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      Hello, dear reader! Before you begin this book, I want you to be aware of certain elements and events that may be of a sensitive nature. I never want one of my books to negatively impact your healing or mental well-being. Within this book, you will find the following:

      
        
          	
        Vampirism/Blood
      

      	
        Explicit sexual content
      

      	
        Discussion of past intimate partner abuse (occurs long before the events of this book)
      

      	
        Therapy
      

      	
        Anxiety and panic attacks
      

      	
        Disordered eating/feeding (Please see author’s note for more information.)
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dearest reader,

      As you saw in the content warnings, this book contains elements of disordered eating. Or, more appropriately, disordered feeding. 

      Nadja, one of our main characters, is a succubus and, as such, requires sexual energy and desire to nourish herself. However, due to both her demisexuality, which makes the concept of intimacy with strangers deeply unpleasant, and her ethics, which prevent her from wanting to feed from people without their express consent (impossible, as you might imagine), she experiences disordered feeding.

      This disordered feeding is not related in any way to a clinical eating disorder. 

      That said, as one who has struggled with disordered eating in the past, I want us all to be on the same page and to help one another stay safe. 

      I don’t want anything in this book to jeopardize your health or healing. If you have or are currently struggling with disordered eating, please take care of yourself. There will be other books if this is not the one for you. 

      Take care, my loves. And be well!

      Eliza
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      Nadja Stonebreaker stared up from the floor at the human who was clearly incapable of summoning a sandwich, let alone a succubus.

      And yet, somehow, he had.

      Nadja hated the trip from Hell to Earth. She’d only made it twice, both times wrapped in the wings of her mentor and clan leader, Halphas. There was a sickening sort of sideways slide before the ground dropped out from underneath your feet and you went plummeting into a free fall. Except it wasn’t a fall down as much as it was a fall around. The air roared in your ears and you lost all sense of up and down.

      Halphas had landed gracefully on his feet both times, steadying her until her equilibrium returned, but she was alone this time. Summoned by this—she looked at the easel next to him, marked with a name on a piece of masking tape—Eugene, she’d landed in a heap of wings and limbs on the floor at his feet.

      She’d been in her room at the Stonebreaker keep, pacing and trying to work up the gumption, the will, to go dream-walking and feed herself before she starved and ceased to exist.

      Gods, how she hated it.

      She hated slipping into some stranger’s brain and taking control of a dream so that she could siphon off the energy from their arousal to fuel her miserable existence. She hated the phantom feel of their hands and mouths on her body. She hated the way that, even in their dreams, she could smell their breath and feel their heat.

      But she hated being touched by their actual hands and mouths more.

      As a result, she fed as little as possible and only when absolutely necessary.

      She’d been scanning the dream network, looking for a nice man with a submissive kink who would let her tie him up in his dream and like it. It was better that way. She could get their hands out of the way entirely and, sometimes, not even have to fuck them if she played her cards right. Those lucky times, tease was enough.

      Nadja had found one, finally, and been ready to go in when she’d felt that awful sensation of moving between planes. She’d never been summoned before, not by a human anyway. She wasn’t influential or notorious enough to have to worry much about that. Some demons were summoned with such regularity that Hell had a special ops retrieval unit whose sole job was to rescue demons from the covens and sorcerers who found their sigils and summoned them to trap and use them.

      Halphas was always grumbling about how hard it was now. Once upon a time, he said, in the “good old days,” it was relatively hard to summon a demon. After all, you had to have the demon’s sigil to summon them, and before the dawn of modern printing and mail, that was a tall order if you didn’t know exactly who to ask for one. Now, however, you could order catalogues of sigils. There was even an encyclopedia of sigils. It had created a huge mess for Hell, and well-oiled, torturously precise bureaucracies like Hell did not appreciate mess.

      Nadja had expected to find herself in the middle of a midnight forest circle or, at the very least, a dank basement, face-to-face with a powerful coven who had somehow found her sigil in one of those encyclopedias and summoned her to master or use her.

      Instead, she’d found herself in a room that smelled like turpentine and charcoal, with hazy late afternoon light filtering through the open windows and a breeze ruffling the hair of a very small, very terrified young man. Eugene. He stood with a paintbrush in his hand and a wet front placket to his pants, which were too short and showed his white socks beneath. His paint-stained sweatshirt said St. Ailbe University.

