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  Jaru


With just the dim light from the corner lamp lighting the space, I look out of the window over the city. Everything I wanted is coming together nicely. 
I signed the lease on my new office today, after Teivel and Oren helped me look it over to make sure it wasn't going to bite me in the ass later. I may be a fully grown imp, but adulting is not something I am particularly good at. If it weren't for Teivel, I'd likely be dead by now due partially to my naivete, and partially to my bad luck of attracting volatile men.
When Oren came into Teivel's life and Teivel broke his contract with me, I wasn't sure where I'd end up. I'm only a contract companion after all - or at least I was. Nowadays, I'm a man who has a chosen family, is starting a business, and is a welcome play partner in Teivel and Oren's bed. It's not an awful life, not at all - and yet, I can feel the anxiety brewing just under the surface like it always does when I'm dealing with something new.
Turning away from the window, I walk over to my brand-new desk. Teivel and Oren, as silent partners in the business, had given me the money to start everything up and insisted that I use some of it to get some upscale furniture for the place. I'd made good money as a contract companion, but I've been through enough hard times to put fear into me about spending too much money. I'd almost had an anxiety attack when I saw the price tag on everything. The threat of being banned from the bedroom for a month motivated me enough to at least splurge on buying a high-end desk. Teivel - always looking out for me, teaching me how to love myself and that I deserve nice things, too. Running my fingers over the dark wood, I thank fate for giving me a chance at happiness for a change. Now it's up to me not to fuck it up.
Picking up a stack of profiles I'd printed out, I pace across the office while looking them over. Each one of these men is coming in for interviews over the next few days. A sliver of doubt races through my brain. What if I can't choose good contract companions? What if I choose good ones, but I can't keep them safe? Companion work can be a dangerous business - usually is, since most of the agencies exploit their boys. That's where I want my business to be different. I want my agency to be a safe place to work.
I have faith in you, tesoro. You're going to be amazing, babe. Teivel and Oren's words sound in my head.
"I can do this," I say out loud to the empty room. Of course, I can! I've been a contract companion for much longer than I ever planned to be, which gives me experience. I know the dangers. I know the benefits. Refocusing on the profiles in my hand, I think over specific questions I have for each man based of the information provided. Jaru one, anxiety zero.

      [image: image-placeholder]"Tesoro, wake up."
"Huh?" I mumble groggily while I try to pry my eyes open.
"You've been here all night, love. When is your first appointment today?" Teivel asks.
Bolting up out of my desk chair, I send it careening into the wall behind me. "Shit! Shit! Shit! What time is it?"
"Almost nine in the morning."
I let out a groan. "This can't be happening. My first day in business and I'm already running behind. Not a good sign." Glimpsing myself in the mirror above the sofa across the room, I see day old mascara smudged around my eyes, making me look like a raccoon. And, as if that's not bad enough, my hair is plastered to one side of my face.
"Oh, my gods, I'm hideous! I can't meet my boys like this." Panic rises, making my breath quicken.
Teivel turns me toward him, his hands on either side of my face, helping me focus on him. "Breathe. I want you to go back to Hawthorne House and get ready for your day. Get Sheridan to make you breakfast if there's nothing in the refrigerator. I'll stay here and wait for your first interview." He kisses me on the forehead. "Go on now. It's all going to be fine."
Taking a deep breath, and then letting it out, I relax my shoulders down. "Thank you."
"You're welcome. Now get a move on. I need to get back at some point today and pick up Drakelynn or Caspian is going to spoil that kid rotten."
I pop out of my office and into my room at Delilah's place, also known as Hawthorne House. After turning on the shower to let it warm up, I rifle through my closet to figure out what to wear for my first day. A few minutes later, I give up because nothing feels good enough.
Walking back to the shower, I get in and run through my usual routine as quickly as possible so I have time to redo my eyeliner and dry my hair. Once I'm done, I get out and towel off, wrapping the towel around my waist when I'm done.
Going to the sink, I put toothpaste on my toothbrush. As I brush my teeth, I notice a note written on the mirror with a dry erase marker.
Wear the black suit with your red silk shirt. You've got this, babe. -O
I smile around the toothbrush. Between Teivel and Oren's support, I might just make it through this day.






