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  Foreword
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Readers, 
This book, this story, was born thanks to the support of the Piperettes over on Ream. They inspire me and allow me to share the fruits of that inspiration with them first.
This time, inspiration took me to a new genre: contemporary MM romance.
What you are about to read is a flower shop/tattoo parlor alternate universe (AU) of the Phoenix Immortal series. Clair de la Lune can be read by itself, but if you love the characters and want more of them, you can check out Phoenix Immortal. It’s basically an alternative universe of this story and has magic and creatures in it!
But we’re not talking about magic right now. We’re talking about winter and a snowy town, about a man who needs a fresh start.
Welcome to Clair de la Lune.
Enjoy.
Alexa Piper
November 2024
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  Chapter One
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I’d known Clair de la Lune was a small town nestled in the mountains before I’d gotten on the road today. The realtor had warned me about the long drive, given the weather and the serpentine road that led to Clair de la Lune, though I had chalked that up to his inability to interpret a simple map search. The map search had assured me the drive wasn’t really as long as the realtor had said, and I had trusted technology. 
Turns out the Internet was wrong and the realtor was right, and the joke was on me, and the solid snow cover on the road that had been mere slush back in Newstaten wasn’t helping.
“Come on, it’s just this little hill,” I told my electric car, fondly patting the dash. “And then that needle curve up ahead.”
The little shit of a car chose that exact moment to give up the ghost. It wasn’t even a dramatic dying of the engine, it just shut down, leaving me with enough time to pull the hand brake and hit the hazard lights at least.
“It’s not a bad fucking omen, Soyer,” I said, looking at myself in the rearview mirror. “This is a good decision. Moving during winter maybe not so much, but this is good. Starting fresh and all that. Just a rocky start. A snowy start.”
And it was still coming down, though the landscape around me was already blanketed in the stuff, tree skeletons and bush bones hiding under white, all the strength they’d need to explode in a shower of greens and petals undoubtedly hidden in their roots.
I grabbed my phone to find the nearest car mechanic and call them to tow me in, but given that bad things loved coming in little groups, I had no reception. Like, none.
“Okay, a rocky, snowy start in the middle of nowhere on a lonely country road on which you might freeze to death. Otherwise, good decision, Soyer, real fucking good.”
I considered my options. One, get out of the car and walk to Clair de la Lune. It probably wasn’t that far on foot, but I’d have to walk on the road, which miraculously had been plowed maybe a day ago, given the mounds on either side, and with my luck, that would get me run over. Especially since night was falling and visibility would only go down from here.
Option two, wait in the car. If no one came by, freezing to death was still on the table. But there was booze in one of the moving boxes in the back, and on the passenger seat sat a large bag of bagels I’d splurged on before leaving the city in fear that a small town might not have a bagel shop, a horror that had really only dawned on me after I’d finalized the purchase of the house on Main with the little storefront and the apartment above I’d soon call home. If I survived getting to the damn town, of course.
Or, option three, I could get out and walk around, hoping my phone would connect to the world at large at some point so I could call for help. I might still get run over that way, and I wasn’t sure whether getting run over or turning into an icicle was preferable.
I went with what was easiest for now and stayed in the car. I pulled off my gloves—really, needing gloves to drive because it was so freaking cold simply seemed vile. What had I been thinking coming out here?
I snorted as I opened the bag next to me and pulled out a bagel. I knew exactly what I’d been thinking. Cecil, my asshole ex wouldn’t want to follow me here. That had been it, my prime motivator for uprooting my life. Well, one of the prime motivators at any rate.
Had I maybe fantasized about seducing and corrupting a plain young villager to warm my bed? Maybe, but that was just because fucking someone else was the best way to get over a broken relationship, and I badly wanted to get over Cecil.
Scratch that. I am over him. This is just phantom anger now that the cause of it is gone. It’ll pass. I just have to remember to find that plain-faced villager to help me fuck the anger right out of my system.
I was halfway through a plain salt and pepper bagel, licking some salt off my bottom lip, when I heard the noise of a large mechanical beast approaching. Hopefully, the townies weren’t some kind of post-apocalyptic cult geared toward survival out here with nubile men strapped to the hoods of their cars. That would be bad. I was sort of nubile.
As it turned out, I’d not been stranded on Fury Road, and the noise was just a snowplow. Even before I could make up my mind to get out and try to get the plow to stop, the driver did so, keeping the engine running while he got out and walked toward me.
The guy was your typical rough-around-the-edges blue-collar type. Big boots, plaid jacket, beige woolen cap and a beard that hid whether he was angry, gleeful, or something else entirely.
I heard him stomp, the snow crunching as he went. Those big boots looked as if they had spikes on the soles. With his gloves on, he rapped against my window.
“Hey. You need help?” he shouted before I even opened it.
Of course the window wouldn’t lower when I hit the button, so I opened the door instead. “Hi. I do, actually. My car broke down. The battery, I think. And there’s no reception.”
He grunted, nodded. “Headed to Clair? You the chap who bought Fran’s Flowers?”
Okay then. Welcome, small town life. “Do you also know my social security number?” I asked.
He gave me a confused look. “No. It’s just the moving van was there yesterday, and they carried in your things. Also, Fran told everyone before she left how she sold to someone from the city. You drive a vehicle not suitable for this road but fine for the city, and there are moving boxes in your back seat. You fit the bill.”
Well, color me surprised. And uncomfortably scrutinized. “I didn’t realize the town PI was driving a snowplow.”
He narrowed his eyes. “I’m the sheriff, Dwayne McArthur. The snowplow is a side gig since Ed retired. You are?”
My fucking string of bad luck was still going. I’d attracted the attention of the law before even moving into the fucking town. Also, who the fuck was Ed?
“Soyer Bennet, Sheriff McArthur.” I held out my ungloved hand, and he shook after pulling off his own glove.
“Call me Dwayne. People only call me Sheriff or McArthur when they’re in trouble. Now, I’ll go grab my towline, and then we’ll get you home. Sit tight.”
“Of course, Sheriff,” I said, biting my lip. I’d have to remind myself that I specifically had picked this place because I didn’t want to be in trouble, near trouble, or remotely related to trouble ever again.

      [image: image-placeholder]True to his word, McArthur got me to town, pulling me behind him so absolutely none of the townspeople could miss my dramatic arrival. On the plus side, I had the chance to get a good look at the place.
Unlike in the city, the sky loomed low, none of the houses taller than maybe four stories, if that. A lot of the buildings were actually much smaller.
The homes with yards had decorations up, some more, some less, some going very much overboard and dominating their respective street. The family homes themselves tended toward medium-sized, well kept, painted white or light pastels.
“Fucking quaint,” I said, tapping the steering wheel with my finger.
McArthur pulled me toward the town center, which was an oval-ish park thing, not really big enough to be a proper park, but featuring a gazebo and greenery, even cleared walking paths, making evident the attempt of being like a park. In keeping with the season, lights and decorations had been strung on a tall fir close to the gazebo, and dotted throughout the pseudo-park, large candy canes stood, their red and white like warning beacons in the snow.
As we passed the gazebo, my jaw dropped slightly. There, under the snow-covered octagonal roof, stood a group of carolers wearing red and green and tinsel on their merry hats. I looked around to see if anyone was filming this shit, but no. They were doing it because it was normal behavior in their natural habitat.
“Calm the fuck down. You knew what you were getting yourself into,” I told my mirror image. My grip on the steering wheel had tightened, and I forced myself to ease it.
If things got too weird out here, I could always sell again and move on to somewhere else. I had the savings for it, even if I lost money on the townhouse. The townhouse in front of which Sheriff Dwayne stopped, his brake lights prompting me to pull the hand brake again.
Out my window, I saw the sign above the dark store, a simple work of white letters on a green background: Fran’s Flowers. I’d thought about replacing it before getting here, but in the end I couldn’t be bothered. Besides, I hadn’t decided yet what I wanted to call the place. I knew I wanted to change it, and to do that, the name had to fit. To make it fit, I’d have to break it in, to make it mine.
McArthur got out of his plow, feet pounding on the compacted snow of the road. I opened my door as well, more than ready to stretch my legs. The icy cold hit me right in the face, a needling snowflake landing right in my eye.
“This is it,” the sheriff said. “You got the keys?”
“Yup.” I patted the pockets of my jacket.
McArthur looked me over, though not in the sexy kind of way. Also not in the check-for-weapons kind of way, so there was that.
“You need to go shopping.”
“Excuse me?” The last person to criticize my clothing choices had been my mother, bless her heart, and even that had been years ago.
“It’s not even December yet, so the weather is bound to get worse. You’ll need something a little more outdoorsy than that if you plan on leaving the house in winter.”
Was he…suggesting it was going to get fucking colder?
“Ah. I see.” I kept my face even.
“Go see the triplets about some winter gear,” the sheriff said.
Okay, so maybe it was a cult after all. My bad, should’ve asked the realtor about that. I put on a stale smile.
“I need to go see the triplets. I see.”
McArthur gestured to approximately the opposite end of the town center. “Store’s called We Hikin’ Love It. They should have everything you need. You’re probably used to one-day shipping and whatnot, but we don’t really get that here. If the roads are really bad, it can take a while.”
Same-day shipping, actually, and fuck if I wasn’t aware of the lack. The old owner of the store, Fran, had told me her flower supplier came once a week “just like the mailman.”
“Duly noted. Do I owe you anything for towing me in?”
McArthur waved that off. “Nah. Just being neighborly. Go on, open up, and I’ll help you carry in your boxes. Does your battery just need charging, or do I need to call Ed?”
“Ed with the snowplow?” I asked.
“Formerly. He’s retired. But his niece runs his car shop now. He just picks up the phone these days.”
“I see,” I said once more, hoping that I eventually would. Was I supposed to memorize what he was telling me? Was it pertinent to townie life? Who the fuck knew. “I appreciate that, but I think a charge should do it.”
“All right.”
Without being invited to do so, the sheriff stepped around me, opened a car door, and picked up two boxes, giving me an expectant look. He gave off a lot of red flags for unlawful searches here, but my feet were getting cold, and I decided to let it pass for now.
I stepped through flurries, fishing the key from my pocket. It had gotten tangled in an old gum wrapper, which fell out as I pulled out the key. I’d have ignored that normally, but with McArthur behind me, I decided not to risk it and picked it up before he put me in a cell for the night for littering.
As I crossed the sidewalk to get to the door, I looked around. The shop to the immediate right of mine was, of all the things, a tattoo parlor. Wicked Lines featured a glossy sign with white print on black. The lettering itself was clear, but next to the name, a rose had been made into a delicate, abstract piece of art. I couldn’t fault anything about it, could barely tear my eyes away from the design.
“You lost?” McArthur said from too close behind me.
The snow was doing things to me. I’d stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. At least McArthur didn’t throw expletives at me like people in the city might have.
“No, just taking everything in.”
“Right. Sure Elias will be by to offer you a tour bright ’n’ early I bet.”
He had to be baiting me at this point. He couldn’t possibly expect me to know who the fuck Elias was or to care. But I had been in interrogation rooms with objectively scarier cops, and they hadn’t fazed me. McArthur wasn’t going to either.
“Okay,” I said and finally made my way to the door.
As I turned the key, I noticed the former owner hadn’t taken down the mistletoe wreath that hung there, red ribbons winding around it. A dusting of white had collected on the shiny leaves, and I brushed some off automatically. The door swung open to blessed warmth and to a shop still mostly stocked. We’d arranged it that way. I took a quick look around, noticing a gift-wrapped box on the counter, which I ignored for now.
“You can just leave everything down here,” I told McArthur.
“You sure? It’s not a bother.”
“I insist. You’ve already been so helpful, Sheriff.”
“It’s Dwayne. And we’re a helpful bunch out here. Why don’t you take them upstairs and I carry them in? Should give you a chance to warm up a bit.”
I offered a lukewarm agreement. Truth be told, I didn’t not like the idea. I was fucking cold, and all I wanted was a warm bubble bath in my very own Cecil-free bathroom.
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  Chapter Two
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Once my car was unpacked and the sheriff, his beard, and his snowplow gone, I took a moment and inhaled the flower-scented aroma of the shop. 
“This will be good,” I told the place, heading to the counter, and knocking on it. The wood resonated as if to confirm my proclamation.
The shop itself was much like in the photos. The antique register that sat on the counter was eye-catching, even bigger in real life than in the photos. On the wall opposite the counter, the former owner had kept the potted plants as well as shelves with produce from a local farmer she sold here for a cut of the proceeds.
On the table in the center, the finished bouquets would sit, while on the shelves that lined the rest of the place, artisanal soap and candles had their places alongside greeting cards, chocolates, and lots of other cutesy stuff people might need when they shopped for flowers. From what I had been told, the local high schoolers liked the modest selection of stationery right next to their flower-scented hand and lip balm.
My eyes caught on the snow globes, which I knew Fran, the previous owner, had made herself in her downtime. How she managed to have downtime while running a business, I had no idea, but I was going to have to learn the art of making landscapes in miniature, buy them elsewhere, or give up on them. I decided I’d see how the remaining stock sold before making a decision.
I walked over to them to get a closer look, and yes, more than one featured the town name. There was Clair de la Lune Pumpkin Fest with glittery snow and pumpkins next to pies and fall leaves. Clair de la Lune Winter Magic showed the gazebo and the decked-out fir, some carolers, and when I shook it, stars glittered in the water.
“Saccharine.”
I turned and walked back to the counter, finally giving my full attention to the box. Stuck to it was a Post-it with a semi-cryptic message: Housewarming :)
No signature, nothing. Maybe former snowplow Ed or mysterious Elias or the sheriff-call-me-Dwayne had snuck in here with the movers yesterday to leave it. Fuck knew things so far had been weird enough to allow for the possibility.
I pulled the ribbon and opened the box. Inside, there was a chocolate cake, all glossy and inviting. On the frosting, in buttercream white, were the words Welcome to Clair de la Lune!
Okay. Was this the traditional greeting in town? Since it was a chocolate cake, I decided it really didn’t matter. You couldn’t refuse chocolate cake. It was a sacred cosmic rule, and I’d be damned if I broke it. I closed the lid and took the cake upstairs with me.
The stairs were at the back, on the left. On the right was the cool storage where Fran had said she’d put the flowers still in stock. Going by the excellent condition of the potted plants in the shop, I didn’t feel the need to check on those right now, not least because I was still cold and desperately needed that bubble bath.
The movers had sent me photos after they’d completed the job, showing they’d neatly arranged the majority of my boxes and the furniture, so when I arrived on the landing and opened the door, I expected to find everything in order. And it was. Except...
“The fuck,” I said, because it was like an icebox up here.
I turned left into the kitchen and put the cake on one of the counters. Right there, between the sink and the dishwasher, the window stood open. Snow had blown in, covering both the countertop on that side of the kitchen as well as the floor.
“You have to be fucking kidding me.”
I slammed the window shut, nearly slipping and falling on my ass as I did so. I cursed some more, moved to step out of the kitchen, and did fall on my ass.
“Fucking hell,” I said, looking at the ceiling, which had some very nice crown molding the photos hadn’t shown at all. Huh.
Loud steps echoed toward me from the hallway, and moments later, the door burst open.
“Hello? Everything okay?”
Some dude appeared in the kitchen hallway. He was around my age or in his late twenties, though it was difficult to tell with his pom pom winter hat. The hat was black, which was reasonable, but it had pink reindeer on it, and the pom pom was pink. That was completely fucking insane.
“Are you okay? I’ll call Dr. Ben.” He came into the kitchen to squat next to me and pulled out his phone.
I let go of the shock his hat had induced. “I’m fine. No need to call anyone. Although maybe the sheriff.”
His eyes widened. They were real pretty, blue with a circlet of gold in the center. His lips were very pink, but not a lewd pink. They were a subtle color, flower petals crushed and diluted, then carefully applied though he’d not done any such thing, came naturally by that look. My cock took interest, and I realized the universe had finally done me a solid. At a minimum, Pink Pom Pom was the nice guy piece of ass I needed to get over fucking Cecil.
“Was anything stolen? Did someone come in through that window?” he asked.
I grinned and tried to look dapper. Not easy in a puddle of melting snow on a kitchen floor I hadn’t personally cleaned, but I knew to work with what I had.
“Did you?” I asked. “Steal anything when you came in here uninvited?”
He blinked his eyes a few times. “Oh! I’m sorry. You’re talking about me. I’m your neighbor, Amory Saintclair. I own Wicked Lines, the tattoo place next door? I saw the car, figured it was yours since I didn’t know it, and the light was on downstairs. I knocked, but no one answered, and the door was open, so I came in. Then I heard a noise and figured you might need help, so I ran upstairs and—well.” He pulled off a sheepish look that made him appear very young.
I scrambled to my feet, and Amory Saintclair of Wicked Lines helped. It was awkward. It made me feel frail and entirely too self-conscious.
“I forgot to lock the door,” I told him. “And one of the movers left that window open.”
“Oh, that’s why it’s so cold. That’s not very responsible of them.”
“It really fucking isn’t.”
He smiled at me. “You sound mad. Don’t be mad. Life’s too short. I’ll help you clean this up.” He pointed at the cake. “At least you found the mayor’s cake.”
“The mayor left me a fucking cake?”
That smile again. “It’s not a fucking cake, it’s chocolate cake, and it’s just a little welcome to Clair de la Lune. I’ll mop this up for you. I know where Fran keeps the cleaning stuff for downstairs. Won’t even take me a minute.”
Yup. They were saccharine, brainwashed cultists, all of them. Only this one was cute, so I figured I might as well keep him.
“Would you really?” I asked, giving him a long look and batting my eyes.
He scratched the back of his head, blushed slightly, and looked first at my eyes, then my mouth. Ding ding ding! I had a winner here, either gay-curious or the real thing. With any luck, I could fuck Cecil out of my system before bathtime.
“Sure.” He pointed at the puddle. “Watch that. I mean, I’ll be right back, watch out so you don’t fall again.”
The fuck? Did he think I was geriatric or dumb enough to fall on my ass twice in as many minutes?
I put on a sweet smile regardless, deciding I could forgive the cutie who would help me fuck my way into unfettered singlehood even if he didn’t know it yet.
“Of course. Thank you, Amory.”
He nodded, pointed at the apartment door. “I’ll go. Get the mop. For the water.”
I indicated the puddle. “I’ll be right here to watch the puddle and make sure it doesn’t go anywhere.”
He cleared his throat and left, though he looked over his shoulder before he closed the door behind him, meeting my eyes. Yup, he’d do.