      The floor was hard beneath her—it had not been a smooth landing—and she fumbled as she rose to her feet. Gravity worked differently on Earth, Halphas had warned her during her first transit, and she felt as if her wings weighed three hundred pounds each as she struggled upright.

      She looked around the room and saw that they were alone. She puffed out a relieved exhale. One human she could handle. A full classroom would be a much harder situation to contain.

      “Why—”

      “Don’t hurt me!” Eugene shrieked, holding his wooden paint palette in front of him like a shield.

      She took a careful step back, her wings bumping into an easel behind her and sending it crashing to the floor. She winced.

      “Why did you summon me?” she asked, making her voice as quiet as possible.

      “I—I didn’t!” he said, his own voice little more than a squeak.

      She pointed at the canvas on his own easel, where her sigil was clearly painted in bright red, looking very much like fresh blood.

      “I’m an abstract artist,” he blurted, scrambling to hide behind his easel.

      She rolled her eyes that the thought had just now occurred to him. He was lucky he’d summoned her and not someone else. She’d learned in school that this was the part where she was supposed to threaten Eugene into binding his soul to her. She was supposed to smoke and menace and extort him, to tell him that she would make him suffer an eternity of agonies if he didn’t sign his soul over to her.

      But she wasn’t a bargainer or a reaper. She was a succubus, and not a very good one at that. And while she was starving, she doubted that she would be able to extract even a thimble full of desire from this terrified young man, even if she’d wanted to. Which she didn’t.

      Besides, soul harvesting had been the sole occupation of so many of her colleagues for millennia that now there was a population crisis in Hell, which had led to a housing crisis and an energy crisis. Hell, it had caused what the morning news was calling a climate crisis as well.

      Eugene cowered behind his easel, whispering what were no doubt prayers with his eyes squeezed tightly shut. She felt bad for scaring him, not that she’d meant to, but she imagined him slapping paint randomly on his canvas, probably thinking to himself that it was his best work yet, and then suddenly there was a bottle-green, winged, fanged creature at his feet. That he hadn’t had a heart attack was, frankly, a miracle.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “If you never breathe a word of this to anyone—and I mean anyone—I’ll leave, and we’ll both pretend this never happened.”

      Eugene nodded his head so vigorously that it was a wonder his neck hadn’t popped.

      “Good,” she said. “And, uh, cover that up. Right now.”

      He raced around the easel and started painting over her sigil with rushed strokes. When the whole canvas was that lurid, blood red, he turned to face her, his eyes wide with the question.

      “Perfect,” she said. “Thank you.”

      “No sweat,” he said, which was ironic as he was sweating profusely.

      There. That had been easy enough. No harm, no foul. Except that now she had to figure out how to get home. She’d never travelled across the planes alone and had no idea where to even begin.

      She turned, knocking over another easel with her wings, and winced. She carefully turned back to him.

      “How do I get out of here?”

      Eugene’s eye went comically wide. “Like that?” He gestured at her, head to toe.

      “Shit,” she said under her breath.

      “There’s a janitor’s closet in the corner. They don’t clean on the weekend so nobody will go in there the rest of the day. You could hide in there until tonight and then… sneak out?”

      “You won’t try to lock me in?”

      “I won’t. Cross my heart,” Eugene said, drawing a cross over his sternum.

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      He swallowed and stood up taller. “How do I know you are?”

      She canted her head from side to side. “Fair point. Okay. Well—” She looked and saw the door in the corner. “Good luck, Eugene. See you around.”

      “No offense,” he said shakily, “but I hope I never see you again.”

      She smiled, in spite of herself and the situation. “Same.”

      Nadja closed the closet door behind her, sitting carefully on an old stool in the corner. The room smelled awful, but it was dark and quiet and would give her space to think. She thought about Eugene’s innocent doodling of her own sigil and got an idea. She knew what Halphas’s sigil looked like. She could draw it on something in here and summon him. Then he could bring her home.

      The wall beside her was laddered with floor-to-ceiling shelves containing everything from cleaning supplies to paint. She didn’t want to paint his sigil, though. It felt too permanent, which was dangerous for him. She rummaged through boxes hissing when something sharp poked her. She pulled the box farther off the shelf and saw, in the midst of a box of assorted nuts and bolts, a shiny brass tack.