  
  Larkspur


Runihura, the black Feathered Stallion Oren and Teivel saved from torture, stands patiently while I braid flowers into his raven-colored mane. His wings are healing nicely and the feathers are coming in beautifully. I can't wait to see him fly once he's fully healed. 
"I'm glad you're getting better, Runi," I say, flitting over to the shelf to pick up another daffodil. Weaving the flower into the next braid, I sigh. "Can I tell you something, Runi? Of course, I can; you're a superb listener. Anyway, I have to tell you, I miss having Jaru around. I know he still lives here, but he's so busy with his new business that I hardly ever see him anymore."
Granted, it's really only been two weeks, but it feels like an eternity to me. "I don't know what I'm going to do with myself now. You know what happens when I get bored. I don't feel like getting in trouble right now, though. I'm miserable enough already."
Fluttering up to sit on Runi's head, I stroke his fur. "This is bad, Runi. Pixies don't do bored well." He snorts, and it sounds an awful lot like a laugh. Falling into silence, I absentmindedly stroke Runi's ear while contemplating my situation.
Suddenly, inspiration strikes. "I've got it!" I shout, causing Runi to flap his ears. "Sorry. I didn't mean to hurt your ears. I'm just so excited!"
Fluttering up and over to the shelf, I grab a sugar cube as an apology. The cube is almost as big as I am, but I manage to get it over to the stallion. Unfortunately, I forget how big Runi's mouth is and am covered with his slobber when he takes the cube from me.
With the front of me completely drenched in stallion slobber, I flit out to the birdbath that sits to the side of the greenhouse, take off my clothes and get into the water.
"Bad idea! Bad idea!" I chant as I turn blue in the frigid liquid. All I'd been thinking about was getting the slobber off, and I'd completely forgotten how cold water is in the early spring.
"What are you doing?" Jaru asks as he comes around the corner.
"Eeeep!" I squeal, grabbing for my clothes to cover myself, but my fingers are so cold the cloth slips out of my grasp and into the water. "Fudge nuggets!" I mutter, as I finally get a hold of it and wrap it around me, causing my teeth to chatter. "Wh-what are you do-doing here? I th-thought you were in the ci-city."
Jaru opens his coat. "Come here before you catch a cold. Wait, can pixies even get sick?" He takes another look at me. "Never mind. Just come here."
Trying to figure out how to get from the birdbath to Jaru without exposing myself any further is tricky. "Close your eyes," I command.
Chuckling, Jaru closes his eyes. Leaving my soaked clothes on the birdbath to retrieve later, I quickly fly over to Jaru and snuggle under his coat. "Okay, you can open your eyes now." He does and then gently closes his coat up so the cold air doesn't seep in.
On the way back toward the house, he says, "In answer to your earlier question, I came home for lunch. Sheridan said you were out with Runi, so I was coming out to say hi before I have to head back to my office."
It's now or never. Crossing my fingers, hoping Jaru will go for my idea, I say in my most innocent voice, "So, I was thinking it would be a great idea if I came to work for you."
Jaru stops walking. "What on earth would make you suggest that?"
"I'm so bored since you started working, and I'm afraid I won't be able to keep myself out of trouble. Besides, you're my best friend and I miss you."
Jaru lets out a deep sigh. "You're talking about helping me with the office work. That's a relief. Even if you were at least my size, I wouldn't consider you a good fit as a contract companion. The clients would eat you alive."
"How do you figure I was talking about office work?" I ask indignantly. I mean, I was. But the fact that he doesn't think I'd make a good contract companion rankles me. I could be good at it. I might be a virgin - a fact no one knows - but I'm smart and a quick study.
"I figure because you're talking about missing me and the only way you'd spend any time with me at my job is if you are in the office. The boys don't see me except for meetings and our scheduled check-ins."
"So, what do you think? Can I help at your office?"
"Right now, I think you need to go get some dry clothes," Jaru says as he makes a stop at the guest house where I live with Millicent and Sheridan. "I have to get back to the office. I have a few more interviews this afternoon." He makes sure I'm safely inside, then pops out without giving me an answer.
Instantly cranky, I mutter under my breath as I dig through the little basket of clean clothes on top of Millicent's dresser, grabbing a fresh shirt and pants. 
After a few minutes of stewing, I conclude that the only way I'm going to get what I want is to stow away the next time Jaru goes to his office. And that means I'm going to have to sneak into the main house after everyone is asleep, so I don't miss Jaru's exit in the morning.






