive away, instead he waited, presumably for as long as it took Theo to vanish from his line of sight.

When Theo was pretty sure he couldn’t be seen anymore, he pulled out his phone to text Corvin.

Hey, you in today?



Nope. Have a day off. It’s reading day. 😊



Right. How’d you feel about skipping reading day and hanging out?



After class?



Now.



Oh, are you skipping class?



Only if you can skip the books.



I need to put on going-out pants, but then I’ll be right there. Library?



Yup. See you there.




      [image: image-placeholder]It took Corvin less than thirty minutes to get to the library. Theo had picked their normal meeting spot—the communal table on the ground floor. As soon as he saw Corvin walk in, he picked up his backpack and moved to intercept him.

“Hey. Want to get out of here?”

Corvin blinked at him. He was wearing a cardigan over a T-shirt that read I read to get isekaied. It featured a cute cartoon geek and three hot elven-type warriors with lots of sexy muscles in just the right places.

“What happened? Why do you look like you’re running away from something?”

Theo took a deep breath. “I’m just running away from class, okay?”

“Liar.”

“Okay, fine. I’m sort of running away from… Look, can we talk about this elsewhere?”

Corvin adjusted his bedazzled shoulder bag. “Where were you thinking?”

Theo was about to suggest one of the cafés on campus, but the issue was that too many campus people hung out there. He didn’t want to be seen. Or overheard, for that matter.

“Okay, so I know a place, but you’ll have to keep an open mind.”

Corvin’s eyebrows climbed up his forehead. “Oh! Intrigue! I’m loving it. Let’s go, but I’m warning you, there better be enough there for my mind to need some diligent rimming before it gets stretched.”

Theo readjusted his bag. “You know what? You just might fit right in.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Theo wasn’t sure which entrance they should be using. There was the front door, the one you could access from the sidewalk. Then there was the entrance through the garage. I’d use the employee entrance, but I don’t have my keycard anymore.

“It’s too hot to be doing all this walking,” Corvin said.

“Sorry about that.”

Corvin waved it off. “It’s fine. But it totally reaffirms that we can’t do anything too strenuous for my bachelor party.”

“You’re really doing that?”

Corvin rolled his eyes. “Mama—that’s Mike’s mom, not mine—says she cannot let me wed Mike without it. I don’t know. I think she just wants to have the opportunity to throw me a party.”

“But not Mike? This way. We’re going in through the garage.”

“I love underground stuff. And no, Mike said he’d save himself for the wedding and the after-party. Then I said it made me feel bad for being sort of okay with it, and he was all, ‘But it’s for my mom, and you should at least get a spa day out of it.’ So I can’t get out of it now.”

“Sounds like a bother.”

They headed toward the client entrance, past the few cars that were there at this time of day on a Monday.

Corvin cackled. “Oh, you’re coming too. Mama said she wasn’t because she doesn’t want me to have to feel awkward while enjoying myself, but she made me give her names.”

“Ugh, fuck.”

“Spa day.”

“I’ve seen bachelor parties from…a different side, you might say. I don’t think you’ll get a spa day. Carl, hi.”

Carl, dressed in his black suit and tie and standing on guard near the client elevator, perked up.

“Oh, hi! What brings you here?”

Theo sighed. “Can we go up? Just to the bar.”

Carl cocked his head. “Sure. Is everything all right?”

“Aw, Theo, we’re all worried about you,” Corvin said, taking Theo’s right arm and hugging it like a stuffy. “Nice to meet you, Carl.”

Carl put on a brighter smile than he ever had. “Hey there. And you are?”

“Taken. I have found my pineapple, and there’s just frothy piña colada in my future, nothing else.”

Carl chuckled. “So I should call you Coconut?”

Corvin turned to Theo. “I like this one. We’re taking him. Do you have his contact info?”

“Taking me?” Carl crossed his arms and looked from one of them to the other. “Fellas, if you two are planning on abducting me—”

“To my bachelor party.”