      [image: image-placeholder]Amory came back with a mop and a bucket. Thankfully, he’d gotten rid of the atrocious hat. Yet that minimal undressing was a mixed bag. He’d also taken off his winter jacket, which had been a normal grayish-blue affair. I sort of wished he’d kept it on because the man who owned a tattoo parlor was wearing a fucking holiday sweater. And yes, it was a spooky holiday sweater with a skeleton rather than a reindeer and mostly black as the base color, but honestly, it wasn’t an improvement. If anything, it added to my determination to get him out of his clothes.
By now, night had fully fallen even if it wasn’t that late yet. And while I’d opened a few boxes and surreptitiously watched Amory’s ass while he mopped, I’d managed to locate some of my kitchen stuff.
“You’re staying for cake and coffee, right?” I asked, carrying the box with my coffee maker over.
He straightened and faced me, one hand wrapped around the broom handle. “Oh. Isn’t it late for coffee?”
I shrugged. “I like living on the edge. Plus, it’s still really cold in here. Maybe I can convince you to share body warmth with me.”
“I think Fran actually left a space heater downstairs. Do you want me to fetch it?”
I lifted an eyebrow. Cecil had hated that I could do that. He knew it looked cool, and he was jealous. Served the little fuck right.
Amory just seemed confused. “Do you…not want me to get the space heater?”
Maybe my gaydar was a little off after all, although that hadn’t happened in, well, ever really. There was one other possibility, so I decided to test the waters.
“Do you always fetch things for your boyfriend, Amory? Has he not learned to get his own things instead of making you serve him?”
He turned crimson. It absolutely clashed with his skeleton holiday sweater.
“Uh, I don’t actually, you know. Have one. A boyfriend, I mean. Sorry.”
I reconsidered my initial evaluation of Amory. Yes, he was cute-looking bordering on hot. He had also committed a felony by randomly walking into my home uninvited, then he’d made me look past that by offering to clean up slush from my kitchen floor. And now he was acting all kinds of innocent, almost like he wanted to seduce me rather than the other way around.
He was either deviously calculating or blessedly ignorant and good-hearted, and in that moment, I couldn’t really tell which was worse. Which was better.
“All the more reason to have chocolate cake and coffee with me. Trust me, chocolate is better than boyfriends any day.”
“Oh, okay.”
“You have to close up your shop?”
He shook his head. “Already did that. There are no more bookings for today, and with this weather and it being a weekday, there won’t be any walk-ins. I left a note though, so people can find me, just in case.”
I chuckled, pointed at the mop. “Scared I’ll take that broom from you, beat you over the head with it, and lock you into my basement?”
His eyes went wide. “That is…oddly specific. But no, I don’t think you’re a bad person. Bad people don’t drive electric cars.”
“Which a bad person would know. A bad person might pick the car just to appear good to cute little things who come into other people’s homes like brownies doing chores and spreading cheer. If you’re done in the kitchen, I’m making coffee.”
He nodded. “Brownies… Do you have a knife?”
“Huh?”
He pointed. “For the cake, not for you. I can’t stab yet another neighbor in the back. If they keep vanishing, Dwayne will notice.”
It was my turn to stare at him. Amory wasn’t good at the whole poker face thing though, and before long, he broke out in giggles.
I snorted, took a step closer, and ran my index finger up the mop handle just above the point where he was holding it. “Hilarious.”
“Thank you. I try.” He ignored my finger stroking wood. Was I off my game already?
I kept my poker face in place. “That box there should have what you need.”
He put the mop’s business end in the bucket and leaned it against a wall. As he got ready to open the box, he pushed his sleeves up, revealing color snaking all over his forearms. I couldn’t make out any designs, not from where I was, but I was looking forward to exploring at my leisure later on. Perhaps it could be made into a game, perhaps it could be made into a sweet torture. My lips quirked into a smile before I could stop myself.
Amory found my knives and chose the bread knife for the cake. I was willing to ignore that the poor man was no use in a kitchen. I let him use the bread knife because cake was bread, kind of, but also because one did not correct his first fuck when one was freshly single. While my coffee machine warmed up on the counter, I unwrapped a couple of plates. They were dinner plates, but I hadn’t located the dessert plates yet.
“How’d you get into tattooing?” I asked Amory in an attempt to ignore what he was doing with the bread knife. It just wasn’t the right tool for cutting chocolate cake.
“Oh. I went to art school at first, and I guess it started when a friend asked me to design a tattoo for her. I came along when she had it done. It was fascinating, you know, because it’s a different kind of art than just drawing on paper or digital. You have to take into consideration how the person will move, what the muscles and the skin will do.
“Anyway, I got my first one done not much later, and from there on out, I was sort of hooked.”
He bared his left arm, showing me the inside of his wrist. A prettily shaded crescent moon shone there, so far removed from the night sky, yet bright on Amory’s pale skin.
“That was your first tattoo? That tiny moon?”
“Yeah. Not everyone starts with a big piece, you know. It’s to remind me to keep dreaming.”
Daydreaming, no doubt. “I see.”
He plated two pieces of chocolate cake, and my coffee machine had warmed up. I hit the double espresso button for myself, the sound of it grinding the beans and starting the brew cycle calming.
“I can do Americano, espresso, or regular coffee,” I told Amory.
“Americano, please,” he said. He picked up the plates and headed out to what was to be the living room. “Is the couch okay?”
“Couch, bed, whichever you want.”
“Couch it is then.”
Huh. He didn’t even sound like he was flirty at all. Odd, that, but I was determined.
I finished making his coffee and brought the mugs over. He’d put the plates on one of the moving boxes. I’d not taken the coffee table given that it was a gift from Cecil, and it had gone to the curb with all the rest of the stuff he’d given me.
Amory looked at me. “We need some forks. Or spoons.”
He went back to the box with the knives.
“I don’t think I put the rest of the cutlery in there,” I said, observing him as if this were foreplay. “Try the one on your right.”
“Oh, okay. Moving is a bitch, isn’t it? I spent four years in Korea to learn tattooing there, and packing up everything and then unpacking was just the worst.”
“Oh, I don’t mind unpacking things,” I said suggestively and put the mugs down on the box he’d chosen, probably books or office stuff.
I attempted to position myself on the couch in an enticing fashion. The room was still a mess, of course, given the movers hadn’t really taken care with where they put stuff, and the couch was at an angle. All the same, the off-white wainscoting and the buttery wallpaper above it had to make both me and the furniture stand out. The couch was black, just like my pants and sweater, and at least on that base color, Amory and I could agree.
“I guess you’ll be enjoying—ah! Oh, fuck.”
Amory stood, holding his right hand. Blood welled up from his thumb, creating a color contrast no one needed in that moment.
“Shit.” I stood but realized I didn’t know where my first aid kit was. Amory turned toward me, and the already pale man had just gone as white as a sheet.
He said, “I think I’m about to—” before fainting.
I only just managed to break his fall and make sure he didn’t hit that pretty head of his on one of the boxes with a potentially sharp object in them. The easiest option was to get him to the ground, so I did that, huffing as I manhandled the dead weight of a fainted dude who looked to be about two or three inches taller than me.
He was bleeding a lot, the cut on his thumb looking pretty deep from what I was seeing. I put his hand on his chest for now, lifted his legs. His shoes were slightly wet, either from outside or from mopping.
“Amory? Hey, Amory.”
He came back, slow, eyelids twitching, lips trembling, and then he looked at me.
I didn’t really believe in sparks or love at first sight, yet something about this, Amory looking up at me from the ground, pale, helpless, touched a spot deep inside of me. It wasn’t even a very horny spot. It just felt good, his eyes on me and only me.
“Uh.” He lifted his bleeding hand, and his eyes went wide.
“Leave that. Stay right where you are. I’m going down to my car. I have a first aid kit in there.”
“My sweater. It’s all bloody.”
I looked. It was. The thing also had ink stains on it though, something I only saw now that I was this close and looming.
“I’ll buy you a new one. Stay where you are and don’t fucking move.”
“I have a first aid kit in the shop. I think this needs stitches though.” He looked at his hand, lip twisting at the sight.
“We’ll see about that. Don’t move.”
“Okay. Can you hurry, please?”
I did, taking the steps two at a time. Out on the sidewalk, I nearly fell on my ass again but managed to stay upright. I got the first aid kit and made it back up to the apartment in what had to be record time.
“You doing okay?” I asked.
“No,” Amory said. “I ruined my sweater. I’m sorry.”
I couldn’t help it, I chuckled as I opened the kit and dug through the contents. “I think I should say that.” I opened a sterile wound dressing and started on wrapping his thumb to staunch the bleeding. “This isn’t the kind of treatment anyone should get for breaking and entering.”
He smiled up at me. “Sorry about that. Hey, by the way, you didn’t say what your name was. I think because you were lying on the kitchen floor and all that.”
He’d been mopping my floor and ignoring my flirting without knowing my name? Who did that? Then again, it was a normal thing to do in the early stages of a casual relationship, ignoring people’s names. Which I knew. Because I had done casual before I’d done Cecil. Why the idea of Amory not really caring about my name unsettled me just a fraction, I wasn’t sure.
“Right. You want to guess?” I asked to distract him. For a guy ramming a needle into people’s skin, he sure had an issue with blood it seemed. He was looking all right, just getting more and more upset about it by the second.
He smiled a little. “Are you a John? Or a Mike? We have both in town already, so we’d have to come up with a nickname for you.”
I snorted. “Calling me random, Amory?”
“No. Oh, maybe something fancy like Antonio?”
I rolled my eyes, lifting his free hand so he would hold the gauze in place while I found tape and scissors. “No. It’s Soyer. Soyer Bennet.”
He hummed, a corner of his mouth lifting. “Nice to meet you, Soyer Bennet.”
“Same. Thanks for making it such a memorable occasion.”
“I didn’t. One of your glasses broke, I think, and I found the shards.”
“Right. Do I call someone for you? To come pick you up? Or you could stay.”
The last came out very desperate-sounding, and I bit my tongue.
“Can you, uh, get my phone from my right back pocket? I’ll just call Ben and ask if he’ll come over.”
My eyes narrowed. “Who the fuck is Ben?”
“Dr. Ben,” he said. “He’s really nice.”
So I fumbled Amory’s phone out of his right cheek pocket, so very much not how I’d imagined me touching his butt for the first time would have gone.
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  Chapter Three
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Dr. Ben was a tall guy who looked like he was working out a lot when he wasn’t treating patients. By the time he’d stomped up the stairs and put on his latex gloves, I’d at least managed to coax Amory up off the floor and onto my couch. 
“How did this happen?” Dr. Ben asked, unwrapping Amory’s thumb.
“Uh, Soyer here just moved in today. He bought Fran’s place, you know, and I came by to say hi but found him on the floor because he slipped on the snow that had come in through the open window.”
“Uh-huh,” Dr. Ben said.
I’d moved the coffee table moving box out of the way, and with nowhere else to put it, the doctor unspooled the bloody gauze onto the floor where he was kneeling like some goddamn white knight in shining armor.
Amory glanced at the snaking gauze once, but given his issue with blood, he looked away quick and back at me.
“I asked whether I needed to call you, but Soyer said he was fine and asked me to stay for coffee and cake to say thanks.”
“Bit late for coffee, isn’t it,” Dr. Ben said.
“Oh, you think so?” I asked, doing my best not to sound as irritated as I was.
“In this time zone, I’d say so,” the doctor said, bedding Amory’s hand on one of those white gauze napkins all the medical professionals had and getting out the needle and thread and medical tongs he’d use to sew Amory’s thumb back together.
“Well, I was kind of looking forward to that Americano though,” Amory said with a look at the abandoned mug on the moving box. That made me smile. “You see, we needed forks for the chocolate cake. The one the mayor left, you know. I went over there to look in that box, and I guess a glass broke, and I didn’t see.” Amory took on some color. “I may have fainted.”
“Like the time you got your blood work done?” Dr. Ben asked, producing a syringe he loaded with a clear liquid.
Amory’s flush deepened. “I just have to not faint with the people in my chair, okay? And I’ve never fainted. You know that.”
“Never said you weren’t good at your job. Just wondering if maybe you have a low blood pressure issue. Have the chocolate cake once I’m done with these stitches. I’m going to inject you with this, so relax.” He lifted his syringe.
Amory snorted. “I don’t mind needles. Poked myself often enough.”
True to his word, the doctor pushing the needle with the anesthetic into him didn’t bother Amory one bit.
“That’ll probably scar,” I said, watching Dr. Ben work.
“Yeah, probably,” he said, tucking the cut shut neatly.