  
  Jaru


After I get back to my office, I think about what Lark asked me. When I decided I wanted to start a business, I didn't think about how much time I'd be away from everyone. Truth be told, I miss Lark, too. Having him around makes everything more fun. The trouble is, my business needs me to be as much of an adult as I can muster. Having Lark around would cause me to split my focus, and I don't want my business to suffer. This is my chance to prove I can be a responsible adult. 
On the other hand, I don't want to hurt Lark's feelings. He is my best friend, after all. Ugh! My brain hurts. Why is it always so difficult for me to make a decision?
Before I can break down and call Teivel to help me figure out what to do, my first interview of the afternoon arrives. It's probably for the best. What business man calls someone else to help him make a simple business decision? I need to stop leaning on Teivel and Oren so much if I'm going to prove myself.
Putting my tumultuous thoughts aside, I welcome Hadeon into the inner office and get him settled. He's an imp, which isn't a surprise since most contract companions are. What does surprise me is the level of nervousness he has considering this profession isn't new to him, according to his employment references, which checked out.
Once we get the preliminaries out of the way, I ask, "Hadeon, why did you choose to leave your previous agency? And, what made you choose Devil's Delights?"
"The answer to both questions is money. I want to get paid more and the percentage your boys get to keep is larger than most other agencies from what I can tell."
He's giving me an answer I would expect to hear, but something feels rehearsed about it. Or maybe I'm still feeling off from my personal dilemma earlier.
We go over availability, contract preferences, hard limits, soft limits, and various other things I need to know to ensure his safety. When we've gotten all the papers signed, I walk him out.
Back on my own, the dilemma with Lark creeps into my thoughts again, causing me to reflexively reach for my phone to call Teivel. Once again, I stop myself. No. I need to handle this decision on my own, even if it is spiking my anxiety. I'm an adult, I can handle this.






  
  Larkspur


When I'm sure that Millicent and Sheridan are asleep, I flutter over to the cat door that leads out to the sunroom. Samantha, Millicent's cat, is asleep in their bedroom, but Jasper, Sheridan's hellhound, has chosen to sleep in the sunroom tonight. 
Stealthily, I flit past the slumbering beast, and over to the tiny door that Millicent has cut out in the larger, external wooden sun room door for me since I let her believe that the larger door is too heavy for me to open. The tiny door opens without so much as a creak and I escape out into the night, heading toward the main house.
Keeping my fingers crossed that this is a night that someone in the main house is sleeping with the window open, I flutter up to the attic room balcony to try Teivel's room first.
Success! The window is slightly cracked, letting in the cool night air. Struggling through the opening, I nearly get myself stuck. Shaking myself off on the other side, I make a mental note to put a portal door in the main house so I don't have to rely on someone leaving a window open.
Flying further into the room, I see Oren, Teivel, and Jaru in bed, sound asleep. Seeing the three of them together makes me curious and gives me a strange feeling, but I push it away. I can't afford to be distracted because I need to find a good hiding place while I wait to hitch a ride with Jaru to his office in the morning.

      [image: image-placeholder]Voices wake me in the morning, causing me to peek out from the dresser drawer I'd hidden in the night before.
"Do you need another round before work this morning, tesoro?" Teivel asks Jaru.
"I do, but I don't have time," Jaru says as his tail winds around Oren's wrist to move his arm off of him. "Besides, the two of you need some sleep before you have to pick up the baby." Jaru kisses Teivel on the cheek, then kisses Oren's cheek even though he's still out cold. Untangling himself from the blankets, Jaru crawls out of bed to get ready for work.
I take a good, long look at Jaru's body as he walks out of the room. I figure since he likely got a look at me during the birdbath incident, it's only fair.
Waiting on Teivel to go back to sleep so I can leave my hiding place is excruciating, but I make myself be patient. When I'm sure I'm in the clear, I fly downstairs a floor and into Jaru's room. His clothes and coat are laid out on his bed, making this easy for me. Maneuvering myself down into one of the coat pockets, I get comfortable and wait - excited to spend some time with my best friend.






