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Prologue




I arrived at Kestral Medical College in mid-December when the sky was the color of mourning doves and the winter air bristled with the kind of cold that sat deep in my bones. I’d taken a carriage from Helmyre City to the school’s front gates, and for a moment, I considered not stepping down into the snow with my bags. I didn’t feel any of the things that I expected to feel, and I started to wonder if coming here was a mistake. I’d imagined excitement, pride, and… nervousness. But instead, I felt hollow, like someone had taken my heart out to examine it and then subsequently forgotten to return it. 

The footman helped me out of the carriage with a comment murmured under his breath, followed by him unloading my bags directly into the snow that had been speckled with mud from the tired horses’ hooves. I offered him a few gold coins as a gratuity for bringing me here in the bad weather, but he shook his head.

“Perhaps the next time you’re in Helmyre City, you can find me my match.”

I was attuned to three things: blood, fire, and love. It seemed my reputation for love preceded my arrival at the college. Blood and fire weren’t that unusual in comparison to some of the things that others were gifted with. But love? My proficiency with matchmaking had always attracted attention. More recently, though, I’d tried to avoid drawing any additional notice to my abilities. I didn’t want them to define me any more than they already had.

Despite that, people still knew who I was.

I tilted my head, trying to evaluate if he was being serious. The fact that the footman’s facial expression didn’t change told me everything I needed to know. He was yet another person who wanted me to use my ability to their advantage. At least he seemingly believed it was a true skill, as opposed to so many others who had called it a parlor trick.

“The gold crowns might be more useful in the meantime,” I replied.

He looked up toward the wintry sky and then toward the spires of Kestral Medical College’s main building. “I can’t buy love with crowns, Miss Seraphina. At least not the permanent kind.”

In many ways, he was right. But in other ways, I knew that gold crowns could resolve a lot of issues. An abundance of gold crowns meant I could pay investigators to keep working on my father’s mysterious disappearance from a couple months before. Thirty-thousand gold crowns meant I could hold my place at Kestral Medical College until I was ready to start the program.

But there were some things that gold crowns couldn’t help with, such as grief.

As I had become acutely aware, grief wasn’t something you grew out of on a desired timeline—you grew around it slowly, like a vine taking over the trunk of a dead tree.

Gratefully, the college administrators were almost overly accommodating, guaranteeing my entry to January’s general medical curriculum while also holding a room in the dormitory. They even informed me that I could make up the extra laboratory assignments through the coming summer, sending a letter to my home in Helmyre City with an official seal, signature, and stamp. The generous offers were convenient because I was in too much pain to start when I meant to. I’d never lost someone close to me before, and the only way I felt I could move forward with the life that was expected of me was to attend Kestral—like I had spoken with my father about. Continuing with my plans to attend felt like a way I could keep his memory alive.

As I carried in my luggage, I saw exactly nobody, except for a ghost who drifted by without acknowledging me, which was normal, since they weren’t known for being overly social. The air cooled a few degrees as I walked past its faint shimmer near the staircase, and then warmed again as I drew closer to the dormitories. I paused near a row of old portraits to adjust the bag on my arm. Another ghost glided through a nearby doorway and then slipped away through the nearest corridor.

I unlocked the door to my assigned room with an ornate key before letting out a breath that was accompanied by a puff of frosty air. The room was small but comfortable and sparsely decorated: a narrow bed, a writing desk, and a hearth in the corner. I lit a fire with a flick of my fingers, and I unpacked as if the act of settling myself somewhere new might make the past disappear. Once I emptied my things, I buried myself under a large pile of blankets with an equally large stack of books. As I had so many studies and texts to catch up on from the semester that had already passed, I stayed like that for the better part of the first weekend. However, as the days drew on and the nights quickly grew colder, my body began to ache from keeping only to the small quarters and my lack of movement, apart from fetching something to eat a couple times a day.

It didn’t take long for my mind to start to wander, especially considering the college was so quiet and there were few people to hold a conversation with. And then the grief started sinking in from the loneliness. And the vines that were growing around the dead tree trunk in my mind suddenly weren’t covering up as much as I thought they were.

Laying my third book of the day down on the bedside table, I pushed open the heavy curtains to check the weather, even though I already knew what to expect. Snow painted the courtyard with ivory drifts that settled on stone benches and tree branches, while a young couple walked hand‑in‑hand underneath the nearest archway. Iron lanterns with patterns that matched the latticework on the college’s front gates glowed softly, flames flickering with the wind, and a single blackbird passed by in the distance.