“It’s a shame I’m a righty or I’d be able to cover up the scar myself,” Amory said.
“Maybe focus on letting it heal first. No getting this wet, no messing with the stitches, and I’ll see you tomorrow to check you’re not dying from an infection. If you get a temperature, you call me right away.”
“Of course.”
I was about to offer to take Amory home when I remembered that my car still needed to be charged. I’d have to call him an Uber or walk him home in case he needed to walk off his caffeine rush.
“Dwayne said he picked you up in the middle of the road,” the doctor said, his eyes firmly focused on Amory’s thumb. “Said your car died.”
“Yeah. No reception in the wilderness out here.”
“Oh, but there mostly is though,” Amory said. “I mean, except for that spot on Pauper’s Hill. I guess you managed to find the only dead spot in the area.” He looked at me with those pretty, pretty eyes, and if I ignored the stupid doctor and the blood—and the fucking skeleton sweater—I could get used to the sight of him supine on my furniture.
“Guess I did. Maybe you need to show me around and warn me about all the no reception spots.”
Amory smiled. “It’s just the one, I promise. Well, I guess if you go down to the basement, reception wouldn’t be wonderful either.”
“Curious about the basement after all, Amory?”
The doctor gave me some side-eye, and Amory noticed.
“He just joked about locking me up in the basement earlier,” he told the medical professional.
“Is that how you flirt in the city these days?”
Amory’s eyes widened. “Oh, he wasn’t flirting at all! It was just a joke.”
The doctor glanced at me. “Uh-huh.”
I sighed. “I’ll go make some fresh coffee. Amory, Americano for you. Doctor?”
“Black eye, if you know how to make that.”
“I know how to make that,” I told the little prick. It was possible he was a decent guy, but I didn’t trust people who were that buff and looked that good in an Oxford out of principle.
While the doctor bandaged the man I had every intention to fuck, I made coffee, looking at the mess all around me. Sure, most if it was still contained in the moving boxes, but the two townies in my new living room might not be that easily put away. And how the fuck had Amory missed me flirting with him? Did I need to go get a tattoo done by him that read “Wanna fuck?” or something?
While my machine got to optimal brewing temperature, I collected the mugs with the now cold coffee and rinsed them in the sink. I considered finding my to-go cup for the doctor to give him a subtle signal, but in the end didn’t bother.
I handed him his fucking black eye when he’d taken off his gloves. Amory had decided to sit back up at that point and was running his good hand through his hair self-consciously.
“Thanks,” the doctor said.
“No, thank you for coming so quickly. I’m sure you have better things to do than making spontaneous house visits.”
“No, actually. I was just about to close up when you called.”
“Oh, cool. Stay for some cake then. As a thank you,” Amory said.
All right. He was cute. Very cute. He was also a menace who invited strangers to have some of my chocolate cake, never mind that he was good with a mop. I needed to keep both eyes on him, just like on the back fist of a master in drunk boxing.
“I wouldn’t want to bother you,” the doctor said, showing he had some social graces.
Amory wiggled his professionally bandaged thumb. “You’re not a bother. Please.” He then looked at me pleadingly. The fuck?
For reasons outside my understanding, I said, “Yes, please have some cake.”
The weird town cult vibe clearly was already getting to me.
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“…and all the while I was thinking, it’s too bad because I really would have liked some pumpkin gnocchi,” Amory said.
“Really was a shame,” the doctor agreed.
I smiled at Amory. “I believe you inspired me to revive my pumpkin pie recipe. I retired it a while back, but perhaps it’s time.”
“You bake?” Amory said, his gold-crowned eyes widening. He then licked the tines of the fork I’d found in a mess of two broken wine glasses. His pink tongue licking the silver redirected my blood flow south.
“Yeah.” I sounded horny too.
Dr. Ben narrowed his eyes at me and put his plate on my cardboard coffee table. “It’s really late. Amory, should I take you home?”
Fucking sewer creature of the medical profession. Interfering cock blocker.
“I’ll call you an Uber, Amory. Or you can stay a little longer and tell me about your time in Korea. Show me some more of your ink.”
Amory giggled. “An Uber? You think we have Uber here?”
Of course they didn’t. This fucking town.
Dr. Ben fucking smirked. “I’ll drive you over. We don’t want your mom to worry.”
Didn’t we? He was a grown man. I wasn’t sure why he needed a mother who kept that close an eye on him, but Amory flushed and looked at me.
“I live with my mom and stepdad. It was temporary after Korea. I mean, it is temporary. I’ve just been really busy. Apartment hunting takes time, you know.”
I felt the irrational need to comfort Amory and wrap him in a blanket. Ideally, he’d be naked underneath the blanket, but first things first.
“Oh, I don’t judge,” I told him. “It’s nice to have family.” Not even a fucking lie, though you had to be selective about which of them you allowed into your life. Into your head.
Amory nodded, still looking extremely self-conscious about the whole thing. Dr. Ben stood. “Ready?”
“I think I’ll walk, actually. Get some fresh air.” Amory got to his feet as well, and so I followed suit.
“I’ll walk with you,” I said before the fucking doctor could ruin my plans for the night any further. “I’d never forgive myself if you slipped.”
Dr. Ben didn’t look happy, but who fucking cared. Amory smiled at me. “I can show you a few things on the way, give you the lay of the land.”
“That would be fabulous.”
Dr. Ben sighed heavily. Hemorrhoids. I hoped he was getting hemorrhoids for Christmas.
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“You really should go and see the triplets if that’s the only winter jacket you own,” he said. “It’s going to get colder.”
A snowflake landed on the lashes of his right eye, underlining his point.
“So I’ve been told.”
Amory looked at the park to our left. The carolers had gone, but the tall fir still shimmered in the artificial light illuminating its branches. He pointed the messed-up hand he’d not managed to fit into his glove across at the park. “We Hikin’ Love It is just across the Village Green. Simply go straight, and you can’t miss it.”
“It’s going on my list for tomorrow,” I told him, and because I liked risking things sometimes, I took his bandaged hand. “Huh. Your fingers are getting really cold. Want to warm that hand in my pocket, Amory?”
With the cold and the snow and the trickling light from the streetlamps, I couldn’t really tell, but fucking hell, he looked blushing shy.
“I have pockets too.”
“I’ll warm this one for you.” I peeled my own glove off.
I saw his jaw work. After a few moments, he let me guide his hand into my pocket, which I did, carefully.
“You were flirting earlier, weren’t you?” he asked. “I’m not good at noticing. I’m demisexual, you know. And, uh, not super experienced.” He looked at me, eyes going wide. “I mean, I apologize if I misread anything and overshared or—”
Well, that was an explanation. It was actually sort of a relief, proving I hadn’t lost my touch.
“I was flirting,” I told him. “And had plans to ask whether you were down to fuck, but I’m guessing you’d have had to let me down.”
“Uh…”
There was that vulnerability again, and once more, I wanted to go find a blanket I could wrap him in.
“You’re really cute. You can afford letting people down, Amory.”
The look he gave me after that was getting me so very much aroused, even in this fucking weather on these fucking icy sidewalks that could kill us both at any moment.
“Thanks. You sure?”
“About you being cute or that you can afford to be picky?”
“Maybe both?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. I still want to fuck you though. Guess you’ll have to let me know when it’s all right for me to ask you that.”
I saw a wet sheen come over Amory’s eyes, and I had no idea what had triggered that, my words, the snow, the cold. I didn’t want to poke him in case it had been me.
After a minute or two, he asked, “And you’re a florist?”
“I don’t have formal training, but my aunt had a flower shop. She raised me, and I worked there ever since I could, end of elementary school all the way to high school. I’ve been doing stuff I didn’t really enjoy for the past few years just because I’m good at it. I figured it was time for something new, something that didn’t drain the life out of me. And the flowers never drained me. So I figured I’d do that.”
“Wow. That sounds like a midlife crisis thing.”
Yeah, needed to watch this one with both eyes for sure. “You calling me old, Amory?”
“No. You don’t look old. I meant, like, it would be surprising if it was that.”
“Ah. Sure.”
“Really though. You’re not old.” He paused, tilting his head, his fingers curling against mine in my pocket. “How old are you though?”
“Thirty-two.”
He beamed. “In Korea, I’d be calling you my hyung.”
“Huh? Young?”
He laughed. “No, no. H-y-u-n-g. It’s what you call a guy who’s older than you. It’s this respectful thing they do, you know.”
“Right. You can call me that if you want.”
He led us down a street, residential, and the lights strung up on a tree in one of the yards illuminated his face, painting the planes and angles in artificial blue light.
“No, I think I like calling you Soyer.”
“Okay then.”
He pointed. “It’s that house there, next to the church. My stepdad is the caretaker.”
I frowned. “You the churchy type?”
He shook his head. “Nope. Mom forces me to go every now and then, but I secretly joined the Satanic Temple in college. College was really transformative that way, you know.”
“I see. Good thing too. I’m not overly fond—” of dealing with clergy messes, I almost said. Those fucking messes always made me feel like filth after cleaning them up, and these old men in their dresses saying their magic words in old buildings had never learned to keep their hands off children. Filth in robes, that’s what they truly were. “Not very fond of religion,” I said, steering clear.
“Don’t come to Sunday dinner. They say grace and everything. I’m just lucky to have a little half-sister who does the whole thing a lot better than me or my sister ever did. She’s mom’s favorite, which means me being the black sheep tattoo artist of the family isn’t her focus of attention, and my sister’s fine with being able to do her thing too.”
“I’ll cook you dinner,” I told him when we stopped outside a neat family home. The drive had been cleared and lights were strung up all over the place, plastic angels singing silent songs next to a manger in the front yard.
“Might take you up on that,” Amory said.
He pulled his hand from my pocket. I wasn’t going to be the complete and utter asshole who tried to get a goodnight kiss out of someone on the ace spectrum but fuck if I didn’t want to.
“See you around, neighbor.” Amory waved at me with his bandaged hand.
“Take care. Don’t get that hand wet.”
He grinned. “I have tons of surgical gloves. Comes with the job.”
“Good. Sweet dreams, Amory.”
“You too,” he said quietly after a shy little pause.
Once Amory had vanished into the house, I hiked back through the snow. In the flower shop, I locked the door this time around and went back upstairs where I found my candles and my bubble baths and scented oils. Also a bottle of wine from another box as well as a glass that had survived the move.
The bathroom was on the left at the end of a short hallway opposite the kitchen. The room had been the final thing to convince me to put in an offer. The tub sat in a corner, and the tiles were plain white, the windowsills spacious enough to sit on, one close enough I could reach it from within the tub. That was where I put my wine and my tablet. It was the perfect spot.
All in all, the room had the flair of something old, but it had been redone not too long ago, and by someone who knew what they were doing. I’d loved it ever since I’d seen it.
I cleaned the old-fashioned tub with the claw feet as well as the bathroom as a whole before I ran a bath and set everything up the way I liked, using the time the tub took to fill the bathroom with scented steam and warmth to pull the protective sheeting off the new bed I’d bought and make it up so I could just collapse into it.
I spent about an hour, the air scented with vanilla, sage, and patchouli, drinking my wine, watching porn, and masturbating. Once I was done and ready to bask a little, I thought about how off the rails this whole entire day had gone.
And yet, not once did I feel the heated biting anger and frustration that always came with thinking about Cecil. Because I didn’t think about him once. I had found someone else to think about in this weird little town.
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  Chapter Four
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I woke up way too early. I’d ordered curtains, and they should have come with the movers, but finding them and putting them up hadn’t been a priority last night. Paying for my laziness, I blinked my eyes open, taking in the unfamiliar bedroom. 
There was crown molding on the ceiling here too. The windows, tall, arched things that overlooked the back of the building, offered a view to some of the town’s roofs, though none were tall enough to steal much light. The winter-bare branches of trees reached upward, one of them looking like a cherry unless I was mistaken.
I stretched, remaining mostly under the covers. The apartment was still not really warm. Maybe I’d have to try out that fireplace, which the previous owner had said worked flawlessly. Learning how to make fire indoors was one more thing to add to my massive to-do list for the day.
I turned on my side, deciding I deserved five more minutes. My phone was on the mattress next to me. I woke the screen. Seven-fifty. That was disturbing. Too early for a tattoo parlor to be open probably, I thought, and saw Cecil’s texts in among all the business-related stuff.
Hey