      Nadja took the tack and went to the darkest corner of the closet, beside the mop buckets. Next to the baseboard, as small as she could possibly make it, she carved his sigil into the flaking paint. It wouldn’t be noticeable but it would do the trick. She nicked her finger with the tack and pressed it to the sigil, just to make it work faster.

      Her ears popped as the pressure in the closet changed and Halphas appeared before her, eight feet tall and deep red, like the underside of a ripe plum. His shoulders were so thick that he nearly spanned the width of the small closet. His tall horns spirals over his head; horns that he used for more than decoration, the tips kept dangerously sharp.

      He thundered. “Who dares to summon the Earl of—Nadja?” His voice was instantly quieter, normal. “Nadja, what the hell are you doing here? And why did you⁠—?”

      She threw herself against him. Halphas wrapped his arms and wings around her, and she pressed her face against his chest. The weight of all of the things that could have happened to her was so very frightening all of a sudden and she felt hot tears gathering in her eyes.

      “A human summoned me, and I didn’t know how to get home. So I summoned you.”

      Halphas stroked a hand over her hair. “Have I really never taught you that?”

      “No, because I don’t come here. I⁠—”

      “Right,” he said. “I know.”

      He did know. In fact, nobody knew better than Halphas just how bad a succubus she was. He had shown her how to access the dream network, giving her a way to feed herself that wasn’t completely unpalatable. And because she didn’t visit Earth to feed, she’d never had to learn how to get back.

      “You did the right thing. You’re safe now, and I’ll take you home. We just have to—oh fuck,” he said. Nadja tensed in alarm.

      “What?” she asked, panicked.

      “Hold on tight,” he said through gritted teeth, holding her with both arms as the closet dropped away.

      Unlike the last time, she landed on her feet, though she knew that this was only because Halphas was supporting her.

      “Stonebreaker!” a deep voice boomed from behind her. “Nadja Stonebreaker. Approach.”

      “Your Grace,” Halphas said, released her and stepping around her. “I am⁠—”

      “You are dismissed, Lord Halphas,” the voice said, cutting off whatever Halphas had been about to say.

      Nadja spun slowly, blinking her eyes against the sudden change of light. Her stomach roiled as she saw where they were. The High Commissioner of Hell sat on a gilt throne, his wings spread wide, as he loomed over them from the tall dais.

      “Nadja Stonebreaker,” he said again, “I will not ask you again.”

      Halphas squeezed her shoulder and went to the Stonebreaker clan’s section of the gallery to the side of the chamber. On trembling legs, she approached the dais.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “I—I’m not sure what you mean, Your Grace,” she said, proud of herself for getting the words out without choking.

      “I very much doubt that, Ms. Stonebreaker, but as I have a light schedule this morning, I will deign to enlighten you of the predicament in which you find yourself. You were summoned to Earth by a human, and yet there are no new souls attached to you in our system, nor are there any new souls harvested from that location today, meaning that you neither acquired this human to your service, nor disposed of and harvested him, both of which are direct violations of our laws. And so I will ask you again: What do you have to say for yourself?”

      What did she have to say for herself? I’m sorry, Your Grace, but the human was so pitiful that bargaining for his soul would have felt like kicking a puppy?

      After all, the High Commissioner probably liked kicking puppies.

      She glanced toward the gallery where Halphas sat, his face a mask but his clawed hands clenching the rail so tightly that his knuckles were pink instead of red. He was the Earl of Stonewall, Commander of the Twenty-Six Legions, Lord of the Stonebreakers, and Supply Chain and Munitions Manager for the realm. He was a nobleman, high on Hell’s food chain, and he’d always acted like a big brother to her. But proximity to Halphas’s power didn’t matter when she was under the eye of the most powerful demon in Hell.

      “Stonebreaker!” the Commissioner roared. “Answer the question or I shall hold you in contempt!”

      What did she have to say for herself? She was so insignificant in the larger scheme, so far beneath anyone’s radar that she’d never even dreamed that such a small infraction would have been noticed. She should have known better. She knew what happened when you broke the law—any law—in Hell. Gods knew Halphas had lectured her enough on the subject. The finely-tuned clock of Hell’s bureaucracy had no room for infractions.