It was achingly beautiful.

Then I recognized the couple as one I’d matched last spring: Bram and Della. Bram was a young intern at the hospital in Helmyre City and Della was completing a temporary job in medical transcription, only leaving her quiet office to request clarification on some illegible doctor’s notes. The moment their gazes met, my fingers prickled with warmth, and I knew. They were drawn together by some invisible threads of the universe—threads that very few people would ever be able to sense. I was able to see their futures tangled together before they even spoke to one another.

All these months later, they were still together and I still stood alone, watching from behind a window.

Why not me?

The words were a blade.

I moved to close the curtain, unable to watch any longer, but then my eye caught on movement by the archway. A man had stepped through the stone curve, walking quickly with his head down, shoulders hunched against the cold. His dark hair was tousled by the wind and covered by snowflakes that somehow had gotten tangled in the strands instead of blowing away. He almost looked as lonely as I felt, and it was easy enough to make up a story for what kind of person he might be. A quiet student. Someone who spent his time in the library doing research and not worrying about matches or missing fathers or the uncomfortable monotony that came with being alone in the world.

I didn't recognize him. He definitely wasn't a match I'd made in the past, but I couldn’t explain why I felt the need to watch him.

He was just... someone.

Then his foot hit a patch of ice, and I gasped. His arms flailed, his jacket swung open, and for a moment, I hoped his boots might have enough grip to allow him to recover his balance. Because anyone who went to school in a place with a perpetual winter season would have a proper pair of footwear to safely get them from one snowy building to another.

But no.

The “someone” landed hard on the pathway, and I swore that the pain from his fall was transferred into my own hips and spine. It only took a few seconds before he rolled onto his knees and pushed himself upright, brushing snow from the hem of his coat and the legs of his trousers. As he did, his dark eyes met mine through the narrow gap in the curtain. He was probably looking around to ensure nobody saw.

But I saw.

And he saw me.

I dropped the curtain and plunged myself back into the firelit darkness of my room. I counted backward from a hundred, hoping that once I reached the end, the man would be long gone.

Once I got to zero, I realized he might be able to figure out what room I was in based on the window he caught me staring from. I needed to leave before he was able to come knock on my door. I tugged on my boots. Even the quickest walk would be long enough to ensure that if he did find my room, he would go away when he realized no one was there, and then I could return to dive into my story again. I layered on another sweater, a requirement with the freshly fallen snow outside and the fading daylight, and left my room.

My anxiety carried me through the dim hallway, down the main staircase, and out to the courtyard that was thankfully empty. Even the spot where the “someone” fell was nearly filled with snowflakes, erasing the evidence that anyone had slipped at all. The air had the faint scent of woodsmoke, probably from the neighboring homes that surrounded the campus. 

I didn’t want to walk too far, so I headed to one of the large trees in the middle of the courtyard and took a handful of deep breaths.

For some time, I leaned against the trunk of that bare tree, branches laden with snow and a thin layer of ice. I stared at the patterns in the bark as the cold bit through my coat and pressed invisible fingers against my cheeks. I was somehow still warm enough that the drifting snowflakes didn’t last as they landed on my skin, but cold enough that my fingertips had already turned pink from forgetting my gloves. 

Then, unexpected but with perfect timing, a figure stepped out from behind one of the stone pillars.

“You made it,” Rhys crooned, leaning against the pillar. He had always been attractive in an expensive-looking way. A way that had the air of large boats, fancy wine, and enchanted “safe” rooms hidden behind fake bookshelves. He kissed me on top of the head in the kind of greeting I’d grown to expect from him. The kind of greeting that led to us falling into one another’s arms and claiming that if we weren’t going to find fated love through my unusual magic, we might as well find one another. 

“I arrived a few days ago,” I replied.

Rhys’s gaze softened, and something like concern flickered across his face. “You should’ve let me know you’d gotten a carriage. I would’ve come to greet you.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Busy turning into an icicle?”

“I just needed…”

To get away from a man who probably wasn’t going to come looking for me anyway? To get out of my room and away from the stack of books I’ve been burying myself in? Both? I didn’t want to explain either of these options, so I let the sentence trail off into nothingness. Rhys didn’t seem to notice because he simply shifted his weight, snow crunching underneath his boots.