Call me.


Call me?


Can we talk please


Soyer? Can we talk love


Please let’s talk


Soyer, I miss you. Let’s talk


And so forth. I didn’t even read the whole lot and instead muted him for the next seven days, which would hopefully give him the chance to move on like I was doing. If that didn’t teach him, I’d block his ass.
With Cecil-induced anger threatening to bubble up in me, I got up, winced when my bare feet hit the cold hardwood floor, and got presentable as fast as possible.
I went through the remainder of my bagels, which were only mildly stale, as I walked around my new home and took stock.
As far as I could tell, Amory had managed to find the only thing that had broken during the move. One of my paperbacks had gotten snow or slush on the cover, and I’d have to replace it, but nothing else seemed amiss. The shop had a ladder, so I could hang the curtains no problem. The flowers in storage looked pretty good, though some of the roses would need to be cleaned, but I was confident I’d have enough stock until the next flower delivery on Monday.
I decided to spend some time unpacking first, maybe tinker a little more with the website I’d set up over the past two weeks to allow me to sell flowers beyond Clair de la Lune. I’d do that upstairs, lounging on my couch. That meant getting the fireplace running. It shared a wall with the kitchen and was pretty decently sized. Then again, the living room was big, almost as big as Cecil’s apartment. Well, one of them anyway.
I went downstairs, humming a tune I couldn’t place and heading to the back of the shop. Either in the property description or in one of Fran’s emails, I’d read that she had kept firewood there, and sure enough, I found the back door and a basket with old newspapers and kindling sitting conveniently in a corner. It was everything the YouTube video had said I’d need.
I had to go through a few of the keys—I’d have to change all the locks to proper security locks too—before finding the one that fit. The back of the shop came with a small garden, all of it pretty snowed in right now. I’d seen photos from spring or summer, and Fran had grown some flowers here that she used out front. Not a bad idea, but I’d have to experiment, see if it was actually worth my time.
The aged wood lay piled under an awning, covered with a tarp. I moved that aside, managing not to get snow on me, and piled some logs in the basket. After the third, I heard something off.
“Hello?” I said, not quite sure whether it had been a voice or what I’d heard.
Then the wail came again. Like a doomed spark in a snowstorm, the tiny sound rang through the cold air. It was a baby’s voice, a cat or dog. I listened. There it was, a meow, barely there, coming from the other side of the dried logs.
I stomped through snow to get there, which got my feet cold, but the small animal cried again, so I started shifting snow. I didn’t see any paw prints, but finally, I found the source.
Lying on its side next to three other baby cats who weren’t moving, there was a little black cat, eyes open and looking at me. It meowed, showing a pale, dry tongue. It was also trembling all over.
“You poor thing,” I said, wondering if compassion was the correct thing or if it would prolong the tiny creature’s suffering. It didn’t look like there was a mother coming to feed it. Its dead siblings were proof of that.
But the baby was looking at me. It was always in the eyes, that seed of sin that had taken root and started growing in me the longer I had done my old job. The baby cat wasn’t someone hurt by powerful people, but it needed help, and I was here. It had even called for me.
I did what I had never been able to do in my old job. I helped the vulnerable, the weak, the one who had no one. I picked up the baby, lifted it out of the nest of cooling bodies.
“Shh, it’s all right, I’m taking you inside. It’ll be fine.”
I’d have to find a vet. If it was necessary to put the baby down, I didn’t see why it couldn’t get warm one last time, know the succor and relief of gentle touch before the end.
I carried the basket of logs inside as well, left that downstairs, and took the baby cat who’d snuggled right into my arm up the stairs. I wrapped it in one of my towels and started looking for a vet on my phone. Surprisingly, there was one in town, not even that far away, but maybe a little too far for the black, furry icicle licking my towel.
“Fucking hell. Stupid car,” I said and just called the vet.
“Hi, this is Duncan,” said a man on the other end.
“The veterinarian?”
“Yup. What can I do for you?”
I stroked the tiny head, and the kitten leaned against my fingers.
“I found a litter of kittens. Four total, but three are dead, frozen to death, I think. I brought the one that lived inside, but I’m not sure what to do. I’d come to you, but my car died, and I’m not sure taking the kitten outside would be good for it. Is there any chance you can drop by and pick it up? I’m in the flower shop on Main.”
“Ah! With the electric car. That’s fine. I’ll call Dwayne to pick you two up and bring you over.”
“The sheriff?” I said, not even bothered by the speed at which news seemed to travel.
“Don’t call him that. He’ll think you’re in trouble. See you in ten.”
He hung up on me.
“This town is really weird,” I told the kitten. “But I guess you were born here so maybe it’s not weird for you. I’m sorry about your brothers and sisters.”
I picked the towel burrito up and carried the kitten over to the window that overlooked the front and gave me a nice view of the Village Green as Amory had called it.
It had snowed more. A fresh glaze had covered my car. Sure enough, two minutes later, a snowplow stopped out front, and Sheriff Dwayne got out.
“Let’s go down and meet him, shall we?” I asked the baby, who had at least stopped trembling. It’s tiny chest still moved, and behind my own ribs, hope stirred.
Dwayne was already at my door, peeking in through the glass. I unlocked for him.
“Morning. Duncan says you have an emergency delivery for the clinic. That it?”
“Yeah, it’s in there,” I said, holding the baby out.
“Nope. You’re coming.” He gestured to the counter on which I’d left my jacket after walking Amory home last night. “Grab that and let’s go.”
“But—”
“Now. Duncan doesn’t mess around with his patients.”
Dwayne certainly had that sheriff voice down.
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“She’s around four weeks old I guess, and she’ll need you to give her formula. I have that in the back.”
He went to get the formula, came back with it, and showed me how to mix it with water.
“I’m not a cat owner,” I told him, standing on the other side of a metal slab in a room that smelled of disinfectant and had a medical cross section of both a dog and a cat on the wall. I watched him feed the baby and explain how it was done.
“Well, congratulations.” He wiped her little mouth clean.
“Let me rephrase. I can’t be a cat owner.”
He looked at me, stroking the kitten behind her tiny ears. “Allergies?”
“No, I just don’t take care of things.”
Duncan’s eyebrows shot up. “But you own a flower shop. Once she grows up, she’ll hunt bugs and such for you.”
“But…I just can’t.”
That seemed to register finally, and Duncan sighed. “Listen, how about you keep her until after the holidays? Or until I can find someone else who can take care of her. Just two or three weeks. Should get you on Santa’s nice list.”
I looked down, and of course the kitten looked right up me and wobbled toward my hand on the tiniest of baby paws, her tail stretched out for balance.
“Fine, okay. But if you find someone who can take her sooner, call me.”
Duncan smiled. “Sure. What do you call her?”
I looked at him. “Why do I have to call her anything?”
He shrugged. “You found her. Seems right. And it might help find her a foster if you give her a cute name.”
I snorted. “What the fuck is a cute name for a kitten?”
“Language. Don’t curse in front of her.”
He grinned at me. I narrowed my eyes.
“I’m not keeping the kitten.”
“I never said you would. Just asking for a name for her file. And make it cute.”
I sighed, scratched her behind the ears, and yeah, she definitely started purring.
“Cherry. Short for Cherry Pie. Because everyone loves cherry pie.”
“Cherry. Okay. I’ll set you up with everything you’ll need. Mind the regular feedings, and if she gets lethargic or something doesn’t feel right, call me or Dwayne. Any time of day or night.” He scribbled something on a Post-it and handed it to me.
Kitty emergency, he’d written, followed by his number.
“Thanks, I guess.”
Cherry meowed as if to agree. For someone so tiny, she had a strong voice.
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“You settling in okay?” he asked me on the short ride back to the store, plowing the inch or so that had fallen in the past hour as he went.
“I’m not sure. I think I met every medical professional in this town. And the law. Some might call that a bad omen.”
The sheriff grunted, looked at the bundle on my lap. “People used to say black cats are a bad omen. Idiots. Speaking of, you should get that car of yours charged. And get a proper winter jacket.”
I wasn’t going to pick a fight with the sheriff and accuse him of calling me an idiot, but I gave him a moderate amount of side-eye.
“I just got here last night, and this little stray sort of ruined my plans for the morning. Give me a break, Sheriff.”
“Dwayne. Just don’t want anyone to freeze to death out in the streets. Oh, the theme for this Sunday is ‘Illumination.’”
“Excuse me? Is that supposed to mean anything to me?”
Dwayne hummed. “I thought Fran would have left you the paper with the schedule. We do a get-together in the park right across from your shop every Sunday before the holidays. It’s always themed. City council arranges most of it, but the volunteers carry the event. The first Sunday in December, Fran would usually sell her mistletoe wreaths there. Thought you might want to carry on the tradition.”
“Yeah, I had no idea. Thanks for bringing it up. I suppose I can make that happen in four days. You think I could sell the kitten too?”
The sheriff frowned at me as he came to a stop in front of the shop. “You want to sell Cherry? Why?”
“I’m not looking to be a pet owner. Your vet simply roped me into caring for her for a few days, but I wouldn’t mind shortening that period.”
Dwayne’s nostrils flared, and his beard moved as if he were pursing his lips. “Duncan would have to approve if you want to give her away. Look, I’ll deliver the formula to you if you’re busy.”
If there was one thing I really didn’t want, it was the sheriff-slash-road-maintenance-person dropping by my shop every other day.
“I think I’ll manage, but thanks.”
He turned off the engine. “I’ll help carry your stuff in. Cherry’s stuff.”
And he did, grabbing everything and getting out before I could. It struck me as wrong that such a small, trembling kitten came with no less than four bags of stuff, blankets, even toys, and special tiny animal food for when she could handle that.
“You’re not moving in with me,” I told the tiny kitten, who’d seemingly fallen asleep on my lap.
Well, fuck.
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  Chapter Five
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There were of course still three dead kittens in my yard, and if the circumstances had been really dark, their mom’s body was somewhere under the snow too. 
I’d have loved to ignore frozen baby cats behind my pile of firewood, but I’d probably not have been able to sleep knowing they were there, so I’d decided to take advantage of the sheriff after he’d unpacked the vet stuff and had asked him to take care of Cherry’s siblings, which he’d done, offering no more than a grunt.
Once he and the dead kittens were gone, I put Cherry in a moving box, making sure she was snug under her new blanket.
“You stay there. I have work to do,” I said in barely a whisper.
For the fact that I hadn’t really done anything, I felt pretty exhausted, so I made myself a nice double espresso and took it downstairs with me, along with my laptop, leaving Cherry’s box by the radiator in the living room.
I knew I’d be able to move the car around the building and use an extension cord to charge it back there, but the snow made that impossible for now. But I did need to charge the car, and to get that done, I needed to open the door because the power cord needed to go into my shop. And if I opened the door for charging my car, I might as well open the shop for business.
With my inadequate jacket, I went outside and brought the charging cord back in with me. The good thing was the snow covered it for the most part and it wasn’t in anyone’s way that I could see. I plugged it in near the show window where I should probably decorate some to fit in. And to show potential customers I knew how to take petunias and roses and jasmine and make something beautiful out of it.
Once the car was charging, I took a look around. There were so many things to do here, but I picked something that should be easy enough to accomplish. The sheriff had said people would want wreaths.
I headed to the cool room, the temperature there nowhere near as biting as the outside. Fran hadn’t shortchanged me. On one of the shelves, glossy mistletoe branches piled high, waiting to be shaped and bound with ribbons.
The shop was stocked well, and I picked out a few wreath bases, straw and twig, and began making rounds of living green to brighten the darker season, something that people could hang on their doors or inside their rooms.
The pancake rule totally applied to wreaths too, and the first one was shit. After that, muscle memory or something set in, and they turned out nicely, the leaves folding over one another to cover the straw body I was winding them around. I added red, green, or gold bows to some, left others bare, and after about two hours of work, I had some stock I’d be happy to sell.
The pancake wreath I’d take upstairs and put on my mantle. I wasn’t the type to celebrate, not really, but I was… I sighed, running a thumb over a mistletoe leaf. I was glad to be here. To be away from my old life. To have started fresh. I could put up a damn wreath to celebrate that.
The pile of wreaths in front of me filled me with an odd, satisfied joy. Yes, in part doing this, buying this place, had been following an impulse. But in other ways, I knew I wanted this or something like this. To break out of the life as it had grown around me. I wanted to make my own, and this felt like Aunt Hedwig had set me up for it from the start.
“Maybe I am having a midlife crisis,” I said, shook my head, and grabbed the wreaths to take them out to my show room.
There were plenty of hooks above the front windows, and standing on my ladder, I adjusted them for a festive display. Outside, it was still snowing or snowing again. All that fucking snow. I could imagine being stuck here all winter, and I wasn’t sure whether that would be a horror story or a romantic one.
When I hung my final wreath, something truly uplifting approached through the drifts. I saw the pink pom pom early from my vantage point. I was still wrangling the wreaths when Amory came into my shop.
“Good morning,” he said, bright smile stretching on his face.
“Hi. How’s the hand?”
He lifted the appendage in question. “Ah. It hurts, but Dr. Ben gave me some Ibuprofen when he changed my bandages this morning.”
“Did he? How nice of him.” I scrambled down and put the wreaths on the display table.
Amory looked up at the ones I’d hung. “These’re nice. For this Sunday?”
“Yeah. The sheriff mentioned it.”
Amory nodded. “Right. Did Dwayne check in on you again?”
“No. I wanted to make a fire this morning, found a kitten outside. I wanted to just drop her off at the vet, but it turned into this whole elaborate production.”
Amory’s eyes widened. “You got a baby kitten?”
“No. I found a baby kitten and am holding on to her for the time being until the vet finds someone who can take her off my hands.”
“Aww! And of course the one day I don’t stop by the café, this happens. Where is she? What’s her name? Can I see her?”
I smiled. “Since you’re asking and not breaking and entering this time. She’s called Cherry, which is short for Cherry Pie because everyone loves that, and I put her in a moving box upstairs.”
Amory looked shocked. “You put her in a box? You put a baby kitten in a box? Like Schrödinger’s cat?”
He was already halfway to the stairs, so I followed. “No. Schrödinger’s cat is a thought experiment to explain one aspect of the nature of quanta. It isn’t and never was an actual cat.”
Amory snorted as I followed him upstairs. “And you are lecturing me?”
“Yes, because you’re accusing me of saving a cat only to then put her in a box with poison. I would never.”
He walked into the apartment, looking around. I pointed at the box, and as if on cue, Cherry meowed. Amory cooed in response and tiptoed over to the box by the radiator under the windows overlooking the yard behind the building.
Inside, a black ball of fur was moving around and staring up at us with eyes still mostly blue but with hues of marigold showing through. She meowed again.
“Is she hungry? Do we need to feed her? Oh my god, she is so cute.”
Amory reached out to touch the cat with his bandaged hand, and I caught it by the wrist.
“Careful. I don’t know that she has no diseases, though Duncan said he didn’t think so. I don’t want your cut to get infected.”
Amory smiled at me fondly. “For your information, Ben just gave me a tetanus booster, and doing what I do, I’m pretty caught up on all my vaccinations. And, uh, PrEP. I’m also on that. You sometimes accidentally hit yourself in the finger and, well, I figured I might as well, you know.”
It was difficult not to at least leer a little at him. He still had his jacket on, and all I could think about was getting that off him for some reason. Had to be neediness of the carnal type. Or rabies, courtesy of Cherry.
“Are you giving me the green light to ask you if you’re down to fuck, Amory?”
He turned crimson, the shade clashing with his damn pom pom. “No, I didn’t say that.” He pointed. “Plus, the baby is hungry.”
“The vet fed her. She’s not due for another feeding yet.”
“You sure?”
His warm breath tickled my cheek. I drifted closer, he didn’t pull back. I wanted to move a lot closer still but didn’t want to risk scaring him off entirely.
“I’m very sure.”
“Then she wants to cuddle.”
Cherry meowed again, and Amory reached for her once more, breaking my gentle hold with ease. I let him take the little furball out of her temporary home and onto his lap.
“She pees on you, I’m not taking the blame.” Vet Duncan had been really delighted about her ability to do that, not something I thought Amory would agree with.
The kitten wiggled before she realized she was getting petted, which had her settle down and soak up the attention.
“Oh, she won’t do that. She’s so cute.”
I huffed, shook my head. “You’re cute, neighbor. I never got around to making breakfast,” I said, deciding to ignore the fact I’d had bagels earlier. “I haven’t been shopping yet, so nothing stellar, but I have somewhat stale bread. Want to stay for some French toast?”
“You really meant that about the cooking?” Amory asked shyly.
“Mmm-hmm.”
“I could eat. But I really only have an hour, tops. I need to reschedule the appointment I had for today, move some of the bookings for piercings up.”
I stopped on my way to the kitchen. “Shit. Your hand.”
Amory shrugged, moving from the floor to the couch. “No biggie. In fact, with this weather, people won’t be all that mad they don’t have to make the drive. I mean, Silken Chains is open, of course, but the people from there don’t mind if I rebook them either.”
I started moving items from boxes to the kitchen, finding the things I’d need. My cast iron skillet, the bread, some fancy jam I’d put on top in lieu of berries.
“What’s Silk and Chains?”
Amory huffed out an amused little noise. “No, Silken Chains. Like, chains made out of silk. It’s the mayor’s club.”
“The mayor also owns a nightclub? I guess power floats to the top everywhere.”
Amory chuckled. “It’s a sex club actually. Elias keeps inviting me. He says I can just come to hang out at the bar with him, grab a drink.”
I tried to remember if someone had mentioned Elias before, and if so, who he was. Maybe someone from the hiking store? I needed to start taking notes of all the people in this weird little town.
And I needed to absolutely keep my eyes on Amory. Between getting Doctor Ben to jam a needle in his behind for a tetanus booster and getting invited out to drinks at a sex club, I wasn’t so sure he really was as much of a wallflower as I’d been taking him for. Assuming I wasn’t worried over some straight guys simply wanting to hang out, Amory had admirers.
Didn’t I just want to fuck him, no strings, only yesterday? a small voice in my head asked.
I frowned as I whisked my batter together.
Maybe. But things changed.
My inner voice liked both sarcasm and cruelty. Right, because rushing into a new relationship after ending an old one spells such a glorious outcome.
“You make that look simple,” Amory said from the door. He leaned against the frame, watching me, Cherry trying to eat his index finger.
“It’s simple. Whipped cream would make it fancy, but I ran out.”
“Right. I can’t cook like that. I can make instant noodles in a chili peanut sauce though. That’s my go-to.”
I chuckled. “Instant noodles, huh.”
“I also have an emergency stash of instant coffee at my shop.”
“You joke.”
“Nope.” He popped the P and grinned at me.
“Such a renegade. What are you piercing today?”
“I’m not sure I should tell you that. Client confidentiality, you know. Are you pro or con piercings?”
I stopped whisking and stared real hard at him. “Why are you asking?”
He blushed, the reaction an answer all itself. “No reason. Just. Some people are really prejudiced. I’m not implying that you are. My mom sort of was. Is, I guess. She kept telling me I’d never find a nice woman looking like a criminal, and that she’d really been trying to find one from church to set me up with. At least that’s what she said when I came back and she saw me with my shirt off after I took a shower. I got most of my ink in Korea. Before that, she would just warn me about the yakuza.”
“But you went to Korea.”
He shrugged. “I’m aware.”
“And if you don’t mind the follow-up, are you not out or bi?”
“Neither. My mother isn’t one hundred percent convinced it isn’t a phase or a lifestyle choice. I never brought anyone home.”
“I’m sorry,” I told him, which he accepted with a shrug. I had several more follow-ups, but I didn’t want to be too nosy. And ideally, we’d talk more very soon.
I fiddled with the gas burners, then began dipping the first slice into the batter. When I lowered it into the pan, the smell of warmed cinnamon and caramel filled my nose and made my mouth water.
Amory had come closer. “What about you?”
“What about me?”
He bobbed his head. “Do you have a family other than your aunt? Do they know you like guys? Oh, do you have a tattoo?”
“Let’s see. My aunt passed, but she knew. I came out pretty early, and she just sat me down and told me she had prepared this whole talk about being responsible when I got together with a girl and about how to locate the clitoris.”
Amory’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding.”
“No, not even a little. Aunt Hedwig was all for equal opportunities, in life and in orgasm. Anyway, she told me she’d prepared all that, even had this diagram of the female anatomy ready which she’d titled—and I kid you not—‘Oh! Marks the spot.’ She complained it was all useless, and she’d have to start fresh in her research now. The next year, she took me to my first Pride Parade.”
Amory’s eyebrows had climbed up his forehead. “Wow. I think I would have liked to meet her.”
I bit my bottom lip. A few months before Hedwig had died, I’d come to visit her. She’d known in that way people near the end do. Once the strong person who had raised me, she looked so small in her bed then. And yet her eyes had been just as clear, as full of heart and humor.
You haven’t found your man yet, and I might not be here when you do, she’d told me, and she had shushed my protests. When you find him—and you will—you tell him this from me: you tell him I’ll watch over him too from wherever I get to go next. You tell him he is family to me. Which means, he fucks up, I get to haunt him like I would my own, and I will. Then you give him a kiss from me and hold him tight.
My eyes misted with the memory, but I pushed it down, pushed it away. I said, “Hedwig was one of a kind. My mother had no interest in raising me, so Hedwig did it. As far as I know, my mom is still around. I never knew my father. I don’t have a tattoo and am not currently in the market for one.”
“That’s…a lot,” Amory said. He didn’t sound like he was pitying me, and he didn’t awkwardly force the conversation to continue.
Instead I could see the gears turning in his head, possibly looking at me in a new light. I wanted to say it didn’t bother me at all, knowing I was unwanted, but it did. Children at school had teased me about it, and the fact that I was so visibly of color yet had no connection to my non-white heritage, whatever that was, hadn’t helped. Despite every good thing Hedwig had done for me, being abandoned would always haunt me, same as every occasional visit from my mother where she would tell me whatever she thought wasn’t right with me.
But Amory didn’t say anything else. He just stood there, holding the kitten, who was slowly falling asleep again and watching me flip the French toast.
I went to get plates from one of the moving boxes and arranged the first slice when Amory started shifting from one foot to the other excitedly. “I know! I’m taking you to the carolers on Christmas Eve, and then after to the potluck at the café. That way you don’t have to be alone on Christmas Eve.”
I turned to look at him, lifting an eyebrow. “Wow. You’re really rolling out the welcome mat. I might still be a serial murderer who is looking to lock you up in my basement.”
“Your daddy is strange, little Cherry,” Amory said to the kitten.
“I’m not keeping her.”
“Shh. You’ll scare her.”
I sighed. “All right. I’ll bite. You want to drag me before the carolers. That sounds very doom and gloom. And what’s potluck at the café?”
I flipped the second piece of French toast. Amory paced up and down my kitchen excitedly. Maybe he didn’t get to do as much walking as he needed at the tattoo parlor.
“Why would you think the carolers are doom and gloom? And I’m not taking you before them. I’m taking you to see and listen to them. They’re really good. The potluck is basically a cookout in the Village Green on Christmas Eve, only it’s then moved to the Moonlight Café so everyone can get out of the cold. It’s become sort of a tradition for people to bring stuff except for those who go home and do their own thing.” He made a face. “Or go to church. The mayor provides the booze each year.”
“Nice re-election campaign.”
“You are a very cynical man, Soyer Bennet. Will you come to see the carolers with me all the same?”
He looked actually shy. Well, not really shy, just inexperienced. Innocent. My cock firmed up. It was something about those eyes with their golden circlet and those rosy lips and…
Yeah, I was lost here. Lost to lust and desire. Except of course I really wouldn’t be the kind of douchebag who’d pressure someone on the ace spectrum into fucking.
And so I told him, “It would be my pleasure, Amory.”
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  Chapter Six
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Amory had exhausted Cherry to the point she’d fallen asleep on his lap, and once he left to get to work, I’d moved her back to her box, folding a blanket over her. It was then that I realized I’d been asked on a date. 
I growled, and Cherry stirred in her sleep, so I fell silent. Him asking me out was wrong. How I knew this I wasn’t sure, but it was like breathing water, just wrong.
You didn’t want to date him, you wanted to fuck him, that mutinous voice in my head said as I went downstairs to get some more work done.
“I can do both,” I mumbled.
My inner voice laughed, near hysterical. I wonder what Cecil would have to say about that.
No. No, I didn’t fucking wonder. I didn’t want to know, I didn’t care, good riddance.
Propelled by the annoyance and anger the mere thought of Cecil made me feel, I went about making bouquets, rearranging and cleaning the shop, and trying out that antique register. The noise it made while taking money was demonic, perfect for my mood.

