
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  [image: image-placeholder]
content notes


The Banshee Bartender is intended for adult audiences and contains instances of abuse and captivity, trauma, and violence.
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author note


The Banshee Bartender was first published as The Night Bartender. It has been revised and expanded, but the core story remains unchanged.
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foreword


Readers, 
How was your day? Would you like a cocktail while you tell me about it?
In that case, the Ragdoll is the place for you. It’s a bar not many people know about, but it’s well worth a visit. In this book, I’ll introduce you to the night bartender who hides secrets behind his calm exterior.
Thanks to the Piperettes over on Ream for encouraging me as I worked to make this book better than it was before! You guys are amazing.
Now, let’s head to the Ragdoll for a drink.
Enjoy.


Alexa Piper
November 2024
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one


Aaron buried his hands in his coat pockets and looked up at the bleak Fairview midday sky that loomed, not giving a damn that Aaron was freezing. 
It was late November, just after Thanksgiving weekend, and for the better part of the morning, it had sleeted in a way Aaron had never before experienced in his life. If this sleet had a personality, it would have been a drag queen, strutting all over Fairview with glitter and sparkles. If it had a flavor, it would have been a ghost pepper, too much of a good thing. If it had had any decency at all, it would have held off until Aaron had left Fairview.
But sleet didn’t care, and it had done its best to freeze Aaron all the way through, fingers of ice reaching down to every inch of his skin.
“Damn city. Feels like they angered some weather god who wants a blood sacrifice,” Aaron mumbled as he walked along an unremarkable street in the Old Town.
According to the research Aaron had done on his phone, the street should lead him to a bar that was friendly to the not-quite-human clientele. Aaron shivered before he picked up his pace. The sooner I’m done here, the sooner I can go back to Morrowvale where November doesn’t suck so bad your balls want to freeze off in surrender.
If Aaron was honest though, Fairview wasn’t a bad place. The city itself was nice enough. The trees growing in the plentiful parks had littered the streets with the bones of leaves that had turned to sludge in the puddles left from the earlier sleet showers, and the people, while ignorant to both other people and the suck-a-tastic weather, dressed a little nicer than the average Morrowvaler.
Outside of Japan, Aaron had also never had Japanese food as good as he’d had an hour ago in a small, unassuming place he’d accidentally walked into. If it had been just rain and not sleet, the matcha kakigouri and the mochi would have been reason to earmark the city for a return trip.
But now, he was freezing, and the chill to his bones was too foreboding. He wanted to leave, wanted no reason to stay in Fairview longer than he had to.
Traffic was in what passed for a bit of a midday lull. The rush hour honking had ebbed, and Aaron managed to cross the street without it feeling like he was gambling with his life.
The Ragdoll was a basement bar, and if Aaron hadn’t been looking for it, he probably would have missed the small neon sign that was either broken or just off this early in the day. A wrought iron fence further hid the sign and the door, which lay at the bottom of a flight of stairs, looking perfectly unremarkable. This could be a private gambling den or the hideout of a bunch of Russian spies, Aaron thought.
He walked down the stairs and pulled the door open just as another sleet shower was getting ready to wash the streets and everyone walking outside with icy wetness. Aaron shivered as he crossed the threshold and blinked into the softly lit bar.
Last week’s Thanksgiving paper turkeys and fall leaf-colored garlands were still up, though a busboy was in the process of collecting the decorations into a cardboard box labeled “Turkey Day” in black Sharpie. There were no Russian spies, and no gambling was going on here.
However, Aaron counted more patrons than he would have expected at this hour. He spotted about a handful starting their drinking early, but most nursed mugs of coffee or were digging into sandwiches that, admittedly, looked better than was right in a basement bar.
Judging by their business suits, those were just office workers who knew where the good sandwiches were. Pop music was playing just loud enough to offer background noise without becoming obnoxious. The tables, the bar, the floor—everything was fastidiously clean and modern.
The place, despite its outward appearance, was hip, trendy even, a hole in the wall that served fancy coffee with foamed macadamia milk upon request. Fucking Fairview. This city is as confusing as a clown at a dinner party.