      Or mercy, it seemed.

      “You wouldn’t have wanted him, Your Grace,” she protested in a small voice. “What use does Hell have for an abstract artist?”

      In her periphery she saw Halphas wince.

      “You dare to presume what I do and do not find worthy of my attention?”

      “No, Your Grace, I meant no disrespect. I just⁠—”

      The words died in her mouth. It didn’t matter that Eugene wasn’t cut out for Hell because she wasn’t cut out for it either. She knew hundreds of succubi. Feeding was so easy for them. It was supposed to be easy for her, too. In fact, there were a few demons who complained about just how easy the succubi had it.

      It should have been the easiest thing in the world. So why wasn’t it? Why couldn’t she do it? Why did the thought of someone pawing at her body give her nightmares?

      Once, in a bar, she’d overheard a reaper grumble drunkenly to his companion, “They just have to fuck. That’s it. A quick tumble, rub and tug, just a little tipple and tickle, and that’s it. And only when they gets hungry. That’s all. Meanwhile I’m running my ass off reaping souls when we ain’t got no room to put them. But if I don’t meet quota, I get demoted, and I am not going back to political duty again.”

      The High Commissioner was shouting at her now, but she couldn’t seem to make out the words because of the ringing in her ears. She was so hungry. Her stomach growled and her limbs felt weak. She’d been about to feed right before the incident, and now that the adrenaline of her summoning and escape was gone, her body was nearing a breaking point. She swayed on her feet but steadied herself, forcing herself to focus on the angry face above her.

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” she said, dropping to her knees in supplication. “I swear to you I won’t do it again.”

      “Oh, my dear, I have plans to make certain of that.”

      She didn’t like the sound of that.

      “I hereby banish you to the mortal plane until I am satisfied that you have been sufficiently punished. You will lose all of your powers and abilities and live as a human.”

      Oh, she thought, relieved. That didn’t sound so terrible.

      “Or—” the High Commissioner said, letting the word punctuate the silence of the chamber and hang there, suspending the attention of everyone gathered.

      A cold chill of foreboding washed over her.

      “Or, should I say, you will live mostly as a human.”

      Nadja forced herself to look up. What did that mean? The High Commissioner fixed her with a razor-sharp glare and smirked.

      Oh. Oh. Fuck.

      “As part of your punishment, Nadja Stonebreaker, you will still be subject to the same hungers.”

      “Your Grace!” Halphas protested loudly from the gallery.

      “Silence!” the High Commissioner shouted. “You will experience the same hungers, but have none of the gifts that make them easier to sate.”

      It was the worst punishment imaginable. She’d imagined spending a year in the tower or being placed on a cleaning crew for a century. Perhaps writing “I will not leave a soul behind” a million times on a blackboard. But not this. Anything but this.

      She’d have to touch the humans to feed. She’d have to—oh, gods, she was going to be sick.

      “Your Grace, I beg of you,” she began, struggling to stand. Her knees buckled in terror, and Halphas swooped down from the gallery, his huge wings spread wide, gripping her under her elbows, holding her upright.

      Her ears rang and her vision was blurry from her tears. Her breath came in stuttered gasps, never enough, and she thought she might suffocate. She was dimly aware of Halphas yelling at the High Commissioner, of a loud din of shouting from the gallery on both sides of the hall, the Stonebreaker clan protesting loudest of all.

      But then she felt the ground sliding beneath her feet, dissolving really, until it disappeared altogether and she found herself on the floor once more.

      She looked around and saw that she was in the art studio again, lit by moonlight, soft beams spreading across the space in long lines through the windows. The room was silent except for her ragged breathing. Everything was exactly as it had been earlier. The easels, the piles of sketchbooks. The smell of turpentine and charcoal. Eugene’s canvas, red with purple splotches over it now. He was gone, his station tidied.

      Everything was exactly the same as it had been, except for her.

      She forced herself to stand, noting how much easier it was now than before. But of course it was. She didn’t have wings. As she gained her feet, she rolled her shoulders, feeling naked for the first time ever. Her body was smaller, balanced differently, and she clung to the side of a worktable for support as she took her first shaky steps in her new, human form. Her skin was covered in goosebumps from the chill of the room, another unfamiliar, unwelcome sensation.