Carl’s eyes widened. “You’re a direct one, huh? Fine, I’m in.” He pulled a card from his inside pocket. “This is me. Theo, no hard feelings, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to have my contact on you. Wouldn’t want Mr. Collins to get the wrong idea.”

Theo groaned. “Oh, fuck me.”

“Emphatically, no,” Carl said. “But maybe I should chaperone?”

Corvin cackled. “Oh my. Who are you, Carl?”

Carl straightened. “Security.”

“I bet.”

Theo rubbed his forehead. “Okay, can we cut this short? Carl, I don’t need a chaperone. We’re just here for, I don’t know. Maybe a coffee. And I wanted to say hi to Celeste.”

“And you wanted to dish,” Corvin whispered.

“That too.”

Carl narrowed his eyes before finally nodding. “You know the way. But if anything is the matter, you let me know, okay? Or you talk to Kira. She’s upstairs. You can tell her.”

Corvin’s jaw dropped. “No. No-oh. Is my gaydar broken? Carl, are you one of the straights?”

“Not overly much, no. Kira’s my sister.”

“Oh, good. In a totally platonic way.”

“Sure, Coconut.”

Carl winked at them as he stepped back and hit the elevator call button.

“Did you have to flirt with Carl?” Theo asked when the elevator doors closed behind them.

Corvin shrugged. “Listen, not only have I been on a monster romance reading streak, but I’m also about to embark on my one and only bachelor party. I’m getting warmed up, you could say.”

“For the spa day.”

Corvin shrugged again, his smile stretching. “Yup.”

Theo rolled his eyes, but just then the elevator stopped, delivering them to the bar area. Thankfully, Celeste was right there, a hand on her hip, her smile almost hidden by her impressive beard.

“Theo! How long has it been?”

Theo heard a small noise of surprise from Corvin, but he didn’t say anything. Celeste rounded the bar, showing off pumps that weren’t as high as she could go. When she reached Theo, she still had to bend forward to give him a proper hug, which was enough to drive the air from his lungs.

“Hey. Uh, Corvin, this is Celeste. Celeste, Corvin.”

She held out her hand for Corvin to shake. “Theo, please don’t tell me you’re here to test the bounds of your relationship with Peter? He’s a big old fluff ball, but he has his limits, you know.”

Corvin cocked his head. “Fluff ball? Are we talking about the same Peter?”

She gestured. “About this tall, bleach blond but the natural way, lawyer?”

“Yup, that’s the one.” Corvin looked at Theo. “Your man’s a fluff ball?”

Theo let his head drop. “Yeah, I guess?” He looked at Corvin. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s like—do you know what he did the other day?”

“Honey, you tell me what Peter did, and I’ll take care of it,” Celeste said, crossing her arms.

Theo frowned. “He got this cook. Chef. Like, the man had stars. Those tire stars. Whatever. He had the chef come to the house, and then he had him make me dinner while we watched and talked and had wine. He said it was because he didn’t cook, but he wanted to surprise me with dinner. It was a fucking weeknight. He had a professional chef make me dinner on a fucking weeknight!”

Corvin blinked. “I don’t see the problem.”

Celeste sighed. “I don’t think this conversation is suitable for the bar. At least not at this time of day.”

“No, I could use a drink, actually,” Theo said.

Celeste looked at him. “I have cookies upstairs.”

Theo swallowed. “Okay. We can go upstairs.”
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Chapter 2





Celeste’s apartment was at the very top of the Boudoir, right under the roof. It had a great view of the city, slanting walls here and there, and photo prints of burlesque artists on the wall. In what Theo had always thought of as an interesting choice, the back staircase brought them directly to Celeste’s large kitchen with the big island in the middle. 

She motioned for them to sit on the chairs there.

“Oh, nice place,” Corvin said. “Sort of reminds me of my old apartment.”

“Thank you. Though I’m never sure about the wisdom of living so close to my work.”

Celeste moved a pretty pink glass plate with a matching glass cover over to the island. Theo saw the cookies piled neatly underneath and his mouth started watering. It had been a while since he’d had Celeste’s baking.