Aaron’s fingers closed around the talisman in his pocket. With his touch and the smallest pinch of magic, he felt the worked metal coin activate and the spell bound to it sizzle to life.
Three people, including the strawberry blonde girl behind the bar, whipped their heads around to look at him. So this place really is supernatural friendly. The talisman heated rapidly in Aaron’s pocket as the alternate spell bound to it activated. And Dora definitely was here.
That confirmed, he let go of the talisman and walked straight to the bartender. The other two patrons who’d noticed his magic had gone back to ignoring him like the good Fairviewers they were.
“Hi,” Aaron said, giving the strawberry blonde his best innocuous but charming smile. “What’s good here?”
She shrugged. “Depends on whether it’s drink-o’clock in your world or not. If not, the pumpkin spice latte kills, if yes, you look like a Talisker kind of guy.”
Aaron beamed at her. “You’d be right about the whiskey, but I think I’ll go with the latte.”
He was doing his best with the charming vibes, which usually worked even if he turned it on women, but the bartender just nodded and went about preparing his coffee. Maybe she has a girlfriend. Good for her.
Aaron watched the bartender, more interested in the fact that she was making coffee behind a bar decked out with an impressive assortment of liquor than anything else. The coffee machine was one of those intimidating ones that took up some primo counter real estate, and from the looks of it, saw some use.
When she was done, she brought the latte over and puffed a dash of cinnamon over the foamy top right in front of him. The warm scent of the spice immediately made Aaron feel just a little more optimistic about everything. The mug was the cutesy kind with a grinning, red-nosed reindeer on the side.
“There you go.” She had little enthusiasm to spare although she wasn’t outright unfriendly.
“Thanks.” Before she could walk away again, Aaron looked up from his latte. “Could I ask you something?”
“Since I doubt you’re going to hit on me, you may.”
Aaron’s eyes widened. The bartender shrugged. “Half-succubus,” she said on a whisper. “The gay-dar is practically inbuilt.”
He nodded, fighting the color rising to his cheeks. “Right. Makes sense.” Aaron cleared his throat. “I was wondering if you’ve seen this girl,” he said and pulled the photo Patrick had given him from his pocket. It showed Dora smiling, her blonde hair shimmering in the sun.
The half-succubus took a look, then shook her head. “No, sorry. Friend of yours?”
“My ex’s sister. She went missing, and I tracked her first to Fairview, and now here.” Aaron had Dora’s cell phone records to thank for that. It made using his magic almost unnecessary.
The half-succubus’s expression soured. “Shit. Do you know when she would have been here?”
“Last week, the day before Thanksgiving.”
The half-succubus nodded. “Right. We have no cameras or anything, at least not out here, because many of our patrons are not exactly human, you know. Thanksgiving week would have been crazy busy, especially in the evenings and nights. But I suggest you ask my colleague. He does nights more than I do, and the evening crowd is usually a different one. Plus, he’s great with faces.”
Aaron nodded. “Makes sense. When’s he get here?”
The succubus shrugged. “About two hours from now I’d say, and he usually works till we close.”
Aaron took the photo back and put it in his pocket. “Thanks, that really helps.”
“You a cop or something?” Her eyes wandered over him, and he could feel it then, the power of her succubus gaze, undirected though it was. “Don’t look like one.”
Aaron shook his head. “I thought about going that route, but…well, just wouldn’t have worked out for me. All I do now is help people out with difficult or volatile situations sometimes.”
She smirked. “Is that a witch code for assassin or something?”
Aaron wanted to roll his eyes but resisted. “You know, I made a really neat vampire stake once but never even used it, so no. I just mediate and facilitate. I think I was born a pacifist.”
“Your shoulders say you’re a pacifist who works out a lot.”
Aaron couldn’t tell if she’d added some of her power to the compliment, but it felt nice.
“A lot of witches do.”
She snorted. “Not the one I once dated. I’ve never seen a pacifist witch who looks like they could kick down a door. Scratch that, I’ve never seen a pacifist witch.”
Aaron leaned forward. “Neither have I, but they broke the mold with me. Promise.”
“We cubi have great BS sensors too, you know. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt though. Don’t know too many witches who’d help their exes like that.” She indicated the coffee. “This one’s on the house. I hope you find the girl.”
