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Dedication

 

To Hermit House. You know who you are. 

 


Chapter One

Stefanos
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STEF WAS ON his way into the exam room when his phone rang. A glance showed him the caller. “Brandon?” he asked no one. His boyfriend might text him during the day, but calling was weird. Trying not to worry, he swiped the screen. “Hello?”

“I have a question for you.”

No hello? Now he was really worried. “Yeah?” 

“Can you get tomorrow and Friday off, and probably Monday, too?”

Stef—Stefanos Barros, DVM—shared a veterinary practice with his friend Andrea. She cared for their mundane patients, while Stef saw some ordinary critters, and some, well, less ordinary. 

Because although he had his own practice, he subcontracted his services for SPAM—Special Processing and Management—and for SPAM, he’d cared for all types of shifters, cryptids, and the occasional dinosaur. 

Today’s project was a very ordinary litter of six mutt pups who needed their eight-week shots. His to-do list did not include arranging for three days of vacation.

“I’d have to talk to Andrea. What’s going on?” Because that was the real question. Brandon didn’t call him, and he didn’t ask Stef to take time off work.

And there was something in Brandon’s voice that set Stef’s nerves on edge. Something was up. 

“It’s…look, I’d rather tell you in person. Let’s meet at Vovino’s at maybe five-thirty.”

“Sure.” Stef glanced at his phone. Three o’clock. He should be able to examine six puppies, work out the schedule with Andrea, and get to the Kirkland waterfront by then.

As long as he didn’t hit any snarls. Who was he kidding? He’d for sure hit a snarl somewhere. “I’ll text you when I leave here.”

“Sounds good, and…uh, thanks.”

“Of course, Brandonakis, I…” But Brandon had already hung up, and unless Stef was mistaken, his voice had gone a little husky at the end.

What the actual fuck was going on?

Stef had a notorious temper, but since getting involved with Brandon, he’d been working on it. Hard. And while he didn’t lose his shit as often, he’d noticed his emotions could run away from him in other ways.

This might be one of those times.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” He muttered his favorite catchphrase, not so much a prayer as a quick, all-purpose ventilator. He figured the holy trio were big enough to take it. Brandon probably had a completely rational reason for calling him and asking him to take time off, though Stef’s gut wasn’t going to unclench till they were face-to-face. 

Emotional dysregulation for the win.

A quick knock on the exam room door precipitated a chorus of excited yips. The little mutt pups were ready for him, so he dove in.

Just over an hour later, he and their vet tech Lindsey had finished with the pups. He’d helped give the shots because there were so many of them, and at least one pup had managed a sharp nip of displeasure with its tiny puppy teeth. Leaving Lindsey to help the Dog Mom bundle the puppies into three carriers, he went in search of Andrea.

He found Andrea in her office, squinting at her computer monitor. “Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?”

Andrea had recently traded in her long hair for a blunt bob, and it was always so straight and perfect it reminded him of a cap. Part of him believed that friends don’t let friends get bad haircuts, but so far he’d kept his mouth shut. She put up with him, after all, so Stef didn’t give her a hard time about her questionable choices. “What’s up? How were the pups?”

“Mutt pups were fine.” Stef eased down onto the room’s extra chair. “Owner says the mother is a spaniel, and if I had to guess, I’d say papa was an Aussie.”

“Ooh, and there are six of them? They gonna be busy.”

“For reals.” Stef stretched his neck, tipping his head toward one shoulder, then the other. Brandon’s phone call had him so spun up that even working with those cute little bundles of puppy goodness hadn’t relaxed him

“So, uh…” Andrea slipped on a pair of cat-eye glasses and peered at him over them. “You look unhappy. Boy troubles?”

She would jump to Brandon, but then, she wasn’t wrong. “I don’t know. He called me.”

Tilting her head, she gave him an expectant smile. When he didn’t offer anything else, she said, “And this is bad, why?”

“That’s just it.” Stef jumped up from the chair. “We never call each other.”

Andrea clasped her hands on the desktop. “And…?”

“And he wants me to take off tomorrow through Monday.” Stef flopped back in the chair, well aware he was being a drama llama. He just couldn’t help it. This whole thing with Brandon meant so much to him, and somehow he had to be on the verge of fucking things up.

“Take off tomorrow through Monday.” Andrea rolled the words around in her mouth, then shook her head. “There seems to be something of a disconnect here.”

“Why?” Drama llama.

“Because it sounds like he’s suggesting a weekend getaway of some kind. Halloween is Friday, so Valentine’s Day for freaks and weirdos.” She shrugged, the picture of amused tolerance. “You know, like you two. I don’t get why you’re acting like he just broke up with you, though.”

“Because he’s going to.” Stef raked his hands through his hair.

“And you know that how?”

Rather than answer, he kept his mouth shut and tried to remember one of his many calming techniques.

She took her glasses off. “Look, Stefanos, never in the history of ever has a man invited his boyfriend on a little romantic getaway in order to break up with him.”

Ooh yeah, sometimes her sarcasm annoyed him, but he couldn’t afford to add temper to his emotional stew. Inhale. Exhale. Okay. “But you do agree it’s strange.”

“What?”

“That he called.”

She covered her mouth with her hand, but her eyes were laughing. “Sure. If you say so.”

He stood up again, this time with his fists planted on his hips. “I checked with Roxie before coming in here and she said she’d reschedule my appointments. I don’t think there’s anything critical.” There was a baby kitsune who needed a well-child check, but he’d make a point to see them as soon as he got back.

Andrea shrugged. “Okay then, you’re good to go. Tell Rox she can check my schedule to see if I can pick up any of your appointments.” Though probably not the kitsune.

Stef wanted to turn on his heel and flounce out, except Andrea had just told him he could have three days off, so he didn’t want to be rude. “Thank you,” he said prissily. “I appreciate it.”

“Send me a postcard from wherever you end up.” She was outright laughing at him, so he said goodbye and ducked into his own office. Someday he’d probably push Andrea too far, but fortunately, today wasn’t that day.

Sliding into his gorgeous leather coat—a Christmas gift from Brandon—Stef wrapped a cashmere scarf around his neck and made sure he had everything he needed in his cross-body bag. If the memory of a past therapist suggested he only worry about what had actually happened and not what might, he ignored it. 

It wasn’t raining, which at the end of October was a minor miracle. Armed with his leather bag and his attitude, he shot Brandon an I’m leaving text and headed out. 

He managed to get to the waterfront with a minimum of hassle and found a parking spot that was nothing short of miraculous. Brandon was waiting for him in front of Vovino’s, and for a couple of breaths, Stef could only stare.

His Southern gentleman. Stef’s heart banged so hard against his chest it made him short of breath. Brandon had let his hair grow so it fell almost to his collar. It wasn’t quite long enough to pull back, so he had it tucked behind his ears like a millennial Prince Charming. 

“Hi,” Stef said, managing to squeak the word out through a clenched jaw. 

“Hey, thanks for meeting me.” Brandon leaned in and kissed him, a light peck on the lips. 

See? Too formal. We’re done.

He’s so breaking up with me. 

“I was a little, uh, surprised by your call.” Might as well put it out there.

Brandon ducked his head. “Yeah, sorry. Let’s get a table and—”

“Wine.”

Brandon grinned. “Wine.”

Vovino’s was a small, dark restaurant with an angled view of the water and a number of cozy nooks for quiet conversation. They were
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