Corvin nodded. “That’s a fair point. By the way, is this a club or a bar? You don’t even have a sign on the door, so it must be pretty exclusive.”

Theo’s cheeks heated. Celeste directed a level gaze at him.

“Theo, did you not tell your friend we do sex work here?”

“Uh, well…”

Corvin’s eyes widened. “Oh! You do? Wow. I’ve never been—I mean, it’s too late for me now. Theo, is this why you told me to keep an open mind?”

Theo shrugged. “Kind of.”

“Well, I was worried you’d fallen victim to some cult, but this is cool. You run this place?”

Celeste set glass plates in front of them and beamed at Corvin. “I certainly do. Why would you say it’s too late for you though? It’s never too late for a good time.”

Corvin sighed. “Well, like I told your security person, I’m coconut cream about to make a perfect piña colada with my Pineapple Mike.”

Celeste put a hand on her hip. “Hmm?”

“He’s getting married,” Theo said.

“Hmm.” Celeste’s voice rose with interest. “That’s not as much of an issue as you might think. We absolutely cater to couples.”

Corvin shook his head. “It’s not for us.”

“Fair enough.” She lifted the glass cover off her cookies. “But you’ll not say no to my cherry and chocolate chip cookies, will you? I even have homemade almond milk.”

Corvin turned to Theo. “I like it here. Why’re you only bringing me now?”

Theo sighed.

“I’m taking this as a yes on the milk. Theo?” Celeste said.

“Yes, please. And sorry to barge in on you. I didn’t even think.”

She tsked as she moved around the kitchen, getting glasses out of a cabinet and a large pitcher of creamy milk out of the fridge. She put dates in there sometimes to give it a hint of sweetness. She’d told him that when he’d first come here, and he realized he’d missed that almond milk. He’d missed Celeste too.

“Don’t you worry about that. You’re always welcome here, especially if you need to talk about Peter. Can I ask, how do you two know each other?”

That was when Theo remembered the rules of the Boudoir, which was more than used to catering to the not-quite-human crowd. But you had to be careful who you told about vampires and such, and you definitely shouldn’t just bring someone along who didn’t know already.

“His fiancé works for Peter. He’s a siren.”

Corvin nodded. “Right, and a pretty good cook. I think I might have to tell him about how much I like cookies though, depending on how this goes.”

Celeste poured them their milk and pushed the cookies just a little closer to Corvin. “Go right ahead, then.” She looked at Theo. “You too. You know what I always say about sugar before bad news.”

“It’s not really bad news.” Theo took a cookie and bit into it.

It was fresh and perfectly balanced chewiness with crunch, and Theo realized he’d missed this as well. It’s not been that long. A few months? But then the semester started, and I just never really had the time. I should’ve stopped by though, after everything Celeste did for me.

“Oh my gods, these’re like…these’re so good,” Corvin said with his mouth full.

Celeste smiled. “Would you like me to write out the recipe for you to take home to your siren?”

He nodded. “I’ll tell him I gave up an afternoon of reading for these. He’ll get it.” He motioned at Theo. “I work at the university library, you know. We hang out and gossip there sometimes.”

Celeste chuckled, her eyes warming when she looked at Theo. “Glad you’re making friends.”

“Hmm.”

She cocked her head. “Is it truly that bad? What happened?”

Theo sighed. “Nothing really happened. I mean, it’s just… Here, let me show you.” He pulled out his wallet, picked out the credit card Peter insisted he have on him at all times, and let it clatter to the table. “This doesn’t have a limit. Or it has a ridiculously high limit, I don’t even know. He’s just been telling me to use it for whatever I please. He also keeps cash in the house—like, a lot—and he keeps asking me whether I have cash on me, and then he tells me to take some. Then there was the thing with the chef that I told you about. And when we watch a movie together in the basement, he makes popcorn and gets me whatever snack I want, and—I don’t get to do anything, you know? Like, I feel like he would tie my laces if I asked for it. And when I study, he checks in on me to make sure I hydrate. He drives me to campus, and I think if I called him in the middle of the day, he’d drop everything and come to me. Probably to tie my laces if I asked nicely.”