      [image: image-placeholder]At around three in the afternoon—I’d just fed the baby again and changed my shirt because she was a messy eater—I was beginning to flag.
The solution was obvious: make coffee and bring some over to Amory. Him asking me on a date first still irked me, and I knew I had to do something about that. Coffee seemed a good start.
Before I could head upstairs though, I had my first walk-in.
“Hello, Mr. Bennet!” the black-haired guy bringing in a dusting of snow said.
He was on the younger side, polished, though his hair had escaped its neat style and stood up in messy spikes. His big jacket looked both new and expensive. I saw a tie poking out from the collar. And he knew my name. Not a walk-in then.
“That’s me,” I said, approaching him.
He examined my hanging wreaths and the bouquets I’d arranged on the display table. He took a step toward my displays and brushed his finger against the fiery leaf of a poinsettia.
“Hmm. I think I can spend some petty cash.”
“Excuse me?”
“Yes, of course. I was thinking out loud. My name is Elias Cromwell, the mayor’s secretary. We left a cake for you? Did you get the cake, Mr. Bennet?” He smiled. “Did you like it?”
“Yes, I got the cake, thank you. I’m not quite sure how just moving here earned me chocolate cake though.”
Elias gave me a once-over, and he wasn’t shy about it, lingering on my hips and shoulders.
“Well, it’s what we do here in Clair de la Lune. What the mayor does at any rate, and I do whatever the mayor tells me to. He sent me as the welcoming committee on account of my boundless charm and esprit. I’m here to show you around town. And help you with your winter jacket. Dwayne mentioned you need one.”
Fucking small-town gossip. “I think I’ll be fine. I’ve bought jackets for myself all my adult life after all.”
Elias chuckled, lowered his chin. I was sure he was doing it so he could look up at me, show off his long lashes. “But I’m fun company. And I might be able to get you a bargain. Oh, how is the kitty cat?”
“Anything you don’t know?”
“So many things. Your shirt size, although I feel comfortable guessing.”
I’d left a few flowers out to make into bouquets. They sat on the counter next to the register. I rounded it, picked up the shears, and started snapping off leaves and shortening stems.
“That would make me very uncomfortable. And I don’t like being uncomfortable.”
Elias shivered. “You don’t? I find I enjoy it quite a lot.”
On any other day, yes maybe. Elias was very good looking, clearly open to something, and available, from what it looked like. But I didn’t want an Elias. He was a day too late. Now I wanted Amory, wanted to chase the way he’d blushed when talking about piercings all the way to the ones he so clearly hadn’t wanted to bring up right away.
I sighed. “No, thank you.”
Elias gave me doe eyes and sucked his bottom lip. It was all show. Well-curated show, but I’d met his type before. Extremely high maintenance and demanding, even with your cock down their throat.
“Seriously, no thank you,” I repeated.
He pouted. “Fine. Can you please not tell Valentin? He says I can’t flirt with people within five minutes of meeting them. He wouldn’t understand I know you better than that after looking into you. Can I get that wreath in the middle there? It’s so pretty.”
And yes, he had an eye for good work. That one really had turned out the best. So, from all the many options I had to respond, I chose to remain calm and get my ladder from the back.
I wasn’t in the least surprised to see him look at my ass the moment I got up there and unhooked the wreath. I took my time with it, asked, “Why’d you look into me?”
“It’s what I’m supposed to do when new people move in, especially when they start businesses. Can you imagine a florist who’d refuse to handle the flowers for the ceremonies we hold at city hall? The queer ones, obviously. That would be a very big mess, though I don’t think one quite as sizeable as the kinds of messes you’re used to fixing.”
Uh. So he’d gotten it right. Officially, I’d been a business consultant. Unofficially…yes, I’d fixed messes, many of which Cecil had provided me with through his connections, dubious though they were.
“Just to keep the town safe,” I said, stepping down the ladder. “Want this wrapped?”
He beamed. “Oh, yes please! I like a shiny wrapper.”
Of course he did. All the shiny things for this one. “I don’t have shiny I’m afraid. Just plain.”
He shrugged. “The memory of you doing the wrapping will have to suffice.”
If Elias was trying to rile me or get a reaction out of me, he’d fail. Or he’d need to try a lot harder. As I began folding the paper over the wreath, he drifted pretty close, but he didn’t make the mistake of getting into my personal space.
I considered what to charge for the wreath, then doubled it. Elias smiled and pulled out his wallet, counting out cash.
“You might be fun, Mr. Bennet,” he told me as he handed me the money.
“I have no intention of being any fun whatsoever.”
“What a waste of an opportunity that would be. Did our local artist tell you about the club?”
Huh. Amory, the local artist? I really had to check out that tattoo parlor from the inside.
“Your boss’s sex club?”
He brightened like a child being offered candy. “Yes, that’s the one.”
“Mentioned it in passing.”
Elias made a moue. “I’ve been trying to get him there so he can share a fruity cocktail with me. Ah, he can even have his own. You can come too. Our doorperson will let you in. They know a shiny wrapping when they see it.”
“Uh-huh. You see, I have flowers to take care of.”
Elias smiled his broadest smile yet. “All the flowers, yes. Well, if you change your mind—”
He handed me a business card, heavy, black. The design was simple, tasteful, a wave of silk winding around the gold and silver embossed Silken Chains. It had the address, both physical and online.
“Thank you. Have fun with your wreath.”
“I will. I’ll hang it in the mayor’s office. You have to kiss under mistletoe, those’re the rules, you know.”
I wasn’t sure exactly what he was insinuating there, but if that was why he’d gotten the job…no. A secretary kept for the pleasure of their boss wasn’t going to dig into my past and realize what my work had really been. It wasn’t that obvious. I’d made sure of that.
“Uh-huh,” I said, figuring he was just baiting me again.
He was almost at the door when he stopped. “If you change your mind about a tour of the town or the shopping, don’t hesitate to call me.”
“Sure. Take care.”
With a longing sigh and one more look all over my body, he left.
“What a weird fucking town,” I said, flipping the lock and heading upstairs to make coffee.
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Unless it’s labor between the sheets. Hmm.
I tried not to think about that when I stepped into his shop. He had a nice little bell over his door that announced me with a twinkling noise and made him look up from what looked like a teenager in his chair.
“Oh, hi,” he said, a smile creeping over his face.
“Hello, Amory.”
The teenager turned her head to examine me. Fuck. She was wearing a lot of eyeliner, and black was not her color.
“Is that the new Fran?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.
“Do I look like the new Fran?”
She gave me the dismissive teenager stare. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t have asked. Are you going to carry those raw chocolate bars she did? Can’t get them anywhere but Fran’s Flowers.”
“Ella, meet Soyer. Uh. He is the new Fran, I guess,” Amory said, tapping a handheld mirror the girl was angling to see her left ear Amory was about to mark with a pen. “Like that?”
“Yeah, that looks good.” Her eyes darted to me. “You can watch. Are you going to faint when he puts a needle through my ear?”
“No. Are you?”
She snorted, dismissing me fully.
I didn’t want to interrupt Amory while working, so I looked around. The shop was the same width as mine though deeper, lacking the cooling unit and the extra storage room mine had for cleaning supplies and all the extra stock for bouquets and such.
It was also spanking clean, absolutely up to my standards and maybe surpassing them. The black and white checkerboard floor gleamed, the small sink with the soap and disinfectant on the left was spotless, and the mirrors mounted in among drawings and sketches had not a speck of dust on them.
The drawings ranged from large and colorful creatures to black and white abstracts, much like the rose on the sign out front. My eyes caught on a drawing of two characters, one apparently a male version of Medusa, the other Perseus, Athena’s shield in his hand held loosely by his side as the two of them kissed, snakes slithering from Man-dusa’s head to tickle Perseus’s ear and neck.
The art was signed with what I assumed was Amory’s art name, Clair, the C curving elegantly.
“How’d you get your sibling to give you permission?” Amory asked, picking up a needle in his gloved hands. He’d managed to fit a glove over his bandage, which was probably not fun.
“They asked for excellent grades so I got excellent grades. And I got the mayor to give me an internship,” the teenager said.
“Wow.” He pushed the needle through the girl’s ear. She didn’t flinch.
“Exactly. You have no idea how hard I worked to get some guy to shove a needle through my ear. No offense.”
Amory chuckled. “I’m some guy, huh?”
“In the argument I built to get this, yes.”
Amory seemed to struggle a bit to get the piercing screwed in place, but it didn’t show on his face.
“There you go,” he said after a few more seconds.
Ella picked up the mirror and looked at herself. “Yes! Finally. You know, if I ever want to get my belly button done, I’ll have to graduate top of my class.”
Amory whistled. “That would be pretty cool.”
“It would be a metric fuck-ton of work. It’s too bad I can’t bribe you to just do it without calling Rae first.” She looked at me and the thermos mugs in my hand. “I don’t think you can bribe him either. Oh, don’t ever play poker with him. He will gut you and make it look like an accident.”
“Ella, shh!” Amory said, grinning at me as he rolled his little table aside and pulled his gloves off, going slow with the right one.
The kid grinned at me. “You’re welcome, New Fran.”
“Thanks, kid. I appreciate it.”
She made a dismissive noise. “I’m not a kid.”
It took the kid some time to take photos of her new piercing, get her winter coat on, grab her shit, and leave, but she did, and I was finally alone with Amory.
I said, “Sorry I just barged in.”
“No worries.”  He cleaned his little rolling table and deposited the needle in one of those special containers usually reserved for doctor’s offices. “I always get walk-ins. You know what you want?” he asked with a cheeky grin.
Oh, did I ever.
I held out the coffee. “I made this especially for you. I want to watch you drink it.”
“You and your coffee,” he said, taking the offered mug from me.
He kicked his little rolling stool toward me and hopped up on his client chair himself, sipped the light roast Americano.
“Ah. This is good coffee, and I really needed it.”
I sat and drank some of my own. “Agreed. Oh, I’ll clear the sidewalk out front for you. Don’t want you to aggravate that hand.”
He blushed, hid it behind the mug. “You don’t have to do that, Soyer.”
There were so many other things I wanted to do to him. Get him out of that sweater he was wearing, ghosts holding bedsheet-covered hands and wearing Santa hats. I wanted to have him in my bed, under me, wanted to kiss those pink lips and never stop. Amory was like catnip. I had never met anyone who had that effect on me.
“I’ll do it. I saw you struggle just now. Don’t think the kid noticed, but you should take it easy.”
He sighed. “Yeah. I’m going to. I’m actually closing up after this and heading home. That means I technically have the afternoon off and time to clear your sidewalk while you set up.”
“Oh, please. Dr. Ben would chase me out of town if he saw you do that for me. Plus, I did enough for the day as far as the shop is concerned. Even had my first customer.”
“Congrats! Can I ask who? Or is that weird?”
I turned left and right on the stool. The thing was well-oiled. “Mayor’s secretary.”
Amory slurped noisily. “Elias knows everything and everyone in town. He’s a little odd, but in a good way.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Did you feed Cherry?”
I chuckled. “Of course I fed Cherry. Demanding little sucker.”
“She’s a baby. Of course she’s demanding.”
Amory looked away to the side as if he wanted to say something but wasn’t sure how. My instinct told me to press him, but it was the instinct that had made me an excellent fixer.
And I’m not that person anymore. Don’t ever want to be that person again.
I finished about half my coffee in silence while Amory thought, stopped thinking, looked at me, went right back to thinking. I couldn’t tell if he liked the silence or if he was hoping I was going to fill it or force words out of him.
I wasn’t going to. Much like Elias could bait me all he wanted, I’d give Amory time to feel comfortable around me. I thought he did, but clearly he wasn’t in the place where he trusted me with his innermost thoughts yet.
Which was a place no one had ever been in with me if I was being honest. I’d fooled myself into thinking Cecil had, of course, but I’d been wrong. And an idiot.
When we were both done with our coffees, I collected the mugs and headed back over to my shop, extracting a promise from Amory to close up and head home so he could rest his hand.
Before I left, I pointed at his male Medusa and Perseus drawing. “I like that one. I don’t know much about art, but it looks like you are really talented. See you around, Amory.”
My words stunned him into blushing speechlessness. Seeing him like that filled me with satisfied warmth.
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  Chapter Seven