“I was just on my way to the dining hall. They’ve got mulled cider tonight. You should come with me. I can show you around.”

I wasn’t surprised that Rhys extended the invitation. I completed my first college studies in biology with him, and when we were together, my life felt normal. Rhys was around when my father went missing, and I could never ever thank him enough for how well he distracted me while the Helmyre City authorities were searching my house for clues. The intimate moments felt a bit like a way for me to show my appreciation, but they also suggested that history was why I continued to look to Rhys for the comfort that came from being with someone familiar.

“Or we could go back to yours?” He stepped closer again, close enough I could feel his warmth, and he pulled open his coat to expose the inner pocket. “I have wine.”

I blinked. It was an expensive bottle—far more expensive than anything he’d ever brought for me before. The label had gilded edges, telling me this was the kind of wine you bring to someone you’re trying to impress.

“You brought wine to go to the dining hall for mulled cider?”

“I had plans after.”

I didn’t ask who or what his plans involved because I didn’t want to know and they certainly didn’t include me. Instead, I nodded and let him press the bottle into my hands.

And with that acceptance, my new life at Kestral Medical College began… not with magic or medicine or the spark of a match, but with something far simpler: a bottle of wine that wasn’t meant for me.








  
  
One




I should notice the moment that everything shifts, but instead, I follow Rhys through the courtyard as if he’s a habit I’m struggling to break. It probably has something to do with patterns and familiarity—like my body is just doing what it’s used to without me thinking about it. The term in medicine is “autonomic”—things that happen without conscious control. Breathing. Digesting. Pretending like nothing inside me is unraveling. 

The bottle of wine thumps gently against my leg as we walk through the empty hallways, sconces flickering with magic flames as we pass. Rhys is talking about something, but I’m not truly listening. He often fills our awkward silences with sports statistics or by talking about something expensive his family recently purchased. I’m not completely opposed to the former, but I can’t be bothered to care about the latter. By the time I unlock my dormitory room with the vintage bronze key I was given upon arrival, I’ve distanced myself so far from my emotions that I’ve almost blocked Rhys out entirely.

Despite the fire in my dormitory room’s hearth being magical, it has burned low during my attempt to escape the “someone.” However, my room is still warm, which I’m grateful for, considering my fingers have long since started to tingle with cold. It always feels as if it takes a long time for me to warm up, and I think I also need some time to warm up to Rhys’s intentions for the night.

I restart the fire with a flick of my fingers, and a few errant sparks escape from my fingers before we shrug off our coats amid the moonlight that spills through the windows. I set the wine on the narrow desk, and Rhys uncorks the bottle with a quill I’d left lying around. From a small shelf atop the hearth, he fetches two decorative goblets, but I don’t stop him as he pours the wine into them. I also don’t stop him as he hands me one before taking a seat on my mattress like this is his room and not mine.

We drink in silence for a few moments. The wine tastes like haskap berries and vanilla beans, and it doesn’t take long before Rhys shifts closer, just as I expected he would.

“I missed you, in case you were wondering,” he says. “I thought you’d write me back.”

I don’t want to tell him that I did write him back after my father’s case was closed but I didn’t know what to say to him. I felt like my letters were either too much or not enough, too long-winded or too terse, filled to the brim with emotion or lacking any feeling at all. I didn’t know how to thank him for being a source of comfort during my most difficult time. Because of this, he doesn’t know that I did try to write. I tried so hard that eventually I didn’t have any words to say. Nothing carried enough weight to express my appreciation.

 “I’m sorry.” It’s the only response I can think of, but I know it’s not enough.

Rhys leans in, his breath warm against my skin. “Can I at least kiss you again?”

I nod and let him pull me closer because the wine has already blurred my thoughts.

I suppose that explains why I’m twisted amid my blankets an hour later… but this time, I’m not alone. I know he isn’t my match, so our intimate moments aren’t ever a particularly exceptional occurrence, but it doesn’t matter because either way, Rhys is encouraging the wooden bed’s headboard to knock against the wall with his practiced and self-serving movements.

Perhaps I sleep with Rhys for the comfort that comes from something familiar. 