Theo rubbed his eyes, feeling the relief of telling someone, of being able to talk about this.

Corvin nodded. “I don’t see where the problem is, but do you need a contract? Just something that makes living together easier? Mike can do that for you. I bet he’d be happy to.”

Theo looked at him. “We have a contract. The other day, he said we had to amend it. Because I moved in, pretty much, and it says that while I get my degree, in order to make sure I’m healthy and not stressed, Peter is going to cover all expenses and will provide me with a stipend.” He picked up the credit card. “That’s how he got me to take this. I didn’t see it coming. He tricked me into it.”

Corvin nodded. “Right. Hmm. Maybe I need a contract. All I got when I moved in with Pineapple Mike was a library.”

“That’s pretty good,” Celeste said.

Corvin smiled that sappy sweet smile that Theo knew had to do with how much he loved Mike. “He surprised me with it and everything. And before, he kept saying how we’d have to put some of my books in the basement, you know? He completely fooled me.”

“Sounds like you chose well. Now, Theo, I think I see the problem. You’ve always earned your own money, right?”

Theo nodded. “Only—except for—you know. Right before I came here.”

“Yes, of course. Sorry. Is this about not wanting to behave like a gold-digger or about feeling like you’re not pulling your weight?”

Theo relaxed. How does she just get it without fail? “Both? A little bit of both.”

She nodded. “I’m assuming you don’t want to end things with Peter or put any distance between him and you?”

Theo looked up. “What? No, of course not. I lo—I mean, Peter’s nice. I like him. He’s really… He’s Peter.”

“Aww, look at you,” Corvin said.

Celeste nodded. “Yes, do look at you. I think this can be fixed.”

“How? Seriously, how? Whenever I tell him I’m fine or that I don’t need anything, he just…he gets nicer, and then I feel bad for even saying anything in the first place, you know?”

“He’s such a fluff ball.”

Corvin snorted. “Peter the Terrible a fluff ball. Hah!”

Celeste leaned on the kitchen island. “Tell him you want to take on a part-time job. Or better yet, tell him I asked you to.”

Theo blinked at her. “You…asked me to?”

She shrugged. “Sure. You can work behind the bar. I trained you. You know how to talk to people, and there’s usually a bartender there come evening.”

This could work. I’d get to go out of the house and—“But he can’t come here, right? When I work.”

Celeste chuckled. “I’ll take care of that. But someone is going to have to drive you home after each shift, I don’t think that’s negotiable. And, of course, while I’m sympathetic to your issues, I’d like to see you get your degree, yes?”

“Yeah, of course.” Theo nodded. “Yeah. This…this could work.”

She put her hand on her hip. “What I can’t do is keep him from trying to offer you something at his firm though. He’d probably rather pay me to hire someone else and employ you himself.”

Corvin nodded. “Yeah, Peter’s intense like that.” He eyed the credit card Theo was moving from one hand to the other absentmindedly. “I’d buy so many books with that.”

“You want it?” Theo said.

Corvin eyed the card more closely. “I do, but also no. Books have to be earned. You have to really want them, and you have to have the time to read them and give them a good home on your shelf.”

Celeste put another cookie on each of their plates. “You two finish these, and I’ll pack you the leftovers. Theodore?”

“Hmm?”

“What did you two talk about when he hired that chef for you?”

Theo shrugged. “Oh, just…about school, about his job. I told him to google the Dutch angle, and it made him laugh.”

Corvin swallowed a mouthful of cookie. “What’s that?”

Theo shrugged. “Google it.”

He watched Corvin pull out his phone and do just that while Celeste rounded the kitchen island to look over his shoulder.

Corvin chuckled. “Oh, I get it. This is funny.”

Celeste huffed. “I was right about Peter and you. You’re perfect for each other.”