[image: image-placeholder]

The warmth faded fast when I discovered how badly shoveling snow sucked. 
Half an hour ago, Amory had walked past my shop, his pink pom pom hat bobbing. He’d waved a shy goodbye, and ten minutes later, I’d located the shovel and gotten to work.
“Fucking hell,” I said, addressing the snow, the shovel, and the sidewalk, because they were a united front against my efforts.
In addition, it was also getting dark, because of course it fucking was, and the baby cat upstairs would need to be fed again soon. It was also still snowing, or snowing again. Really, there was just too much snow.
I hung in there until it looked like I had done a proper job. When I was about to call it a day, I heard the noise of an approaching snowplow.
Deciding I’d show the sheriff what a good little townie I was already, I went over everything again with my shovel. The plow approached, but it didn’t pass. It stopped, double parking next to my car like Sheriff Dwayne seemed to like doing.
The man himself got out and raised a hand to me in greeting. I did the same. He got something out of the back of his plow and walked toward me. In his gloved hands, he held something that looked suspiciously like a cat bed.
He scratched the back of his head. “I was out, clearing the road to Hillford. They have a pet store there. I thought the kitten might like this.”
He held the bed out to me.
“You bought my foster kitten a cat bed?”
He nodded. “Got a discount. Felt only right after I saw her siblings. Is she doing okay?”
Unless I was mistaken, the sheriff had a hopeful look in his eyes. Yeah, there was a reason people of all ilk liked watching damn cat videos on the Internet.
“She is. Due for another feeding soon. You want to take that upstairs?”
He cleared his throat. “You take it. I, uh, got some toys as well.”
Of course he had. Maybe this was a good thing though. It couldn’t hurt to have the sheriff think I was the kind of guy who saved kittens and cleared snowy sidewalks.
“To get the discount?” I asked diplomatically.
He took that, nodding.
So I grabbed the cat bed, and for the second time in one day, I had an officer of the law come to my apartment without a warrant. If Cecil knew, he’d declare I’d need seventy-two hours of observation in the psych ward or a deprogramming expert to take a crack at me.
And maybe that was true. I just didn’t give a fuck anymore about what Cecil thought.