Or perhaps I sleep with him as a distraction from not being able to find my own love. Or—even more likely— perhaps it’s for the soothing and predictable rhythm, like the headboard colliding with the wall.

Thump, thump, thump.

He grumbles something unintelligible in my ear before driving into me with a moan. I study him—his face scrunching up as he bites his lip in what I can only assume is pleasure, his hands grasping the pillow behind my head along with strands of my hair. He’s somewhat careless about what I get out of the encounter. One our nights together like these, I often have more than my share of the wine he’s brought, and less than half my share of the gratification.

Moments later, Rhys collapses onto his side, residue from his sweat leaving a sheen on my skin. Moonlight streams through the gap in my curtains, drawing a harsh line across Rhys’s face, and cuts a line onto the floorboards before disappearing into a sliver of nothingness near the bedroom door. Then Rhys starts talking as he removes the condom, leaning across the edge of the bed to toss it into the trash. “What’re you thinking? You seem distracted.”

This kind of conversation isn’t something I’m good at. Rhys always has something to say, and after I’m intimate, I’d rather be left alone with my thoughts. It could be because deep inside my heart, I want more than just efficiency and practicality. I want to experience what I know others feel with their soulmates: steamed-up windows and sliding fingerprints on cold glass, burning kisses and delicate caresses with two hearts beating in time, throaty moans that are impossible to hold in combined with the heat of teetering on the edge of a steep precipice. I know they feel that way because I’ve heard them together through thin walls much like these. 

“Sera?”

I flick my glance over to Rhys, who has propped himself up on one elbow, still completely nude but wrapped in my thick gray blanket. A bit of breathlessness tinges his voice as he says my name, but I respond with a steady, “Yes?”

He furrows his brow, running a hand through his close-cropped black hair. “Are you alright?”

I offer Rhys a gentle smile, curling myself up underneath the sheets. “I’m fine. Just tired, I think.”

He nods before lying back and staring toward the blazing fire. We lie there in the near darkness together as our breathing starts to regulate, and then stay in bed even longer until the flickers from the hearth have died into nothing more than occasionally crackling ash. The strip of moonlight coming through the window has moved partway across the room by then, cascading an ivory glow onto the empty wine bottle. I sigh, and Rhys silently rolls out from underneath the throw blanket.

“Leaving?” I ask, being careful of my tone. I sit up against the headboard, placing my back along the carved wood and pulling the sheets up over my chest.

He shrugs. “You said you’re tired.”

“I think it’s the weather. I’ve never liked the cold very much, and something about it makes me tired.”

“Well, we’ve got you warm now.” 

I watch as Rhys dresses, slipping on his slacks and tugging a sweater over his head in near total darkness. The occasional spark of fire from the hearth accents his movements, the light dancing along his chiseled jaw and making shadows along the wall.

He shrugs on his coat before fishing a finger around the curtain and pulling it back to let in the night and the cold, like maybe he’s trying to get a feel for the temperature outside before he heads back to his original plans. Little speckles of snow are still falling, lazy flakes that twirl around the campus’s lanterns. It’s pretty, the way the season feels made for the campus’s landscape, even though winter always feels like it’s everlasting.

I rise from the bed and pull on some underclothes and a black, baggy sweater that barely covers my bottom half. Rhys drops the curtain and gives me a kiss on the cheek. His lips are warm and damp on my skin, but something about the gentle gesture just doesn’t feel right. Maybe it’s because nothing’s changed between us—and maybe nothing ever will.

“I’ll come back and see you again?” He slips on his shoes and unlocks the door before placing his hand on the latch.

I nod, but I know what he’s saying could mean he’ll return anywhere from tomorrow night or a month from now, and only when it’s convenient for him. “I’d like that.”

Lantern light blasts through the threshold as Rhys opens the door, the yellowy glimmer from the hallway pouring into the room. The cooler air from the rest of the castle hits me as he steps out, curling into the warmth of my dormitory like frigid, invisible fingers.

“Have a good sleep, Sera.” I can tell the grin on his face is genuine by the smile lines around his eyes.

I pull my long hair over one shoulder and twist the ends into a coil that comes undone the second I let it go. “I will. Thanks for the wine.”