      She needed to find clothes. Humans didn’t run around naked. At least not all the time, anyway. And then she needed to find somewhere safe to plan her next move. Her knees went weak as a wave of hunger and exhaustion rolled over her. She clutched the end of the table. She needed to feed.

      Nadja squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her teeth, anger rising hot and bright in her body. She was a Stonebreaker, for gods’ sake. She was a subject of Halphas, Earl of Stonewall and Commander of the Twenty-Six Legions. More than that, she was his friend. And yet none of that had been enough to save her.

      Outside the window, people talked loudly, their chatter punctuated by whoops and shouts. She went to the window on trembling legs. Outside, lit by the streetlight, she saw a group of students wearing togas making their way across campus. She heard the word “party” multiple times. It just so happened that one of the two times Halphas had taken her to Earth was during the time of the ancient Romans. She knew what happened at a bacchanal.

      Food—her kind of food—would be plentiful, and she doubted she would have to work hard or long to eat.

      Nadja looked around the room and saw a small dais with a chaise lounge atop it. A sheet was draped haphazardly over the back.

      She stared at it and sighed, allowing herself to mourn for her small room at the Stonebreaker keep, with her trinkets and puzzles. Just for a moment, though, because she wasn’t there and she wouldn’t be again for a long time. She was here, wherever St. Ailbe University was.

      With a sigh, she made her slow, shaky way to the dais and pulled the sheet of the chaise. By the time she had it folded and draped around her body, her legs felt more solid, more acclimated to gravity, even if the hunger was cavernous within her. The was bad, but she’d survived this long. She was a Stonebreaker. She wouldn’t let this break her.

      “Feeding first, planning second,” she said to the empty room.

      Squaring her shoulders, Nadja took a deep breath and left the art room to find her second toga party.
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      As far as clients went, Geoff was lovely. All Nadja had to do was knit topless on camera while telling him all the ways he was a disappointment. The irony was never lost on her that in her day job as a therapist, she might actually be able to help him unpack that particular kink.

      But she wasn’t about to lose $500 an hour and an easy meal in exchange for sliding pay scale and insurance billing. Maybe that made her a bad therapist, but she didn’t have to be Geoff’s sex worker and social worker. In fact, there were about a million ethics codes that would forbid it, which was just fine with her.

      He was a handsome man who appeared to be in his early fifties. He’d gone fully gray, but it suited him. He had deep lines bracketing his mouth and eyes that signaled a life spent smiling and squinting in the sun.

      The dawn of online sex work had improved Nadja’s quality of life exponentially. Feeding still wasn’t a pleasant activity, but it was infinitely better than it had been before. As she’d studied to become a licensed clinical social worker and worked through her supervisory hours, she had learned many things about people, but just as many about herself.

      First, she didn’t enjoy sex with strangers. She didn’t enjoy sex with people she didn’t have a connection with. This was the root of her aversion to feeding.

      Second, the power dynamics of feeding were icky. Even if a partner had consented to sex, they hadn’t consented to being fed upon. How could they? And so it felt exploitative at best and predatory at worst. Even if it didn’t hurt them. Even if they never knew.

      Feeding off of a paying client via web chat wasn’t without ethical sticky points—her clients still didn’t know they were food—but the distance made it feel much less problematic to her.

      She was attempting to knit her first Fair Isle sweater after talking herself into and out of the challenge for months. As she finished a row, she said, without looking up, “Why are you so sweaty all the time? I swear, you always look like you just ran a marathon. It’s disgusting.”

      Geoff groaned. “I know. But I can’t help it. It’s just so hot in this house.”

      Nadja knew she had many skills and talents. Degrading men, however, had never felt like one of them. Dominating them was something, but degrading them was immensely more difficult. She always felt like she was reaching.

      “You’re a slob.”

      “Oh, fuck. I’m such a slob.”

      “Don’t you have any pride in yourself? You show up here looking like you just woke up from a nap. In your wrinkled shirt and tie.”

      He groaned. “Come on, Donna.”