      [image: image-placeholder]I spent the next few days unpacking, cleaning, learning how to build a fire and feed a baby cat milk from a syringe. Settling in, basically. Cherry was fine with the cat bed as a place to play, but fuck if she went to sleep there.
No, the little furball decided there was no other place to sleep but my bed. I only allowed it because of those pitiable meows and because she’d be gone soon.
There seemed to be a schedule the townies stuck to when visiting my shop and introducing themselves. The high-achieving teenager with the bad eyeliner stopped by to examine everything, literally picking up all the things for sale until she deigned to buy a single fucking cactus in a ceramic mug.
Elias came back to talk about cat toys and collars. I let him, ignoring the innuendos. He bought another wreath, and I overcharged him again.
The organic produce person, Jenny, struck me as a savvy business-minded woman, and she came with cheap labor in the form of a single unit of offspring who, very politely, asked if she might see the baby kitten, please. And since I kept Cherry in her—for the time—escape-proof moving box behind the counter where I could keep an eye on the little devil, that was an easy request to fulfil.
Sheriff Dwayne never asked so politely, but he came by to check on Cherry too, though he found excuses: did I need the alley behind my building cleared? Yes, if he had the right tools to make an ingress for my car. Did I need a copy of the town newspaper with the holiday schedule? No, because that was on the Internet. And so on. And of course when he showed up with a smaller plow to make way for my car, I had to invite him in for coffee, because that was what you did in a small town, apparently.
By the time Sunday rolled around, I had more or less gotten the place to look livable. And I was exhausted. I’d met too many people, and everyone, every single fucking one, wanted to talk, town gossip, flowers, the cat, anything and everything.
The only person who didn’t show up was Amory. Amory, who I really wanted to see, a situation made much worse by the kitten in my bed. I couldn’t jerk off with Cherry sleeping next to me, so there was a lot of pent-up sexual tension I was suffering from.
Dwayne, most helpfully, had informed me that I could bring out one of the camping tables, which did indeed exist in my storage room, for the Sunday Illumination event as early as noon.
So I did, stomping through the fucking drifts with all my shit, having to go multiple times. The rest of the townies—the city council—were still setting up, but the bones were there—a bonfire, lights strung up from all the snow-covered greenery to the gazebo and the large Christmas tree, plastic Santas and Rudolphs added to the candy canes that had been there when I’d arrived.
I put my camping table down on a somewhat cleared area of the park that looked like it was intended for the purpose and got busy unfolding the legs.
“Hi there,” someone said, and I turned around, a table leg in my hand.
A tall blond looked at me, his short beard flawlessly molded around generous lips. He waved.
“Hello. What can I do for you?”
“I’m Simeon. I own the Moonlight Café.” He pointed at where they had set up. They had an awning. That was smart. Knowing the weather here, it would eventually snow again sooner rather than later.
“Nice to meet you. I’m the flower shop guy.”
“I figured. Are you going to hate me if I give you a piece of advice?”
“Depends on what you’re about to criticize, Simeon.”
He waved that off, looking downright sheepish. “Nah. It’s just, Fran would usually set up next to us. City council won’t care, but people might expect to find their wreaths where they always are.” He winked. “And we make pretty good coffee and cookies.”
“Oh. Right.” I looked at my half-unfolded table and sighed.
“Want a hand?” Simeon asked.
He helped me carry the table over and set it up, our boots crunching on the dusting of white that had once more covered the cleared paths.
The Moonlight Café had a more elaborate setup, a coffee cart with the logo, a crescent moon and a steaming cup resting on the moon’s sickle. The awning matched the colors, pale blue and silver.
Apart from coffee, hot chocolate, and everything in between, they had a nice selection of sweets so delectable looking my mouth began to water. There were cookies, big as saucers and stuffed, delicate flaky pastry things with a cream filling, winter spice bars with berry filling, Rudolph cupcakes with a candied cherry for a nose. I was tempted, but for the time being, I decided to resist.
With Simeon helping me to straighten the legs, the table was up in moments, and I stood to suck icy air into my lungs and face the curious look of the guy selling coffee and baked goods from the Moonlight’s cart.
“That’s Garnet,” Simeon said.
The guy winked and waved at me. He was wearing makeup and wasn’t being subtle about it.
“Nice to meet you, Soyer.”
I said, “I feel the need to inform you that elsewhere on the planet, it is considered creepy that you all know who I am. It’s like I’m at a stalker convention.”
“Oh, we know.” Simeon smiled and put his hands on his hips, looked around. People were starting to walk into the park, and they weren’t just the council volunteers with the neon vests but families with children, older people, average people. All the town coming out to have some fun and undoubtedly exchange yet more gossip. “Want some help with the wreaths too? Garnet looks like he’s got everything covered here.”
“That’s very neighborly of you.”
Simeon shrugged. “It’s what we stalkers do.”
“In that case, it would be rude to say no.”
I headed back to the shop and gestured for him to follow, which he did. Closer to the gazebo and hidden behind a smiling Santa, I saw Jenny unpacking jams and other homemade goods she’d made. We’d negotiated for me to stock some of them after she’d let me try some.
When we came to the edge of the Village Green, Simeon caught up to me and matched my steps. “Actually, I have ulterior motives. Well, one motive.”
“Let me guess. You need a wreath? Flowers for someone special?”
Simeon used his long legs to simply step over a heap of snow I had to walk around. “No. We have one at home. You sold it to Elias for what he happily told us was an extortionate amount.”
My eyebrows rose, and I forgot to look both ways as we crossed the very much not busy street between the park and the shops.
“You live with Elias?”
Simeon smiled. “Yeah. In a happy poly relationship. Valentin is with us as well, though you may have heard him mentioned only as the mayor.”
I couldn’t help it, my jaw dropped. I’d navigated many a scandal, but never anything like this. Why Simeon was telling me outright, I had no idea.
He gave me a warm smile. He looked so happy in that moment, and I realized him talking about his lovers had done that. Huh.
“Don’t be shocked. Everyone knows, and Elias said you passed his sniff test. He added he didn’t actually get to sniff you but wouldn’t mind it. Which is what I wanted talk to you about.”
“I’m sure I don’t follow.” I opened the door to the shop, and we were greeted by Cherry complaining noisily about having been left all by her lonesome, just like I was afraid she would.
Simeon closed the door behind him, his eyes brightening at the many bouquets I had out on display.
“Wow. You’ve been busy. And is that the kitten?” He followed the noise, rounded the counter, and crouched above the box. Cherry quieted as she examined the newest human come to regale her. “Everyone knows about the kitten. Dwayne couldn’t stop talking about how cute she is and how sad it was to bury her siblings. Don’t even ask me how he managed with all the snow, but it’s Dwayne. Can I touch her?”
“Sure.”
I rounded the counter myself and lifted Cherry out of her box. She promptly dug her tiny nails into my jacket and proceeded to climb me, heading for my neck. She liked to fall asleep there.
“Oh my gosh!” Simeon visibly melted at the sight of her, instinctively reaching out. “May I? She looks so fragile.”
“She is.”
He looked trustworthy though. Careful and responsible were probably the words, and he peeled his gloves off before taking the kitten from my hands.
“Wow. It’s so lucky that you found her. Duncan said she wouldn’t have made it much longer by herself.”
Seriously, did everyone in this place know everything?
“If you want to take her—”
“Oh no. Absolutely not. She’s clearly bonded to you.”
And yeah, Cherry was looking at me with her big, still mostly blue eyes, meowing accusingly about the fact I’d handed her off to someone else. Once she grew up, she would be such a drama queen.
“That’s just because I feed her.” And because I kept her warm at night. And possibly because I’d sung to her that one time before I’d realized it was stupid, singing to a cat.
Simeon gave me a knowing smile. “I don’t think so.” He handed her back to me. Cherry stopped her antics and went right back to climbing me. So just different antics. “Look at her!”
“You mentioned you had something you wanted to talk about?”
Simeon tore his eyes off Cherry. “Yes. I’d normally ask in a more circumspect way, but I’m getting the feeling Elias has been quite, ah, forward. You see, we’re in a relationship, as I said. Yet Elias has expressed interest in maybe being intimate with you. Not on a regular basis, I think. It’s just a fantasy he has, and he begged me to ask you.”
I cocked a brow. “You’re asking me to fuck your lover?”
“For his pleasure, yes.”
“Not my thing.”
Simeon nodded. “Is there anything I could say to convince you?”
“No, sorry.”
He looked at the wreaths I’d carefully piled in two more moving boxes. “Not even if you overcharged me for another one of these?”
“I mean, you could try that. But no.”
Simeon nodded. “That’s fair. And maybe I should mention that Elias can be, how do I put this—”
“A fucking handful?”
He smiled like the thought warmed his heart. “You have no idea. But yes. He’s harmless. It’s just how he is.”
“Noted. He pull any of that shit with the interns at city hall?”
Simeon cocked his head. “You mean Ella? Ella’s a child.”
He looked both shocked and defensive in a way that made me regret asking. But it was a reflex. One born from knowing that if and when certain people thought they were entitled, that they could make some kind of bullshit argument for their actions, they would act. And their disgusting fantasies would become someone else’s reality, forever. Wounds that bled into the mind, wounds that festered. I’d seen it too often.
Simeon’s face softened before I could even apologize though. “I appreciate you looking out for her.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you or Elias.”
Simeon snorted. “You haven’t. And to be completely honest, I wouldn’t be so sure online research is the only thing he’s teaching her. He hacked the Moonlight’s computers once and shut everything down. He thought I was working too much, and that was his way of getting me to slow down.”
“You’re shitting me.”
Simeon shrugged. “Wish I were, but no. He locked everything with a password and said he’d only give it to me once I came home and…rested. Blackmailed me without batting an eye.”
And then it dawned on me. “That club your third guy owns. Business and pleasure?”
Simeon smiled. “Yes. And that’s also not a secret. We’re a liberal small town here. People come to visit precisely because of that.”
I pointed at my wreaths. “I think your liberal sex club needs one of these.”
Simeon sighed. “You know what? When Elias comes by later, I’ll tell him he can buy one more off of you. He’ll flirt before he pays you.”
“He can try all he wants. Won’t mean he’ll get change.”
Simeon shook his head. “If you don’t mind me saying, I can see what he’s thirsting for here.”
I shrugged, but when Simeon bent to pick up one of the boxes, I couldn’t quite stifle a smile. Being appreciated and not taken for fucking granted was nice. I’d only have to get Amory to appreciate me too.
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  Chapter Eight
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It took two hours for me to get seriously worried about frostbite. Garnet, who’d not been shy about telling me that his second job was as a pole dancer at  Silken Chains, had given me two cups of steaming coffee, but that had barely helped.
On the plus side, the wreaths were selling like pumpkin spice lattes. I’d moved more than half of them to the midday crowd to my surprise.
“You cold?” Garnet asked.
He was on break and had decided to take it right next to me while we shared a third cup of coffee. Simeon meanwhile sold candy cane chip cookies to a group of kids, hot chocolate to the parents.
“How could you tell?” I asked, barely managing to keep my teeth from chattering.
“You need a proper winter jacket,” he said and pointed to where pretty much everyone had pointed me upon seeing my insufficient winter wardrobe. “You should go and ask the triplets to hook you up. They ordered me this spandex thing that you usually only get for gymnastics and did a wicked job customizing it. I’m telling you, my ass has never sparkled so beautifully while I was sliding down a pole.”
“Shh!” Simeon hissed, motioning at a snot-nosed elementary school kid.
Garnet leaned in. “They altered it. Added rhinestones. They have an eye for fit and how your curves work with everything.”
“You don’t normally expect that from hiking clothes.”
I watched the snot-nosed kid hand their cookie off to a parent and run through the snow, waving at another kid who I recognized as Laura, Jenny’s kid, who had so very politely inquired whether she might pet Cherry.
In the easy communication of children, they began playing in the snow, building a snowman or whatever the fuck children built these days.
Garnet was still going on about winter and pole dancing clothes, and to be honest, the thought of wearing something warm seemed more appealing by the minute.
I was about to ask him to watch my wreaths and tell people I was on break when something pricked the back of my neck, a darkly creeping sensation.
I looked right where the snowy paths through the park were now lined with lanterns, light bottled and ready to be released upon first dark. Stalking along those paths came a man with drawn eyebrows, his jaw dangerously set.
“Who’s that?” I asked Garnet, keeping my voice low.
He leaned forward so he could look past me. “Oh, crap. Simeon, shh.”
But Simeon was busy chatting, and someone turned on Christmas music, drowning out Garnet. It bubbled out from speakers hidden all over the park. The effect was comical, almost, a guy reeking of trouble stomping up the path like Krampus, cozy lyrics in the air.
The guy rounded the corner, and before I could follow up with Garnet and get him to tell me who the fuck that was, the dude stopped in his tracks, shouting, “Jenny!”
It wasn’t so much how he said Jenny’s name. It was watching Laura cower and hide behind a half-formed snowman belly, her green mittens coming up to cover her ears.
And Jenny flinched, paled. I saw that even though she was wearing a wide scarf that went up to her chin. I also saw the shock on the older woman’s face whom Jenny had just sold a jar of jam to.
The Krampus in men’s clothing stomped forward, and before I had even come to the conscious decision, I was too.
“S-Soyer!” Garnet said, gloved hands reaching but not catching me.
I lengthened my steps to catch up with the guy. When I got almost within reach, I said, “Excuse me.”
No reaction, though I heard him huff, felt the violent tension in the air surrounding him.
A little louder this time, I repeated, “Excuse me.”
Again, nothing.
With my sweetest voice, I said, “Hey, fuckwit, that stick up your ass clogging your ears or what?”
Which made him stop. Slow as any man who’d not learned more than violence, he turned around to face me.
“What did you just call me, you little faggot?”
Something inside of me settled. Or no, something roused from a nap, stretched, moved its muscles, and appraised the situation.
I smiled at the man, a practiced smile I had worn like a mask for years. “Oh, sweetheart, how could you tell? I don’t think we have had the pleasure. I have standards.”
He turned red in the face and stomped toward me.
Which would have been perfectly fine, except the snot-nosed kid picked that exact moment to throw a snowball at the guy. The kid hit him directly in the face too, and I was honestly a little in awe of that.
So the guy turned to the kid and said, “You little shit. No one ever taught you not to mess with people?”
“You were in the process of complimenting me on my depraved ways. Leave the kid out of it,” I said.
His eyes snapped back to me, which was what I’d wanted.
Jenny jogged over as if she wanted to intervene. She was still scared though, and Laura was still hiding.
And the guy, he was once more focused on me, though it appeared he needed a moment to make sense of my words. Then he smirked.
“You people are just asking for trouble.”
What followed happened very quickly. Ironically, it was Cecil who’d gotten me into kickboxing or at least the MMA version of it that he preferred. He’d liked going to the gym with me because for a long time, he’d beat me in the ring. When that had occurred with less frequency—after I’d pinned him that one time and had moved in to kiss him—he’d enjoyed it a lot less.
Anyway, the guy in front of me was big and heavy, and I’d never been that. I was fast and weaselly. I saw the fist come for my face. Someone screamed. I moved in, easily evading the fist by dashing forward, and shifting into full contact with a short punch of my own that hit just right and made the angry guy fold over.
Before I gave him the slightest chance to grab me, I was already moving back out, and to secure my retreat, I brought my knee up.
It would have been nice to hear cartilage crunch, but that was just the snow. And really, for the optimal effect of that move, I should have been holding the guy’s head, but that might have gotten me into trouble down the line. After all, appearances were important, and as it was, people had seen that he’d been throwing the first punch.
Once I put some distance between us, time seemed to catch up.
Jenny shouted, “Nick! What are you doing?”
Other people were shouting as well, but I wasn’t really focused on them. Nick’s face, his nose bloody, was my focus.
“You’re dead, you little cocksucker,” he hissed.
He was about to lunge at me when I made use of the freshly fallen snow, swiping up with my right foot and sending some of it flying into his face where it mixed with the blood and turned pink.
Honestly, the scene was hilarious or would have been if I hadn’t been very sure he would do worse to me if he got me.
He stumbled back, growling, looking all riled and pissed off, and I thought he was about to spout some more obscenities at me when the Taser hit.
Oh, fa la la la la, was it ever satisfying to see Sheriff Dwayne tase the fucker. He still stumbled forward because he was a big asshole like that, but then, in slow motion, he fell, bloody face hitting the path.
“You okay there, Soyer?” Dwayne asked, digging out a nice pair of cuffs from his belt.
“Oh, fine. Jenny?”
She stood frozen, hands covering her mouth, tears streaming freely. Laura ran to her mom and hugged her middle.
Dwayne moved in to cuff Nick, patting him down. He then looked at me. “Are you pressing charges?”
Unless I was mistaken, the sheriff’s eyes begged me to, and I could guess why. Clearly, this wasn’t the first time this clown had been disruptive, and from how he’d talked, he wasn’t a townie. Or not one of the townies I was now a part of.
I shrugged. “Sure, why not?”
Dwayne grunted, relieved. He picked up the wet sack that was Nick, showing a good amount of muscle hidden behind that beard. Nick groaned. Dwayne mirandized him. He’d probably have to do that again later on when Nick was fully back to functioning.
“I’ll take him with me. You should get checked out.”
I said, “I’m fine,” although that wasn’t entirely true. I’d gotten some snow into my shoe when I’d kicked it up and into Nick’s face. And with this incident, I’d had about as much icy fun as I was willing to endure. “Do you need my statement now or can we do that tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow’s fine,” Dwayne said. “He’s already in violation of his restraining order.”
“Of course he is.” I saw Jenny flinch, not sure why. Or I was sure. She was blaming herself, because that’s how these fuckers worked—beating someone down until they automatically accepted the blame. It made me furious.
I turned. Garnet was still standing there behind my camping table, though he’d dropped his coffee. The little paper cup had rolled onto the snow we’d flattened under our boots.
“Garnet? I’ll be gone for a half hour or so. Can you watch my table?”
He stared open-mouthed, then nodded slowly while Dwayne walked Nick off and away.
“Thanks,” I said, and stomped toward We Hikin’ Love It. It was time to get a townie winter makeover.