Theo waved the sleeve of his sweater at her. “He made me wear this in case it gets too cold.”

It was difficult to read her expression with her beard sometimes, so Theo wasn’t sure what exactly she was thinking.

“Just my point,” she said.
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Chapter 3





Not much later, they were on their way back down, Corvin with half the cookies and the recipe and Theo with the remaining cookies and a sliver of hope. 

He’s going to amend our contract again. I wonder if he’ll try to ram sexual exclusivity in there if I work here. Theo considered that. I wouldn’t mind. No, actually, I don’t want anyone else. I want… Maybe I should make sure we put sexual exclusivity in there, because…what if he sees some hot vampire at the office?

Theo set his jaw. The realization was odd. He’d never thought much about monogamy or who Peter might come across at his law office. His personal theory—one that had earned him a C in an essay once because the professor liked the execution but not the conclusion—was that monogamy was something concocted by the patriarchy and enforced through media. He’d blamed the Greeks and Hallmark movies alike for promoting it.

And yet, when it came to Peter, Theo didn’t want to imagine him holding another man like he held Theo. Didn’t want to imagine Peter being as kind to anyone else or bundling anyone else up as they settled down in the basement for a movie night.

“Should we do early lunch? Brunch? Celeste, do you want to come? We could help Theo learn how to use his credit card.”

Corvin tapped Theo on the shoulder at the bottom of the stairs. Celeste unlocked the door to the Boudoir for them.

“Wish I could, but I have an early client today. You two go enjoy yourselves though.”

“I like the sound of that,” Corvin said, sneaking an arm around Theo’s shoulders. “And for dessert, there’s this bookstore where you can have wine while browsing.”

“Isn’t it too early for wine?”

Corvin snorted as they walked back into the Boudoir. “Did you learn nothing during your studies of old-timey literature? The Victorians gave us breakfast wine. Who are we to snub our heritage?”

“Yeah, they also gave us lead poisoning.”

Corvin groaned. “Oh-em-gee, are you doing this on purpose?”

Celeste looked back at them, her eyes twinkling. Theo was pretty sure she was chuckling away and using her beard to hide it.

“Doing what on purpose?”

“You sound like Peter.”

“I—what?”

Celeste clapped. “Took the words right out of my mouth, Corvin.” She leaned on the bar. “You two are heading out?” she asked Theo and Corvin.

Before Theo could answer, Celeste turned. When he followed her line of sight, surprise and the feeling of being caught made his stomach pull tight.

Theo saw the witch Peter had called to the house a while back, his flip-flops noisy even on Celeste’s fluffy carpets. It had been right after Peter had gotten hurt…because he’d protected Theo. Shit, what was this guy’s name again? Basil?

The werewolf witch was following Basil too, and when he saw Theo, his eyes went wide. Then he saw Corvin, and he flushed and hid behind Basil.

“You two got here,” Celeste said to the newcomers.

Theo looked at her. “You know them?”

“John?” Corvin pointed. “John! Wow, are you okay? You were just gone after that night. Pineapple Mike said Peter had taken care of you, but he wasn’t sure what that meant.”

“Um.” The werewolf hunched his shoulders as if he wanted to make himself small. He was clinging to the back of Basil’s shirt.

Celeste raised a perfectly shaped brow in surprise. “John? You mean Will.”

The flip-flop witch crossed his arms. “What’s going on here?” He narrowed his eyes at Corvin. “What do you want with Will?”

Corvin cocked his head. “Will?”

“Uh, John’s just what Peter said my name was. He had me stay with Corvin and some siren lawyer.” He gave Corvin a tentative smile. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to lie. It’s Will, actually.”

Corvin shrugged. “Peter the Terrible strikes again. No worries. But didn’t you promise to make yourself available for another movie night?”

Will looked at the floor. “I’m sorry.”

“Will, sweetcakes, you never told me that. Anyway—” The witch’s attention turned to Theo. “—didn’t expect to see you here, Theodore.”

Corvin gaped. “You know each other? Everyone knows everyone?”