      She’d been unsure of what name to pick for her internet persona but had been listening to ABBA when setting up her profile. “Mamma Mia” came on and, in a panic of nerves and excitement, she’d chosen Donna. She liked that it gave her some distance. When they called out for Donna, they were calling out for this persona, not for her.

      The air in her apartment was cold and her nipples were painfully hard from that fact. She couldn’t wait for him to finish so that she could put a shirt on.

      “Donna,” he whined, and she almost dropped a stitch.

      Nadja liked Geoff. He was polite and tipped well and was a regular booker who was easy to please. But as they’d worked together, he’d learned more about himself. It had started out with her telling him what to do but had slowly morphed into her telling him what he was doing wrong.

      Nadja often wondered if she should talk to him about the fact that there were no doubt dozens of other sex workers—at least—who would be better able to service his kinks than her. She felt bad floundering around for an hour that was costing him so much money. But she never quite found the courage to do it because, she reasoned, he must have enjoyed himself or he wouldn’t keep coming back week after week.

      And, after all, it was really hard to let go of such an easy, polite meal. She took a deep breath.

      “I’m gonna fire you as a client,” she said, looking up and into his eyes. “This is the last time I sit here and watch you do this. Look at you, violating yourself like that, making a mess all over the place. You disgust me.”

      “I’ll be better,” he said, gasping, his face red and jaw clenched as his hand shuttled faster and faster up and down his length. “Please. I promise. I’ll be so good.”

      “You’ve said that before, Geoff. And yet every week you show up here, wrinkled, sweaty, with your stupid anecdotes about Miriam from accounting. It’s pathetic. I deserve better. You’re weak and boring and disgusting, and I don’t know why I bother with you.”

      The lust rolling off of him spiked as he came all over his hand, and she drank it down, feeling a rush of energy. Geoff groaned long and low before falling back into his desk chair, panting.

      Feeding via webcam was more of a protein bar than a full meal, but it was sustenance nonetheless. Her stomach stopped growling. It wasn’t the fatty, full feeling of actually being in the room when a person finished, but it was enough. It was a peanut butter sandwich when her body craved the heft and density of filet mignon. But she’d lived this long on peanut butter and could continue to do so.

      “Fuck, Donna,” he said, his face relaxed and soft. She smiled. Geoff had one of those high-pressure corporate jobs and nobody to come home to at the end of his long days. He was wired for stress and always looked like he was one inconvenience away from blowing his top when he logged on. Knowing that she had helped him made her feel better about the whole feeding-off-an-unknowing-human-while-he-jacked-off bit.

      “Feeling better?” she asked, wrapping a shawl around herself. Geoff grabbed some tissues off of the desk and cleaned his hands.

      “You could be meaner next time,” he said, flashing a grin and a wink.

      Nadja rolled her eyes but smiled. He was charming, she’d give him that.

      “Noted. I’ll do my best.”

      “You always do, sweetheart.”

      They were silent for a minute, Geoff cleaning himself off and Nadja switching yarn colors. He yawned and stretched.

      “Same time next week?” he asked. She hesitated for only a moment before remembering that Geoff was a much more pleasant meal than some of the random visitors who booked with her. She had no reason to refuse.

      And so she didn’t, marking him down on her calendar simply as “Geoff,” wondering for the first time if that wasn’t his real name either.

      “Have a good week, Donna,” he said before the screen went dark. Nadja flopped back in her own chair. She closed her eyes and let that almost full feeling wash over her before she stood and put on her ratty St. Ailbe University sweatshirt. She’d been wearing polar bear pajama pants on the bottom the entire time.

      Curling up in her chair, Nadja opened the patronage app on her phone and clicked to RomanticallyRoberto’s profile, delighted to see that he had uploaded a new chapter of Sleepless in St. Giles, the story of a young man from the rookery who finds out that he’s the heir to an earldom and decides to find and marry his childhood sweetheart, who is working in a brothel.

      She settled deeper into the chair and hit play.
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      The bell above the door jingled as Robbie Cain stepped into The Siren’s Song, a local vintage shop owned by his friend, Jory. Esther MacLaren stood behind the counter, leaning on her forearms and staring at her phone with one hand while sipping what was undoubtedly an iced coffee through a metal straw.