“Thank you, and I hope so too.”
She nodded and went back to her work.
The latte tasted like fall frothed and poured into a mug and sprinkled with cinnamon. It was perfect. It was not what one would think to find in a basement bar.
Aaron sighed. He’d hoped to find Dora. That was foolish, and he knew it, being a realist before anything else. He knew an eighteen-year-old girl who had never not called when on a trip out of town—who had never once not texted back for days—was bad, as bad as things got, and he hated that he was faster and more reliable than anything else her family could have done.
He hated that he had to wait. He hated that as a realist, he almost preferred waiting to finding Dora.
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two


Aaron had contemplated leaving the Ragdoll and coming back later to talk to the other bartender, but the bar was nice and warm, so he’d found a quiet corner table to wait. The icy breeze that rushed through whenever someone opened the door on their way in and out was enough to convince Aaron staying put was in his best interest. 
For a distraction from his reason for coming here, Aaron answered emails on his phone. Most were miscellaneous, but just as Aaron was considering another hot drink, he saw a message from his dad.
Midwinter Sabbath, the subject line read. Aaron stifled a groan.
Aaron, Mom wants you here for the sabbath. Please make time, if only for a few hours.
Aaron hated the Fey Sabbaths, all the schmoozing and smiling and suit wearing, but especially since he’d passed that magical 30s barrier, things had gotten worse.
He typed out a response to his dad. Did she put together a list of potential spouses yet again?
His father, not a Fey but well assimilated since he married into the family, responded quickly.
There are worse things in life than being set up with a nice man. She’s really trying to find someone you’ll be happy with, Aaron. We both want you to be happy.
Aaron rolled his eyes. Parental blackmail was something his happy parents were good at and divide and conquer was their preferred tactic. Aaron had no doubt whatsoever that he’d be hearing from his mom soon. He silenced his phone and put it in his pocket.
Instead of dreading his mom’s call, Aaron watched the busboy bring out three cardboard boxes marked “Fat Man Day.” Within about a half hour, the bar was decked out in tiny fake fir trees shimmering with tinsel, Santa and reindeer figurines, and pudgy angels. The busboy strung shimmery garlands along the walls and hung stars and ornaments from the ceiling above the tables and the bar. At some point, the background pop music shifted to background Christmas music.
Aaron had always liked Christmas as the average human celebrated it: food, presents, family bitching at each other while having hot chocolate with enough rum to get through the bitching. In Aaron’s family it was all Saturnalia and bonfires, yule logs, and too many other revelries that simply became exhausting after a while, and of course, there were expectations. Aaron just wanted eggnog and some peace and quiet.
He was silently humming along to Jingle Bells, when a new face walked out the staff door and made straight for the bar.
It took Aaron half a stanza of the Christmas song to realize he was staring at the night bartender. The man had something willowy about him, almost like a ballet dancer. His movements were both graceful and efficient while still commanding the attention of every man in the room.
Well, every gay man, and all the straight women, at any rate. The man wore all black, just jeans—though they were meticulously ironed—and a plain shirt. His long hair was tied back in a ponytail. He had high cheekbones, and his lips looked like pink candy.
All in all, the man was the kind of stuff fantasies were made of.
The newcomer greeted the half-succubus bartender, and they spoke for a moment before she pointed Aaron out with a chin tilt.
And because Aaron got caught staring, he blushed like a schoolboy with a crush and cast his eyes down to his long-empty reindeer mug.
The night bartender soon cast a shadow on Aaron’s corner table. “Carla said you were looking for someone.” He pulled out a chair and sat across from Aaron.
The man had a silky voice. It reminded Aaron of the smoothness orators or poets had when they spoke in verse, syllables flowing just so. There was an addictive quality to that voice, and Aaron found himself wanting to hear it again, hear the bartender say his name.
Aaron looked up, doing his best to keep his composure.
“I am,” Aaron said before he could gasp at the man’s eyes. They were near black, which should have looked odd in his pale face, but either because of his long eyelashes or the lips that looked even more soft and kissable up close, the contrast just worked. It made for a desirable composition. Enticing. Sexy. “What are you?” Aaron blurted out before he could stop himself.