Rhys walks down the hallway with the distinct confidence of a man who has just been intimate with a woman. As much as he’s denied it in the past, I’m a placeholder until he meets whoever his family deems suitable enough for him to marry. Families like his marry for money, for politics, and for specially chosen bloodlines. In families like Rhys’s, if the couples are “happy enough,” this makes anyone with a matchmaking ability—or anyone who claims to know who a prominent person’s match is—less important. But yet, families like Rhys’s still manage to believe in matchmakers’ other abilities, like the fact that we are also universal blood donors. The theory has always been that something deep within us makes us attuned to love, though nobody has ever been able to explain why matchmakers are so few and far between, even more so than they have been in the past.

It seems tragic, then, that the families in power have so much control over who their children end up with. Why would you settle for “happy enough” when you can have perfection?

I asked that question once while taking a third-year course in undergrad. The ancient, white-haired professor—whose name I erased from my memory—simply looked at me and replied, “I teach biology, not folk tales. If matchmaking was possible, other fortune-telling types of magical abilities should occur naturally as well. Being able to predict death. The ability to see into the future for other reasons. That matchmaking would be the only… skill of that type is proof that it’s not real.“ It was at that very moment I decided that I’d aim to do something different with my life. Something more conservative, more “normal,” and more accepted by society.

But despite being attuned to blood, hematology doesn’t make me feel the way I do when I make a match. And being intimate with Rhys doesn’t make me feel any closer to finding my own fated love and having our hearts beat as one.

I reach for the heart-shaped locket around my neck, a gift from my father, and I’m just about to close the door when I notice a brown-haired man leaning in his room’s doorway. He’s staring at me with a smug smile, holding a steaming mug engraved with the Kestral crest in one hand while the other runs over his stubbled jaw like he’s caught me in the act of something I’m not supposed to be doing. 

His shirt sleeves are pushed up to his elbows, showing off his flexed forearms and an expensive-looking watch featuring a leather strap. His thick thighs press against the material of his trousers, and, coupled with his thin waist and broad shoulders, I’m certain he’s some kind of athlete. But there’s something beyond the way he appears and the way he holds himself that calls to me. Something that feels different. Something that makes me feel alive.

Then I remember the thumping of my headboard against the wall. The wall that adjoins the room he’s standing in the doorway of. A red-hot heat flames up from my chest, over my neck, and into the apples of my cheeks. Not to mention, I’m standing here in a sweater that isn’t even close to meeting my mid-thigh. I tug at the hem to try and stretch the material downward, but it does nothing except give me a moment to catch my breath and realize that something strange is happening to me.

“Have a good time?” His voice washes over me like warm honey, and our gazes finally lock. His dark eyes look at me with both inquisitiveness and amusement.

It’s him.

The “someone.”

He’s watching me with a knowing smile. It doesn’t matter that I just slept with Rhys and should be temporarily satisfied. Something inside of me ignites.

It’s a feeling of familiarity despite never having met him; a feeling of knowing that the threads of our lives have just become inextricably entangled. I want to watch him perform magic with sparks coming from his fingertips. I want to study him as he reads from old books while sitting next to a frosty window overlooking the meadow at the edge of the campus. I want to fall asleep in uninterrupted comfort while listening to him make notes with a scratchy pen on crumpled parchment.

The future starts playing out in front of me, and it’s right at that second, I know. I know because my heart starts beating erratically, and I know because of the light-headedness and the glistening stars that form in my peripheral vision. I know because my whole body gets hot—my skin feels like it’s prickling with a blush that sinks to my heart, my hips, and my toes. All of it echoes so loud in my ears that I swear this man is going to be able to hear it.

Does he know? Can he sense my heart beating faster? Is his heart doing the same?

I look back up, and he’s still staring at me with the same curious expression. Perhaps he doesn’t know. Perhaps he doesn’t sense or feel anything. Perhaps I’m wrong… despite the feeling that with every passing second, I’m being pulled closer and closer to this nameless stranger. There’s no mistaking that—and there’s certainly no mistaking that the way I feel is eerily similar to how others have described when they first met their matches.

But how should I go about telling a stranger that there’s been an unexpected twist of fate? Is it something I’m even supposed to say out loud to a stranger, and if I do, do I apologize for the poor timing and the circumstances? And what happens if he doesn’t believe in matchmaking, or if his family—and his past in academia—have convinced him that the ability is nothing more than a folk tale to be dismissed?

A string of breathy curse words slips from my lips and hangs, invisible, in the frosty air.