      He stood on the opposite side of the counter, enjoying how quiet the store was, how good it smelled. Jory had worked with a local candlemaker to develop a signature scent for The Siren’s Song.

      “Hang on,” Esther said, not looking up. “I’m almost done with this level, and then we can get started.”

      Esther and Robbie were taking care of the shop while Jory gallivanted around Scotland with her husband, Callum, Robbie’s best friend and roommate. The cabin had been so quiet, and Robbie missed him. It was hard to resent them for taking a long vacation, though. Not when they’d found each other after nearly nine hundred years apart.

      Time was a weird thing when you were friends with vampires and selkies.

      Robbie fished into his hoodie pocket and pulled out a tiny, canary yellow creature that looked very much like a dandelion head. His name was Walter, and he was a Brightling Beetle, a species that Robbie would never have believed existed until he was attacked by one. Walter belonged to Magda Nutter, an older woman in town who was, at the very least, a powerful witch and, more likely, some sort of minor goddess. That was one mystery he’d accepted he’d probably never solve.

      Magda had asked Robbie to keep Walter for her for a few weeks while she “worked on some projects,” whatever that meant, and hadn’t given him any room to refuse. It wasn’t a hard job, but Robbie couldn’t help but feel like Walter was keeping tabs on him for Magda.

      Walter bumbled off of Robbie’s hand and landed on Esther’s wrist, rubbing his tiny face against the thick cable knit of her sweater sleeve.

      “Almost done,” Esther said, her tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth in concentration. “Almost… Almost… Almost… Okay, done.” She dropped her phone to the counter and looked up. “Fuck. You got bangs.”

      Robbie rubbed his hand over his newly shaved head.

      “What?”

      She tipped her chin at the top of his head and took a long drag from her straw. In her syrupy thick southern accent, she said, “Well, sometimes when a girl is having an emotional crisis and doesn’t have a good group chat, she’ll go get bangs thinking they’ll solve the problem.”

      “And do they?” he asked, feeling a blush rising up his neck.

      Her laugh was a rifle shot in the otherwise quiet store, the pre-dawn light filtering through the front windows and the antique green glass lamp on the register counter burnishing Esther’s curls to an otherworldly red. “Never.”

      She was right, of course. He’d shaved it the night before in a moment of genius that had felt so very inspired. But it hadn’t made him feel any less anxious than any of the other things he’d tried over the past few weeks. He’d done yoga—or attempted it, anyway. He’d meditated, done breathing exercises, counted, and “practiced mindfulness,” whatever that meant. He’d walked. He’d masturbated. He’d abstained. He’d masturbated some more. He’d even tried crocheting when their friend, Niamh, had suggested that keeping his hands busy might keep his mind busy, too.

      It hadn’t worked. He was still anxious but now also in possession of a too-long scarf in a color he hated.

      Esther stared at him in that uncanny way of hers.

      “What?” he asked, feeling like a bug under a microscope.

      She bit her lip and reached for the tarot deck she kept below the counter.

      “Don’t,” he blurted.

      “But—”

      “I don’t wanna know,” he said, dropping to his forearms on the counter and hanging his head.

      Esther rubbed her hand over the shaved back of his head. “So soft!”

      He smiled in spite of himself. Walter landed clumsily next to Robbie’s hand and nuzzled him. He sighed.

      “You can’t keep on like this, you know,” Esther said.

      “Like what?” Robbie said, like he didn’t know.

      “You look like shit.”

      He laughed humorlessly. “Well, don’t sugarcoat it for me, now.”

      Esther crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re not sleeping. You’re not eating like you usually do. You never leave your house except to come here, and I know that’s just because you’d feel guilty if you didn’t help.”

      “That’s—”

      “You’re not okay, Robbie,” she said.

      It was a harsh truth, but true nonetheless, and delivered with love. He knew this, even if it made him want to throw something because, goddamnit, he already knew he wasn’t okay. What he didn’t know was how to fix himself.

      The doorbell rang again, and Robbie looked sideways to see Hank Dove, Esther’s partner, walk in.

      “Hi, babe!” Esther said, her face lighting up as Hank approached.

      Esther was tall and yet Hank still towered over her as he slipped an arm around her waist and bent down to kiss her forehead. She beamed. Of course she did. If Hank gave Robbie a forehead kiss, that might actually cure him.