  
  Jaru


I gave in last night and begged Teivel and Oren to fuck me into the mattress so I could stop thinking for a while. So much for me handling the stress on my own. 
Disappointed in myself, I finish getting ready, then grab my coat in case I decide to go out to get food at some point instead of coming home to eat.
Popping to my office, I hang up my coat and get right to work. Turning on my computer, I look over the boys' schedule for the day. With only fifteen boys so far, the schedule looks full, which should be a good thing, but it also means I need to hire at least ten more soon. Some of my boys are long-term contract only, so that limits the number of clients my company can service.
Checking my email, I see that there are dozens of application profiles to sift through, which gives me a headache. Paperwork is not my friend. Maybe I should let Lark help me - at least with sorting through the profiles.
No. You need to do this yourself, Jaru. Lark doesn't have the experience needed to choose the men that are right for the company. But I could give him a list of criteria...
My mind swims back and forth between thoughts until I have to close my eyes and take a few deep breaths. Why do I have to be such a disaster?
My stomach growls loudly, reminding me I haven't eaten breakfast yet. Sighing, I push my chair back and stand up, then head for the small bathroom in the corner of my office space to touch up my eyeliner before I go out to see what I can scare up for a late breakfast. Maybe taking a walk and getting some food will settle the chaos in my head.
Halfway to the coat rack, I freeze. Sitting on my desk is a plate of fruit and cheese with a blueberry muffin. Where did this food come from? Checking the waiting area out front, I see no one.
Eying the plate suspiciously, I walk over to my desk. Picking up the plate, I examine it from all sides. It seems fine, but in my world you never know. Setting the plate back down, I grab a pen and poke at a piece of apple.
"It won't bite you, you know," a voice says, much too close to my ear.
"Bloody hell!" I jump back, tripping over my chair, knocking it into the wall.
Lark doubles over in a fit of giggles. When he finally recovers, he says, "See, having me around is fun. Also, you shouldn't go without breakfast, so I got you some. Your stomach sounded like a pack of rabid hellhounds."
"What did you do to the food?" I ask warily.
"I didn't do anything to it!" Lark says, hurt filling his voice. "I was just trying to do something nice. Is that so hard to believe?"
Holding out my hand, I say, "I'm sorry. It was very nice of you to get me food. Where did you get it from, anyway? Wait, how did you even get here?"
Lark sits in the palm of my hand, swinging his legs over the side. "Coat pockets make good transportation." He looks down. "And, I sort of used magic to make the food."
"As long as it is actual food and there's no prank that's going to cause problems later, magic is fine."
Lark rolls his eyes. "It's actual food, dork. Creating food is one of my few magics that isn't temporary or an illusion. Now, eat!"
Pulling my chair back up to the desk, I sit down and grab an apple slice. Lark flies up and sits on top of my computer monitor. "Since when are you against pranks?" he asks once he's situated.
"I'm not against pranks. I love a good prank, and you know it. But my business isn't the place for them."
"Party pooper."
Handing Lark a piece of the blueberry muffin, I ask, "So, what do you think of this guy?"
Lark leans over and looks at the photo on my monitor, then gives me his opinion.






  
  Larkspur


Spending the morning with Jaru is exactly what I needed. Helping him look through the profiles of prospective boys gave me something else to focus on other than what pranks I could pull to ease the boredom. 
Even though Jaru and I act like overgrown teenagers most of the time, he's great at what he does. I can tell his business means a lot to him.
The only problem I have now is that Jaru hasn't officially said that I can help him every day - he hasn't brought it up at all. I'm afraid if I keep asking about it, he'll get upset. This can only mean one thing - I'm going to have to create myself a portal door in his office so I can come and go without relying on hiding in his coat pockets, especially now that he knows to check them.
When I get back home, I'll have to create portal doors in the main house and the guest house. I never bothered with it before because the houses are close enough together that I can fly between them easily enough. And, getting around Juniper Lake isn't hard because I always have someone I can hitch a ride with, whether they know it or not. Jaru's office being in the city has made it a necessity now.
When Jaru steps into the bathroom, I fly down behind the couch to create the door. No one will ever think to look back here, even if they knew what they were looking for.
I've just finished making the portal when I hear the bathroom door open. Quickly, I fly up and over the couch, zipping toward the window.
"What are you up to?" Jaru asks, voice full of suspicion.
"Nothing," I say innocently.
He raises an eyebrow and gives me a long stare, but finally says, "Let's go home for lunch. That fruit will not hold me over for long."
"Okay," I say enthusiastically. This is perfect! I can set the other portal door while we're there and test it out tonight while everyone is asleep.
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