The bartender cocked his head. Aaron couldn’t tell from his expression whether he was offended or not, whether he thought Aaron a bumpkin or not.
“I’m the night bartender.”
Aaron cleared his throat. “Right. Of course. Sorry.” He pulled out the picture of Dora. “This girl. She would have been in here no longer than a week ago.”
The bartender took the photo from Aaron’s hands to examine it closer. Something passed over the man’s face too quickly for Aaron to categorize, and the barkeep dropped the photo.
“Underage?”
“Yeah. She’s eighteen.”
“I never serve underage humans. But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t in here. It only means she didn’t go up to the bar and order anything alcoholic.”
Despite the enchanting face in front of him, alarm bells went off in Aaron’s head. “I never said she was human.”
The bartender met Aaron’s eyes. “You didn’t, but she was, wasn’t she? Anyway, I didn’t serve her, but I also don’t remember her face. The thing is, this time of year, we’re very busy. Slammed. The week before Thanksgiving, there’s always tons of supernaturals, and we are open and packed for the entire holiday on top of that. I wish I could help you out, but if she was in here, she didn’t try to order a drink. That’s really all I can tell you.”
Something about the bartender’s words felt off, but Aaron couldn’t put his finger on what exactly. Was he being evasive? Had his tone shifted slightly, was it less melodic than it had been? If a situation smells like a fish and flaps like a fish, you can call it fishy.
He nodded at the bartender. “All right then.” He pulled one of his cards from his inside pocket. It had his phone number and name—though his father’s maiden name rather than the Fey name. “If you remember anything, I’d appreciate a call.”
The bartender took the card and nodded, then cast a look at Aaron’s empty mug.
“Would you like another?” Something in the man’s voice sounded sad, apologetic almost.
This guy is odd. Can’t get a damn read on him. Aaron pocketed Dora’s photo.
“No, thanks. I should get going.” He smiled at the man who kept his expression so blank it had to be intentional.
“Of course.” The bartender pocketed the card and stood with Aaron before walking back to the bar to start his shift.
Aaron pulled his coat tight around himself and coiled his scarf around his neck, mentally preparing for the cold. The pricking at the back of his neck told him that eyes were on him as he walked to the door and out into the biting Fairview winter, and Aaron would have bet money those eyes were onyx black.
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three


Huddled in the shadows between two buildings across the street, Aaron had his eyes on the Ragdoll, watching the faint neon sign glimmer above the basement door. 
If my balls actually freeze off, I am blaming Patrick for it. Aaron checked the shadows truly hid him before risking checking his phone. Close to the witching hour and hopefully about time for the Ragdoll to close.
Aaron had run out of leads to follow earlier that night. She wasn’t in a hospital, and she wasn’t in a morgue, and Aaron had no idea whether that was good or bad.
With no other clues than the bartender’s strange behavior, Aaron had gone back to the Ragdoll. He’d considered going inside, but whenever possible, Aaron liked to err on the side of not trusting random strangers, so he’d decided to wait the bartender out, see where he went after work. With any luck, I can sneak into his place the next time he works a shift, see if anything’s suspicious there.
The weather made that whole plan a veritable health hazard.
“Fucking Fairview,” Aaron bit out through his chattering teeth.
His breath came out in gusts of white, and he could smell the snow descending to freeze the city and quite possibly Aaron’s most tender parts. He could barely feel his toes anymore, and the lack of gloves was almost as bad. I need to go shopping for some warmer clothes if I end up doing more shit like this while I’m here.
After another ten minutes, the neon sign above the entrance flickered off. Aaron only noticed because he was watching, but the sign itself didn’t stand out much, was mounted below eye level. Not surprising. A supernatural place doesn’t need the extra attention.
From his hiding spot, Aaron had a good view of the front entrance but also of what he assumed was the Ragdoll’s back-slash-employee entrance, and sure enough, twenty minutes after a handful of patrons had left through the front door, the back door swung open, and the black-haired bartender walked out.
He stood in the yellow glow of the light above the door for a moment. He wore a jacket, black as well, and a large scarf that hugged his neck and brushed against his chin.