      “You forgot your wallet,” Hank said, pulling it out of his coat pocket and setting it down between them.

      “I’m not buying anything. You didn’t have to bring it in!” Esther said.

      “You drove here without your license,” Hank replied, his deep bass somehow soft sounding. “And what if you had needed something? What if something had happened—” He broke off.

      Esther rested her head on Hank’s chest and wrapped her arms as far around his burly waist as they would go.

      “You’re right. Thank you for worrying about me.”

      “I always worry about you, sweetheart,” he said.

      Esther looked at Robbie without lifting her head. “And I worry about him.”

      Robbie’s stomach knotted. Hank looked at Robbie for the first time since entering the store. His eyes went wide.

      “You got a haircut,” Hank said

      “He got bangs,” Esther said.

      Robbie groaned at the same time Hank said, “What?”

      “Never mind, baby,” Esther said. “But this haircut is a cry for help.”

      “I’m going to throw you off a bridge,” Robbie muttered under his breath, and Esther snorted a laugh.

      But Hank was all earnestness. “You okay?” he asked, his brow lowered in concern.

      “I’m fine,” Robbie said, more out of habit than fact.

      “He’s not fine. Look at him,” Esther protested.

      “Sweetheart,” Hank warned. She rolled her eyes.

      “Give him Nadja’s number, Hank.”

      “Who’s Nadja?” Robbie asked, curious. Nadja. He liked that name.

      “Nadja Stonebreaker,” Hank said. “She’s my therapist.”

      “Oh, I don’t know if I want to go to therapy.”

      Hank nodded. “I didn’t want to go either. But it’s really helped me.”

      “He’s going,” Esther said to Hank, before Robbie had a chance to reply. She turned to look at him. “You’re going.”

      “I don’t think therapy is gonna help me, Red,” Robbie said. “I’m not anxious about any one thing. I’m not talking about my mom, and I never knew my dad. So I don’t know what we’d talk about.”

      Esther’s eye roll was seismic. She reached across the counter and plucked his phone out of his pocket and had it unlocked in seconds.

      “Can you share her contact with Robbie, honey?”

      Hank sighed gustily but pulled out his own phone. Moments later, Robbie’s phone vibrated in Esther’s hands, and she clicked a few times before handing it back.

      “There. I added her number to your contacts. I’m not calling to schedule your appointment because I’m not your mom. But I will hound you relentlessly—and I do mean relentlessly—until you do. I’ll be in your ear fifty times a day. I’ll be the biggest pain in your ass.”

      “I’ll just block you.”

      “No, you won’t. Callum may be your best friend, but we all know I’m a close second.”

      He knew she was right. He also knew that she would do it, too. He would get no peace until he called.

      Hank cleared his throat. “Nadja replies to texts,” he offered.

      “Thank you, Hank,” Robbie said dramatically. “That was actually helpful. Take notes, you shrieking harpy.”

      “Shrieking Harpy is my job title on my business card,” Esther shot back with a smile.

      Robbie fought his own grin. But he clicked on the contact for Nadja Stonebreaker and opened a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        My name is Robbie Cain. I got your information from Hank Dove. He says you might be able to help me with some anxiety I’ve been having.

      

      

      

      

      

      He turned the phone around and showed Esther. “There. Happy?”

      “Deliriously,” she said, leaning back against Hank, who wrapped his arms around her shoulders and chest, holding her close.

      The phone vibrated in his hand, and he flipped it to see that she’d replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        I actually have an opening tomorrow morning. Does 10AM work for you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Robbie swallowed against the lump in his throat, the panic rising higher and higher. He could feel his breathing get shallow.

      He closed his eyes. Something rustled in the background, and then he smelled Esther. Peppermint and rosemary from her shampoo. Baby powder from her deodorant. She wrapped her arms around him, pulling him into her for a hug. They were nearly the same height, so it was nothing for him to rest his chin on her shoulder and let her hold him. He wrapped his own arms around her and held on tightly.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she whispered.

      “How do you know that?”

      “I’m psychic, remember?” She squeezed him tighter. “Trust me.”

      “If you say so,” he said, doubtful.

      “But before it’s going to be okay, it’s going to get worse. Because we have to do inventory today.”
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