Celeste put a hand on his shoulder. “New Elvenswood’s supernatural circles are not as big as you’d imagine.”

“Didn’t think I’d run into you here either.” Theo fumbled with the cookie bag in his hands. “Thanks again for dropping by that day.”

“Mm-hmm. Sure. So, listen up.” Basil unfolded his arms and reached for Will’s hand without looking. Then he took a deep breath. “Peter’s…he’s a good man. Fuck, that sounds wrong. But he is, okay? Listen, if you think you can get him to buy groceries for you and then cheat on him with the next best—” He glanced at Corvin. “—whatever. Anyway. I’m not letting you do that to him.”

Theo’s mouth fell open. “You think…” He pointed at Corvin.

Celeste tutted. “Sage, this really isn’t what it looks like. Theo was just here for cookies. And for my advice.”

Will blinked his big brown eyes at her. “Do you really do therapy?” He glanced at Corvin. “You didn’t break up with the siren, did you?”

Celeste shrugged. “I’m just good at listening.”

Corvin gasped. “Oh! John—sorry, Will. You missed us getting engaged. We’re getting married. No parting me from my Pineapple Mike. Oh, did you know he’s a siren back then?”

Will nodded, taking a small step forward and unhunching his shoulders slightly. “I did know, but he forbade me from telling you. I’d have totally told you. You’re really happy, huh?”

Not-Basil-but-Sage turned to Will. “And you’re not?”

He said that with what Theo recognized as affectionate playfulness. I wish Peter were here. He’d put that witch’s playfulness to shame.

“You know I am.” Will cuddled up to Sage, hugging him closely, and buried his nose in the witch’s neck to nuzzle there. And lick him, unless Theo was mistaken.

“Hey, what did we say about the public licking? Godsdamn, sweetcakes, don’t be cute when we’re at work.”

Will blushed and moved back. He still ended up with his side touching Sage; plenty of PDA in Theo’s book.

Celeste clicked her tongue. “Sage, give your poor apprentice a break. Did someone direct you to the shot glasses I’d like enchanted?” She turned to Corvin and Theo. “You’re welcome to stay for a drink. I can whip up mimosas while these two work.”

Corvin shook his head. “We should really have brunch first. Hey, sorry if I’m interrupting your workday, but, Will, if you want to come along…” He looked at Theo. “That’s okay, right?”

Theo relaxed his hold on the cookies. “Sure is.”

Will’s eyes went big. Theo had been too preoccupied with other things when they’d first met, so he hadn’t noticed it, but Will had really big eyes, like a model, almost.

“Uhmmm.” He glanced at Sage. “We have work?”

He was using those big eyes now to convey an unspoken plea, and Sage was clearly weak against it.

With the utmost gentleness, he brushed Will’s hair back. “If you want to catch up, you can take the rest of the day off. But you have to promise you’ll call when you want me to pick you up, okay? You have your phone on you? And your wallet?”

Will nodded. “Yeah. I promise.”

Corvin clapped with excitement. “This is exciting! Also kismet. Come on, guys, let’s get going.”

Theo was glad Corvin’s enthusiasm about brunch took any trace of awkwardness out of the situation. The excitement seemed contagious. The way Will followed Corvin, he’d been infected with it too.

Theo turned to Celeste. “How’re we going to handle…you know. Work.”

She shrugged. “I think it would be a very good idea for you to tell him, don’t you?”

He nodded. “Yeah, right. Makes sense.”

Sage frowned as he looked after Will, then stepped closer. “Hey, uh, sorry. About earlier. Look, Will…” He clenched his jaw. “Watch out for him, please? And remember, he’s probably expecting you to eat first.”

“It’s fine. I mean, I get it. No hard feelings.”

Corvin looked out from the elevator. “Theo! Come on, we need to get going before it gets too late for brunch. Celeste, thanks for the cookies and the recipe. Mind if I come back for more recipes if I can train my man to bake?”

“Well, aren’t you a little devil. You sure can, but I take no responsibility for the outcome.”