Dressed like that, a perfect monochrome, the snow-covered road only accentuating the contrast, Aaron thought the man might be of the Fair Folk or Elvish. He had that effortless beauty, but even during the brief exchange they had shared, he hadn’t shown the trademark behavior.
It annoyed Aaron, not knowing what he was looking at. It annoyed him out of principle and because he liked what he was seeing.
The bartender looked up at the sky.
Heavens, is he smiling at the damn snow? Is he smiling?
Aaron watched as the bartender pulled a set of thick black gloves from his jacket pocket and put them on, then started walking away from the Ragdoll with a godsdamned spring in his step.
Finally. I was about to turn into an icicle. He swallowed a groan as his frozen body protested being made to move, but there was nothing to be done about it.
It was not the most graceful way in which to follow a person, on foot and freezing, but he didn’t much care. All he cared about as he followed the bartender through the inch of snow that had fallen since midnight was getting closer to finding Dora.
The bartender strolled through the streets as if he didn’t have a care in the world. There were few other people out this late, and while there was not a parking spot in sight, the lack of traffic and the freshly fallen snow gave the night something peaceful, a sound-devouring stillness that was so total one might almost think it was magic.
Consequently, the noise of a car going way too fast as it rounded the corner ahead of the bartender made Aaron’s mind snap right into action mode and forget all about frostbite.
It was a black or dark blue sedan. It stopped right next to the bartender. The passenger’s door and the back door on that side were thrown open, and two large men got out. By the set of their jaws and shoulders, they meant business. The bartender stopped, frozen. If Aaron was reading the play of shadows and light across his face right, he didn’t recognize these men.
“That’s him,” the front passenger said. Aaron noticed a golden flicker in that one’s eyes. Werewolf? Or loup-garou?
“You don’t struggle, we won’t have to hurt you,” the other big guy said. With a leer, he added, “Much.”
Aaron reacted. He ran without really thinking about it.
Aaron let the magic take form in his mind before he even opened his mouth. “Snow and ice, conspire,” he intoned and felt the magic respond, coalesce like the living thing it was, “for I desire fire.”
The first guy’s hand was outstretched, greedy to grip the barkeep’s arm, when the fresh white snow on the sidewalk melted in a hiss of steam. Prompted by the magic, it heated to a boil in moments before it rose to Aaron’s conductor gestures and splashed in the guy’s face.
He screamed, covered his burned face with his hands, and stumbled back.
The barkeep turned around. His eyes widened when he recognized Aaron. The guy whose face was now red and blistered roared and went into the shift. Loup-fucking-garou, Aaron thought as he saw the bulk increase in the way it didn’t happen with a normal werewolf. Loup-garous were monstrous in more than one way, their shifted self a thing of nightmares.
Technically wolf-shaped, loup-garous could sport multiple sets of eyes—four in this case—and their fangs were overgrown, meant for killing and tearing, meant for pain. All four of its red eyes focused on Aaron.
The other guy had a different approach. He pulled a gun.
Aaron might be a spoiled heir, but he was also well-trained. He’d embraced preparedness a long time ago, and it had served him well more than once.
He pulled a marble from his pocket—just a child’s toy but imbued with some nice, volatile magic.
“Tick!”
The single word from Aaron’s mouth had more activation magic than the marble needed. He tossed it at the loup-garou, his aim perfect thanks to many hours of practice.
The marble hit, and the power contained in it was set free. It exploded, a magic grenade in the shape of a single drop of glass. The noise was minimal, but the damage not so much. It brought the beast down in a spray of blood that splattered against the virgin snow.
Unfortunately, with the big mountain of loup-garou down, the guy with the gun now had a clear line of sight, and he was aiming his gun at Aaron.
Shit. I messed this one up bad.
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four


The pain never came, the shot was never fired. 
A noise louder than anything he’d ever heard before rang through Aaron, rattling him down to his bones, sound and vibration combining into something fearsome. Aaron had never experienced the like.
What is this power? Could it be…?
The silence of the Fairview night was shattered, and so apparently was the shooter.
Aaron saw eyes bulge and blood pool from all visible orifices. The shooter didn’t even have time to scream, or if he did, that other scream drowned it out, a weed outgrown by a stronger flower.