  
  
Two




I stare at this gorgeous stranger for longer than I care to admit. It takes all those moments combined for me to push past the spell this man has over me. I try to ground myself by twisting my hair over my shoulder, like the mass of knotted strands is going to protect me from my sudden influx of emotions. Though they’re feelings I’ve been waiting for, having them while standing in the doorway of my room when I’m only halfway dressed and filled with most of a bottle of wine wasn’t what I expected. Especially not after spending so many nights begging my heart—and the universe—for my match. 

As I open my mouth to explain, the man laughs, and the sound echoes in every chamber of my heart to warm my body in a way that Rhys wasn’t able to and never has. “You’re speechless. Must have been amazing. Though I didn’t hear much over your bed banging against the wall, so I’ll take your word—er, silence, for it.”

“It—It was fine.” I manage to choke out something noncommittal, my voice wavering. What I really want to say is that it served the intended purpose, but it was nothing compared to how I feel now. 

“Fine? That’s fairly… bland.”

“It wasn’t bland, if you must know.”

The man must be able to sense my lie, because he quickly retorts, “I didn’t hear any moaning, and I definitely didn’t hear you screaming his name, so I can only imagine you’re not being honest.”

A second lie slips from my lips. “Maybe I don’t moan or scream.”

“Then I hate to be the one to tell you this, but that means you’re doing it wrong.”

“How do you know I’m doing it wrong?” I ask. “There was a whole wall between us.”

“A thin one. You were practically getting fucked on the back of my head. My bed is against our shared wall.” 

“Why didn’t you just move?”

The man rolls his eyes, taking a sip of his coffee. “It’s one in the morning. Normal people are sleeping.”

“Normal people also don’t drink caffeine this late.”

“I had to do something to keep myself awake in order to have this lovely conversation with you. After you were done getting fucked. In the wrong way, I might add.”

I blame the wine for what I say next.

“Why don’t you come over here and show me the right way then? I bet you ten crowns you wouldn’t do it the right way either.”

“Bet you fifty crowns I could make you moan my name multiple times in under five minutes.”

For a moment, I’m speechless. He has to know. I can barely breathe, so how is he standing there like the entire world hasn’t just changed? Can he not feel it? I thought that the moment a match was made, both people would feel it. Is the tremble in my voice and the way I’ve slowly needed to balance myself against the doorframe not enough to make him wonder?

I attempt to have a normal reaction, and flick my gaze to the inside of my dorm room, looking for something to throw at him. The nearest items are an unlit lantern, a worn copy of a classic novel, and my winter boots. As I contemplate how much damage each one could do, the man lets out a little half snort, half laugh. 

“I’m Alexi, by the way. Second year, radiology. Guess we’re going to be neighbors. At least until I put in the request to have my room switched so I won’t have to listen to you and that guy having amazing sex.”

The idea of him switching rooms has my heart doing flips, but it doesn’t stop me from biting back as I try to focus on anything other than the thrum of my pulse and how that idea makes me feel. “Seraphina. Nice to meet you. I hope your next neighbor is more to your liking.”

A smile twitches at Alexi’s lips again before he hides behind his coffee cup, taking a quick sip of the still-steaming liquid. The scent of vanilla and hazelnut wafts in my direction, and I stare at his firm grip on the cup’s handle.

“I don’t know, maybe I’ll stick around a bit longer. You’re a little more fun than I anticipated you would be.”

I scoff. “A little? Did you or did you not just listen to me, and I quote, ‘get fucked the wrong way’? I feel like that makes me more than just a bit amusing. I mean, I’m still here—half dressed, which is wildly inappropriate—even though you’re making fun of my skills in bed.”

Alexi nearly spits his coffee out as he chokes back a chuckle. “You saying the word ‘fuck’ sounds so unnatural. And it’s nothing to do with your skills. I’m sure your abilities in bed are fine. It’s more to do with who you chose to share those skills with.”

An awkward laugh escapes me before I have a chance to stop it. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, the chill from the hallway mixing with the heat from inside my room. The temperature change causes gooseflesh to rise on my skin, and the contrast gives me something else to focus on other than that Alexi is apparently paying little attention to our fate. He can’t possibly be ignoring it. “So, what you’re saying is that you’re jealous of who I choose to sleep with?”