      [image: image-placeholder]We Hikin’ Love It took up the entire corner it sat on, and whatever I’d expected, it wasn’t this fancy place I might have walked into in any bigger city anywhere on the globe.
Despite being well lit, extra spotlights bathed faceless mannequins in warm colors, making them look fancy in their skiing or hiking outfits. In a corner on the right, shoes were ready to be tried on and tested out on an indoor rocky terrain simulation that looked like an artificial garden, Zen style.
In the back on the left, stylishly covered with artificial plants, a staircase led to a second level. In the center, with clothes and gear all around it, there was packaged food that could be hydrated to make a nutritious if not palatable meal. Maybe they outfitted people who were going to the moon as well, who knew.
A sandy-haired guy with warm brown eyes walked toward me, wearing a red fleece shirt and a name tag that read Hazel. Huh.
“Hi, and welcome. You must be Soyer,” he said.
Because of course they were fucking expecting me.
“Yeah. I was told to come see the triplets. Is that you?”
He beamed. “Yup. Well, I’m one third, as it were.”
I eyed his name tag. “Hazel? You pick your sister’s name tag?”
He sighed. “No, and we’re identical. It’s just that my parents managed fine with Harper and Hayden, and then they sort of lost the plot and went for Hazel. You’ll get used to it. I sure did.” He looked me over. “You’ll be needing boots, pants, and a jacket, and if you don’t mind me saying, you’d look hot with one of those new hats we just got in.”
“Are you sure I don’t need new underwear as well?” I asked, really only half joking at this point. I was freezing all over.
Hazel nodded. “We have thermal underwear. Are you going to be doing some hiking? Or jogging, anything like that?”
I shrugged. “I thought I’d just be living here and selling flowers. Seems like enough of a workout. Who’d have thought just living in Clair de la Lune required a new wardrobe.”
He smiled. “Yeah, well, it gets cold here in winter. But we have beautiful hiking paths, and if you take a sleigh tour next Sunday, you’ll agree our little town really is pretty.”
Hazel’s carbon copy approached, coming down the stairs, shoes making small squeaky noises on the floor.
“I thought I heard someone come in,” the second triplet said. Hayden, according to his name tag. I had no idea how anyone told them apart outside the store without their tags.
“Yes, meet Soyer.”
“Right, you adopted the kitten.”
I rolled my eyes. “No. I’m fostering the kitten until Duncan finds her a permanent home.”
“Oh,” Hazel said, sounding sad.
“We have cool cat carriers and leashes upstairs, just in case you want to check those out,” Hayden said, undeterred. He looked me over, much like his brother had done. “But I’m guessing you need boots, pants, and a proper jacket first.”
“I told him that,” Hazel said.
“He’d look hot in one of those hats,” Hayden said.
Hazel nodded. “Told him that too.”
“Right. We should get started.”
The two of them had the air of builders getting ready to tear down the walls of an old house. I wasn’t so sure anymore how wise it had been to come here, but when I heard something from behind me and looked in the general direction of the door, I saw the third triplet, Harper, according to his name tag. He had one of those ski hats in hand, this one with a pom pom too, only white, and there were reindeer circling the hat.
“Maybe these colors?” he said, lifting the hat.
I sighed. “Not quite.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The triplets took me upstairs where they had created a camping landscape next to a wall of backpacks. And cat carriers. At which I did not look at at all. Behind the tents and camping gear arranged almost like a museum piece, they had changing rooms and a mirror wall.
“It used to be a ballet studio,” Hayden said before sending me into a changing room to get my pants off, luckily without their help.
They made me try on several pairs, and keeping track of the triplets between closing the changing room curtain and stepping in front of the mirrors was like the cup game, just a whole lot more guessing.
“That’s the one,” Harper said when I had on my fifth pair. “Brings out your ass.”
“You’re right, it does,” Hazel said.
“I can see what Garnet meant about his costume,” I told them.
Hayden lifted a finger. “That was custom work. But yes, I think it’s paid for itself in tips.”
I turned in front of the mirror, feeling like an idiot. Mostly because the pants were very comfortable and absolutely nothing like the suit pants I’d usually worn for work before. And yes, I did look good in them, simple black, straight, perfect.
“He loves them,” Hazel said. “I knew it!”
“Of course he loves them.” Hayden snapped his fingers. “Shoes. Soyer, you are sticking with that all-black theme? With your complexion—”
“Yes, black is fine, thank you.”
The three jumped to it, dispersing to fetch several pairs of shoes for me. I tried on one after the other until I found a pair of ankle boots, simple but blessedly warm. They were also water resistant, meaning whatever I did at work, my feet would remain dry.
“What do you think for a jacket?” Hazel said to Hayden in an almost whisper. “I think maybe that coat we have in the back?”
Harper looked at the two of them. “You want to fit him with the weird coat?”
Hazel shrugged. “Do you see his shoulders?” He came over and patted them. I sat on a chair with my new boots, taking a needed break.
Harper frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re not wrong, but…”
“For all we know the coat is cursed,” Hayden said.
Hazel huffed. “I tried it on, and I’m fine.”
“Didn’t you say you smelled almonds all day when you tried it on?” Hayden asked.
“What coat are we talking about?” I asked.
The triplets looked at me as if they had forgotten I was there.
Hazel started, “Once upon a time—”
“The delivery man brought us an unmarked package. It’s a nice package and arrived without any dents whatsoever,” Hayden said.
Harper drew the zipper of his red fleece shirt. “And inside, we found a black coat. Looks custom made, but it has no brand on it anywhere, no labels at all in fact. It’s a really nice coat, all black, came wrapped in silk tissue and folded into a neat thirty-by-fifty rectangle just like our mom did the fitted sheets.”
The three of them nodded in creepy unison. I looked around in case I was being filmed for the townie version of Candid Camera.
“We honestly have no idea what to make of it. And it’s been sitting there in the back of the storage room since October of 2022,” Hayden said.
Hazel looked at me with bright eyes. “It would suit you perfectly. It’s all about the shoulders, you know.”
Harper nodded. “He’s right. The only question is, will you risk it?”
I sighed. “Guys, if you’re trying to drive up the price—”
“No, no,” the three of them said as one.
“We’d give it to you free of charge,” Harper said. “It’ll be good to be rid of it.”
I attempted a regal wave from the wrist. “Bring forth the cursed coat then.”
Which was how I ended up with a very nice knee-length black coat that had an inordinate number of pockets.
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  Chapter Nine
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I left the hiking store feeling toasty. My feet were warm, my legs were warm, and no chill could reach me in my new coat. The triplets had forced me to put on the black hat with the white snowflakes on it that I’d bought at their insistence, but to be honest, the thing was warm, and it felt nice wearing it. 
It was already getting to be darkish outside, but the park was lit up, sparkled, and the snowflakes that fell glimmered like tiny crystals in the lights that had been set up all over.
I knew I should be getting back to my table, but Cherry needed to be fed. And likely as not, she’d want cuddles, that tiny needy devil cat.
I circled around the park and unlocked my store, flipping on the lights for the quick trip upstairs. Well, quick if Cherry let me make it so.
I’d just gotten her fed and back in her moving box where she promptly went into a food coma when I heard the noise from downstairs.
“Soyer!” someone shouted in a gravelly voice, followed by vigorous coughing. “Soyer, you there?”
Feet hit the stairs, and I stood to face the door, wondering whether maybe Abusive Nick had a buddy.
The door flew open, and there, pink pom pom askew and panting like he’d run a marathon, was Amory. He saw me, coughed. His pallor was even more oatmeal than he normally was.
“You look like shit,” I told him.
“Rosa said—are you okay? They said fucking Nick hit you before Dwayne could tase him and drag him off. They said he called you the f-word and you just ran. Garnet sold all your wreaths, and he’s been taking notes of who all sends you their well wishes. Jenny was in tears. Are you okay?” he asked again before breaking out in a coughing fit. His voice sounded like he was an eighty-year-old chain smoker.
I sighed, walked toward him, and went for the zipper of his jacket. It slid down easily.
“Go sit on the couch. I’ll make you some tea. Did no one tell you that you are sick and should be resting?”
“But I came to see you. Well, to wish you luck with selling the wreaths. And then people told me what happened and—” He gasped.
I had to peel his jacket off, the ugly hat as well, had to drag him bodily to the couch and pull him down with me.
“Firstly, he didn’t hit me. I didn’t give him the chance. Secondly, I was cold and finally took everyone’s advice to go see the triplets. That’s where I was.”
“Oh,” Amory said, some of the tension going out of him. “Oh, okay. Yeah, that makes sense. It’s the kind of weather I warn people with piercings about, you know.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “No, I most certainly don’t. Is chamomile and sage okay? I think I actually have some honey as well.”
“You don’t have to make me tea. I came to check on you.”
Fuck, but he was adorable. My no longer half-frozen dick gave an appreciative twitch.
“And you did, Amory, and found me fine. But as I said, you look like shit. So relax and let me take care of you, hmm?”
He looked at me with glassy eyes. “Okay. I like honey.”
I nodded and headed to the kitchen.
When I came back, a nice big mug of honeyed tea in my hand, Amory had taken off his shoes and stretched out on my couch.
“Sorry, I can—”
“Stay where you are. I don’t know why the fuck you left your house and came out into that fucking snowstorm out there, but I’m not letting you move for the foreseeable future.”
He smiled up at me, his lips dry and threatening to chap. “You’re so bossy.”
“You have no fucking idea.” I handed him the tea. “You want to spend the night?”
“I, uh, I mean, like…for sex you mean?”
I crossed my arms. “No. For my own peace of mind. Because again, you look like—”
“Yeah, I got it. You’ll give me issues if you keep saying that.”
“Get better. I’ll tell you how hot you look once you’re better.”
He licked his dry lips. “Do you promise?”
“Sure.” I gave the tea a pointed look, and feverish though he was, he got the message and sipped some.
“Hey.”
“Hmm?”
He coughed, looked off to the fireplace I’d readied to heat the room later. “Is this real? I’ve been thinking and… Is this real?”
I crouched on the edge of the couch, but he moved his legs to give me more room. “Is what real?”
He moved his bandaged hand back and forth between us. “This.”
“I’d say if you’re not sure about that, you have more than a simple cold.”
“No,” Amory said. “That’s not what I mean. I think I like you, and you are just so…so nice. Do you have a husband somewhere? Or a wife?”
Leave it to the high-maintenance one-night-stand-that-never-was to dig at just the right scab. I considered bullshitting him—being creative with the truth, as I’d always called it with clients. But I couldn’t bring myself to do that any more than I could have kicked Cherry out of my bed.
I said, “I’m not married and never was. I have an ex though. I’d say we were in a pretty serious relationship, but he’s an asshole. It took me a while to realize that—anyway. There’s nothing there anymore.”
“Ah,” Amory said, face falling. “You’re getting over him. With me.”
Fuckfuckfuck. “No, and stop.” He was trying to get up, but I gently put a hand on his chest. “Let me finish. When I first saw you, yes. The idea of a night of fun was floated. By me. I mentioned that.” I took a deep breath. “But then you asked me to go on a Christmas date with you, and I said yes. If I’d just wanted to get you to sleep with me, I wouldn’t have done that. I’m not that much of an asshole.”
“But you’re all, you know. Fancy. And you look like you have your life together. You don’t live with your mother, stepfather, and sister. I started thinking I’d have to finally cave and go to the Silken Chains if I ever wanted to, uh, get laid, as it were. With more than a hand.”
He flushed wildly. Well, I had not expected that. “To think a man as well traveled as you are saved himself for me.” That gave me his attention, and an adorable look full of insecurity I ached to wipe away. “How about this: It’s about four weeks until our Christmas date. Will you allow me to prove myself until then? Let me convince you my intentions toward you have changed since the first time we met.”
He smiled. “There you go again. You totally sound fancy.”
“Fancy enough to convince you to get some more rest, finish that tea, and watch the kitten while I head out and collect my table and hopefully all the cash Garnet has collected for me?”
Amory took his time answering. I watched his jaw work as he thought it over.
“Okay. I’ll wait here,” he finally said.

      [image: image-placeholder]Back outside, I had a chance to really appreciate my new clothes in silence for all of two minutes. Then they descended. The townies, all of them, clapped me on the shoulder to welcome me and express how vile it was for Nick to have attacked me, both verbally and physically.
People introduced themselves, but I quickly lost track. Ella was standing by the Moonlight coffee cart, a massive cream-topped peppermint latte in her hand. She offered me a fist bump, which I accepted with only minor reluctance.
“I sold your entire mistletoe stash,” a beaming Garnet informed me, taking out his phone. “And I took orders from people as well. Lynn wants one with a couple of red bows, and Mary asks if you do fully decorated ones. She left her phone number. Rosa—”
“Can you send me an email with all that info?” I asked.
Garnet looked from the screen at me. “Sure.”
I gave him my new business email, and he sent off his notes.
“That worked out?” Simeon asked, looking over while making a drink. A line had formed for his warm beverages and delectable sweets.
“Yes. And I apologize. He’s your employee.”
Simeon topped the drink he was making with cream and crushed candy canes. “Don’t mention it. Consider it the Moonlight’s appreciation for an ass well-kicked. But, Garnet, if you two’re done, I do need you back here.”
“All righty. Back to foam and ice.” Garnet sashayed off to greet the next customer in the Moonlight’s line.
“Oh, hey.” Simeon beckoned me over so we could talk a little out of the way of prying ears.
“Yes?”
“First of all, he didn’t hit you, I saw that, but are you really okay?” The concern I saw in his blue eyes was genuine.
“I am. It’s not the worst I ever had to deal with.”
He snorted. “I guessed. Did you mean what you said, about wanting to press charges?”
I thought back to Laura, her little body hiding behind the snowman, to the snot-nosed kid standing up for their friend. To Jenny who had lived through fuck knew what hell.
“Yes.”
Simeon gave me a piercing look. “That’s all, a simple yes?”
“It was a yes or no question.”
“Ha. Not many would see it that way. If you need a lawyer, I know someone.”
At this, I couldn’t keep a very gleeful grin from creeping over my face. “No need. I have a shark. She’ll love this.”
“Okay. Tell her I recorded the encounter. And I’d happily appear as a witness.”
Huh. “Really?”
“Fuck, yes. She moved here to be safe, and he came after her, can you believe that?”
“Absolutely. That type can’t lose their hostages. How else would they feel superior?”
After nearly thirty seconds, Simeon said, “Soyer Bennet, welcome to Clair de la Lune. We take care of our own here.”
I snorted laughter. “Shit. I really did join a cult, didn’t I?”
“Kind of. Which reminds me, Elias will come by sometime next week to beg you to do some decorating at Silken Chains. He dispersed some drama when he couldn’t buy a wreath from you personally. It’s possible he coerced people to buy you out so he could use that as an excuse.”
“Fucking elaborate.”
Simeon ran a hand over his beard. “Oh, you have no idea.”

      [image: image-placeholder]On my way back, more people wanted to introduce themselves or simply tell me how brave they thought I was. I was forced to stop on several occasions, and in doing so, I got to look around and appreciate the scene.
Truly, the park had been turned into a pretty golden holiday gem, lights and music blending to make magic. It would have been a wonderful place, a wonderful night to walk with Amory again, to offer him the pocket of my new coat to warm his hand.
But he was not here. I extracted myself from the people as quickly as I could, crossed the street, and closed the flower shop’s door behind me. I flipped the lock too, not wanting to be disturbed.
I’d left bouquets out, intending to maybe take some of the hardier ones out to sell, but the day was done for me. I moved everything back to the cold room before heading upstairs.
There, sleeping peacefully, I found Amory, Cherry curled into a tiny ball next to his head.
I knew then. I wanted him, and I’d stop at nothing to get him. No, not get him. I was done with forcing outcomes, with designing them, with squishing anything and everything that might prevent them. Amory would give himself to me because he wanted to. And if he didn’t, the failure would be mine, and I’d accept it.
I walked to the couch and kneeled there.
“I’ll court you, Amory. And if I get to be very lucky, you’ll let me and accept me in the end.”
He didn’t stir. Thank fuck, because if he’d overheard that, the awkwardness might have given me hives.
I watched him with the kitten for a couple of minutes, then I went to my bedroom and got the comforter to put over them both. It wasn’t how I’d imagined him spending the night would go, but I wouldn’t have changed it for the world.
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