Moments later, the guy dropped to his knees before keeling over. The car sped away, the doors slamming shut in the escape, and the world fell silent again. The air smelled of snow, exhaust, and blood.
Aaron gaped at the bartender. “You’re a fucking banshee.”
As the words were out of Aaron’s mouth, he noticed the absence of ringing in his ears. Right. A banshee cry is more magic than physical, and it wasn’t directed at me.
The banshee magic had done to the shooter what a nice big microwave would have done to a hamster. The loup-garou he’d hit with his marble had turned back to human, possibly in an attempt to heal. That hadn’t worked, because Aaron had designed the damage spell like an echo. Right now, it had mostly run its course, making the corpse twitch only slightly.
Aaron looked away from the dual carnage and at the banshee’s face instead.
The man stared right back. “You just killed a loup-garou with a marble loaded with a kinetic spell.”
“Uh, he might not be dead.” Aaron was pretty sure he was, or if not, then moments away from being so, but he didn’t like being accused like that. No, that’s not it at all, I…I want to look like the good guy in front of him.
Aaron cleared his throat and went on. “They heal pretty damn fast.” He walked toward the loup-garou. All that was left of the beast was a bloody man. With a hole in his chest. Even the twitching had stopped.
“Yeah, he’s dead,” the banshee said. For someone who’d been just attacked and had then screamed a man to death, his voice was surprisingly calm.
Aaron’s gaze settled on the banshee’s face. “I think we should have a chat.”
“I think you should just leave me alone and forget what you saw here tonight,” the banshee countered, and this time, the calm broke. A soft vibrato of terror or panic rang in Aaron’s ears.
Aaron narrowed his eyes. “You know who these guys are after all? What didn’t you tell me about Dora earlier?”
The banshee ground his jaw but stood his ground. “I have no idea who they are. Who they were. But… Shit. The girl you’re looking for? She died. I’m sorry. Really sorry.”
There it was, the thing Aaron had dreaded because it was a likely explanation. His skin ran cold, and this time it wasn’t the weather’s fault.
Aaron tried to take a deep breath, failed. The banshee’s words sounded sincere, and the tightness in the bartender’s jaw looked real, but still. Aaron preferred to trust slowly and carefully.
“How do you know that?”
The banshee scowled. “You said it yourself. I’m a banshee. I could tell when I touched that photo you showed me. I just didn’t—it’s safer for me not to get involved in stuff like that. I just want a quiet life.” He looked at the two guys bleeding into the snow. “Just a quiet life.”
It was Aaron’s turn to scowl. “This doesn’t look quiet at all.”
He pointed at the two dead supernaturals. They still had enough body heat to melt some snow. It mixed with their blood and trickled down the gutter in pink rivulets.
“I don’t know… I have no idea what just happened.” The banshee shook his head. “I’ve never… I didn’t mean to kill him, but he was going to kill you. I’ve never killed anyone before. I tasted his death in the scream, and I felt nothing.”
That was something to mull over. Aaron was inclined to believe the banshee meant him no harm, because if he did, he could have killed Aaron instead of this other man.
There was also the way the banshee had been all but bouncing around in the freshly fallen snow, and that didn’t exactly scream devious criminal. Now, due to guilt or some other emotion, he stood there with his shoulders hunched, and all Aaron wanted to do was walk over there and close him in his arms.
It wasn’t at all an appropriate reaction, not after a fight like this, not after having met the banshee mere hours ago. Fucking hell, if I didn’t know they can’t do any type of love magic, I’d think this is that. Must be the cold. Has to be. Or grief. He said Dora is dead, really dead, and I will have to tell them.
Aaron moved toward the banshee, who took a step back and raised his gloved hands defensively.
“I swear, I have nothing to do with your friend’s sister.”
Aaron hadn’t even meant to move, but he wasn’t going to admit that.
“I’ll decide if I believe you about that later. Right now, we need to get out of the street. And you’re taking me home with you.”
The banshee pulled his lips back to flash his teeth, but it was all bark, no bite. His features soon smoothed out again when a slight tremor ran through him. Fear? Shock? Or is he cold too? Should I put an arm around him?
Before Aaron could, the banshee lifted his head. “Fine. But
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