“I didn’t say—” 

“You didn’t have to. You implied it. Which is interesting because we only just met. And yet, you’re making it sound like… well, like you’re jealous.”

He tilts his head to one side as he glances down at my naked legs.

“Oh, really? What am I jealous of?”

 “That you weren’t the one in bed with me.”

Alexi raises an eyebrow before he reaches out of view with his coffee mug, seemingly setting it down with a tap on some flat surface I can’t see from where I’m standing.

Then, the world both quiets and slows, imaginary walls of intimacy closing around the two of us as Alexi steps across the invisible border between his room and mine. The scent of vanilla and hazelnut grows stronger the closer he gets, the smell sitting on his clothes and somehow emanating from his skin. I breathe the aroma in deeply as I lock my gaze with his. I could count every one of his eyelashes if I wanted to. I could transfix myself in the chocolate hue of his eyes. I could live in the fact that my body is begging for him to kiss away the remnants of Rhys on my skin and make me forget about everyone else who has warmed my bed before now.

Gods, the intensity of this match—at least for me—isn’t something I can deny. How do others ignore their own?

Alexi leans forward, pressing one palm against the edge of the doorframe next to my cheek, and whispers into my ear, “I’ll be in that bed with you soon enough, Seraphina the Matchmaker.”

I think I’m going to melt. The low, raspy tone of his voice makes my heart beat a little faster, but it’s the realization that he’s aware of who I am that causes further palpitations.

“You know…” I let the words trail off into the late night and the ambiance of the glowing hallway lanterns.

“Of course I know,” he confirms, tapping his fingers against the wall in a gentle drumming pulse. “But you know something, too. Something you’re not saying out loud.”

Do I tell him? Do I let him know that the blood rushing through my veins and my heart and my mind are screaming for him to acknowledge that we’re fated to be together? Do I admit I’ve been waiting for my own match for so long that I never thought he’d arrive?

Before I have a chance to say anything, Alexi whispers the answer to his own question. “You want to know me, just as I want to know you. I can sense it. I can practically feel your heart beating from here. Our heartbeats are in time. They beat the same.”

It’s almost as if I can feel him soften as he says the words, this softer version peeking over the edge of the sarcastic, derisive persona he had only minutes earlier. We look at each other, and I try to absorb his thoughts through the dark pools of his eyes.

“Are you sure?” I breathe, still in disbelief. 

Alexi leans away from both me and the doorframe, furrowing his brow. “Do you think I’m this presumptuous with everyone?”

I don’t know what I think because my heart is in my throat and everything smells like hazelnut and vanilla.

Alexi outstretches his hand and offers it to me. “I’m sure about the match, Seraphina. Do you want to feel my heart to prove it?”

“Would it be strange if I said yes?”

He shakes his head, keeping his voice low. “It would be more peculiar if you said no.”

I nod, allowing him to guide my hand up to his broad chest. Warmth gathers beneath my palm, the kind of warmth we use to heat a cup of tea or coax a candle to life. But neither of us cast an enchantment. There is no flick of our fingers, no sparks to show that magic is the cause instead of something deeper. Yet still, the heat pulses in time with our heartbeats, as if his magic is reacting to our match before he’s even aware of it. My hands quiver in response, but he holds my palm firm against him. I’ve never experienced anything like this with anyone—this heart-pounding connection that I’ve been told only grows with time. It feels so deep but so light, as if I’m floating on thin air that inebriates me more than Rhys’s ridiculously expensive bottles of wine ever could.

I don’t know exactly how long it takes, but eventually the physical reactions settle into a gentle thrum that gathers at the back of my neck. I’m too shocked to move or to think or to say anything more for the longest time, my entire focus on the heartbeat beneath my palm. The steady tempo sinks into my being and provides me with immediate comfort in knowing that I won’t continue to be alone.

I thought I had accepted that as my fate, but now I know I had merely settled for it.

“Gods.” I meet Alexi’s lowered gaze as my voice breaks through the quiet sound of flickering lantern flames and the aching creaks of the castle. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Seraphina…” Every time he says my name, my heart flutters. Perhaps his heart will do the same if I say his? 

“Alexi?” Within a second of uttering his name, there’s a gentle thrumming underneath my palm that’s resting on his chest. “Please, you can call me Sera. I think we’re past the Seraphina point of the evening, especially considering that I have a sneaking suspicion we’re about to get to know each other better.”