“What outcome is that?” Corvin asked as Theo headed toward the elevator.

“Me sneaking cookies from you instead of Celeste,” Theo said, then tried winking at her.

He failed and probably just looked as if he had something in his eye. Celeste still gave him an odd little look. Almost as if she were proud, but that couldn’t be it. He’d done nothing. Her beard was probably just making him misread her again.

Working here is going to be good. I’ll earn my own money, same as I always have. I’ll be independent again, and everything will be simpler.

In the elevator, Will looked at Theo. “Thank you for taking me. But I don’t need watching out for.”

“Heard that, huh? A werewolf thing?”

Will shrugged. Corvin gasped. “Excuse me, what was that? You’re a werewolf? And you didn’t say anything when I made you watch that movie with all the werewolves who enjoy taking their shirts off?”

“That was fun,” Will said. Then he frowned. “Plus, your siren said I wasn’t allowed to tell you anything, and he can be intimidating.”

Corvin’s brows drew tight. “Hmm. No, that makes sense actually. I didn’t know he was a siren then.” He looked at Theo. “Did you always know Peter was, well, Peter?”

Shit. “Yeah. It’s like… Actually, he had to tell me. It’s a requirement. When clients come to the Boudoir and want something specific, they have to tell Celeste in advance.” He took a deep breath. “We met here, not at the library like I told you. That was a lie. I lied to you.”

Corvin appeared to be confused. Will, not so much. “Oh! You worked at the Boudoir. That’s how Peter met you. Makes a lot of sense. Also explains why you’re so pretty. You probably did really well. Everyone up there is really nice and easy to talk to.”

“Thanks. I guess?”

The elevator opened. “You were a sex worker,” Corvin said, sounding halfway between excited and curious. Either was a lot better than what Theo had feared.

Carl came over, holding the elevator door open. “Hey, fellas. Everything all right here?” He nodded at Will in silent acknowledgment.

Corvin pointed at him. “You didn’t give him away at all. Shit, I’m being insensitive, aren’t I? Theo, I’m not judging. I actually think sex work is really interesting, and I’d love to know more about it.”

Carl eyed them all in that way he had when he was waiting for a signal from an employee. Ready to escalate or deescalate, depending on what the employee needed.

Will stepped forward. “Corvin’s my friend, you know. He’s actually really fun.”

Carl nodded. “I could tell.”

Corvin sighed. “Did I fuck up bad here? Carl, you’re sort of glaring at me.”

“His face just looks like that,” Theo said, then turned to Carl. “It’s a good face, don’t get me wrong.” Carl frowned, and Theo groaned. “Okay, sorry. I stepped right into that. Shit. Carl, if you want to come to brunch with us, I’m buying.”

Will looked at Theo, then back at Carl. “I like that idea. You should come with us.” Then he lowered his gaze and frowned. Theo wasn’t sure what to do with that.

Carl snorted. “Is that because your man is still upstairs and you don’t want him to walk past me without you glued to his side? Pup, you know that’s you acknowledging—”

Will straightened and all but glared at Carl. “No! It’s not. Sage is mine.”

He struck a pose, right there in the elevator. Theo and Corvin exchanged a look. Carl cackled.

“Pup, you’re making the humans think you’re weird.” He looked at Theo. “I’ll call upstairs and clear it with the boss. Friendly gathering, right?”

Theo shrugged. “Sure.”

Carl nodded and called Celeste. It didn’t take very long. He put his phone back into the inside pocket of his suit. “She says it’s fine. You fellas have anything specific in mind?”

“I have a list.” Corvin pulled out his phone. “Here, see? El Sol. Spanish food. Is everyone okay with that?”

“I’ve never had Spanish food.” Will sounded like a kid confessing that he’d never had chocolate.

Carl huffed. “You’ll like it, pup. I’m good with Spanish. Theo?”

“Yup, fine with me too. Do we take the tram?”

Carl pulled his car keys out of his suit pocket. “Nope. Follow me.”
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