Alexi hesitates for a moment before running one of his hands gently up my arm. He watches the invisible line he draws toward my shoulder before pausing, reconsidering, and pulling away. There’s a ghostly space between us, and I almost reach out to drag his hand back.

“Is this acceptable?” he asks. “Me touching you, I mean. I don’t want to rush, and I don’t want you to think that because we’re fated by some infinite powers of the universe that we have to suddenly be together. We don’t even have to tell anyone we’re a match. Especially since you’re with…”

A strangled laugh comes from deep in my throat. “Rhys? We’re not together. His family doesn’t believe in matches, so I suspect his parents are just biding their time until he becomes a little… more orderly with his desires.”

“What were you biding your time until?”

This time, I laugh for real. “It’s too ridiculous to say out loud.”

“Say it anyway.”

I shake my head. “I’m too used to hiding my feelings behind my wit and perfectly timed jokes.”

“And forcing your hot neighbor to listen to you meaninglessly fuck someone who doesn’t know a thing about what he’s doing?” Alexi’s eyes sparkle with amusement, a smile twitching at the corners of his lips.

“Who says you’re any better at it than him?”

We’re back to teasing—something I’m more familiar with than divulging my emotions. Something more comfortable, like a warm sweater or re-reading a classic novel. As soon as I think about a warm sweater, though, I realize my bare legs are freezing out here in the hallway. A shiver escapes up my spine, and I twitch. 

“Someday I’ll let you find out for yourself. But for now… my coffee’s getting cold and it seems you are as well.” Alexi slips his hand down my arm again and takes a step away, the chilly air surrounding me once again.

Devoid of his closeness and the scent of vanilla and hazelnut, I wrap my arms around my chest like I need to physically hold myself together. “Are you sure you’re more worried about your coffee than your new neighbor request?”

Alexi smirks before turning toward his room. “Don’t concern yourself too much with my request. I think I’ll hold off for the time being.”

Taking my entire heart with him, Alexi disappears through the threshold, and his door latch clicks shut. The distance between us feels too large despite there only being a wall separating us, but it feels like it’s made of more than stone and ironwork and history. However, the wall might be a good thing, because when I step back into my room and close the door, Alexi can’t see my tears of relief. But they’re not just from relief. They’re tears that reflect something stronger. Something that I thought I’d never have. A match.

I give myself some time for the intensity of everything that’s happened to sink in, and then I feel an intense need to scrub the memories of Rhys off my skin. I collect my toiletries kit from the shelf next to my closet, along with a couple of towels—a large one for my body, and a smaller one for my hair. When I open the door again, the hallway is empty, and I rush across to the bathroom where there’s a lantern already lit inside, along with enchanted candles that illuminate the farthest wall to offer additional light. Leaning over the tub, I twist on the knob and fill the bath with the hottest water I’ll be able to handle. As the tap gurgles, I stare at myself in the mirror, a pipe knocking repeatedly in the background as four words repeat over and over again in my head.

You have a match.

You have a match.

You have a match.

Though I’m looking at my reflection, I’m in too much of a state of disbelief to really see what I’m looking at.  Fate and love are such complicated things. It’s made even more complicated because Helmyre is founded on belief in the abilities one has been born with. Still, some gifts are controversial and are seen more like magic tricks being passed off as innate abilities. But matchmaking? I’m baffled by the lack of understanding and acceptance. How can that be denied after I felt it myself? How can that be denied when I’m right here using the universe to connect people with their destiny?

Soon, steam is billowing from the bath, and I quickly undress and slip into the comforting warmth of the tub. The heat stings my skin—just a little too hot, but not hot enough to run any cold water to offset it. I revel in the fact that I’m metaphorically burning away the memories of Rhys’s touch, scouring my body as if I can make it brand new. 

I sink deeper into the bath, my hand still tingling from where it was held against Alexi’s chest. Enchanted candlelight flickers along the surface of the water, and I swear there’s a hint of hazelnut and vanilla in the air, as if he is still standing directly next to me. Everything’s going to change now. I won’t be the matchmaker without a match. I’ll be the matchmaker who knows what it feels like to have fate thrum through her body in a way that is so remarkable it’s difficult to put into words. And because of those things, I’ll be the matchmaker who is certain that the universe hasn’t forgotten about her.
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