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Prologue
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Be careful when you seek the path,Where lanterns flicker soft and low,The trees will whisper spells in breath,And roots will shift beneath your toes.

A crooked door, a knowing knock,A voice like dusk, a steady glare,She’ll answer dressed in midnight fog,With petals tangled in her hair.

Some say she brews with nettle’s sting,And speaks to crows and cats and storms,She'll roll her eyes at everything—And yet, the forest bends to form.

So speak your wish, but speak it true,No tricks, no games, no shallow lies.For those who come with hearts askew,May never leave with both their lives.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Where the moss grows thick, and the mail gets lost
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Thorne

Some people move to the forest to find peace. 

I moved to escape group conversations, royal expectations, and fluorescent lighting.

It’s been almost five years since I stepped beyond the kingdom walls and told civilization it could kindly shove it. The forest was quieter then—less foot traffic, fewer enchanted influencers looking for aesthetic mushrooms to photograph. Now there are roads through the woods. Signposts. Maps. Gods forbid someone gets lost and has to rely on their wits like we used to.

Still... I can’t say I hate it.

The forest has a rhythm all its own. Wind rustling through ash leaves. Birds that sing in slightly off-key harmonies. The deep, velvet silence of early morning, interrupted only by the occasional crow judging me from a branch.

My house sits along a lesser-known path—a crooked thing, tucked behind a grove of twisted trees with roots like fingers and shadows that stretch longer than they should. The place looks like it sprouted out of the earth rather than being built. Blackened wood, moss crawling up the slanted roof like it’s staking a claim. The porch slants slightly to the left, like it’s winking at anyone foolish enough to knock.

The steps creak. The windows glow. The foundation is basically tree roots and stubbornness.

It’s perfect.

People assume a lot when they see it. Dark house? Forest? Woman living alone? Clearly, I must be the witch.

Spoiler: I’m not.

But try telling that to the wide-eyed lovers, cursed merchants, and hopeful idiots that keep showing up at my door.

I didn’t come out here to be mysterious. That part was just a bonus. The knock comes before I’ve had tea, which is honestly aggressive.

Three soft raps. Polite. Hesitant. The kind of knock that says, “I’m deeply afraid but also desperate enough to risk it.” I crack the door open and immediately regret it.

There’s a gnome on my porch. Not a metaphor. A literal gnome—three apples tall, standing on a toadstool like it's a podium, hat flopped over one eye, and holding a bouquet of something that might be weeds or possibly just panic.

“I wish to be tall,” he says, like it’s the most normal thing in the world.

I blink. “Okay. Why?”

He shifts. “I’ve... met someone.” Of course he has.

“And you think they’ll love you more if you’re taller?”

His little shoulders lift in a shrug. “It couldn’t hurt.”

I lean against the doorframe, unimpressed. “Listen, I’m not a witch. I don’t do height, hair, hexes, or heartbreak potions. What I do have is a semi-functional kettle and a deep-seated need for silence until at least noon.” He starts to open his mouth again. I cut him off with a sigh and a pointed finger. “Try across the path. White house. Shiny windows. Smells like cinnamon and good life choices. The actual witch lives there.”

He turns, and his jaw drops—like he’s never noticed the house before, even though it's blinding enough to give the sun an inferiority complex.

It’s the opposite of mine in every way. Where mine is dark, slanted, tangled in moss and roots, his is polished white wood with golden trim. The flowers in his garden bloom like they’ve been kissed by the gods. A breeze flutters through sheer curtains. Somewhere, I’m convinced, a harp plays itself.

And yes—of course—he’s already on the porch.

Leaning in the doorway. Smiling like morning. Waving at me like we’re friends.

I squint. He winks. I shut the door on both of them.

But of course, the universe isn’t finished screwing with me yet.

Because no sooner do I turn around than another knock comes—firmer this time. No tap-tap-tap of nervous gnome toes.

“Hi,” a voice calls. “I need a spell for my ex?”

I stare at the door for a long moment. Then I sigh again. The day has officially started.

And it’s already dumb.

***
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I RETREAT INTO THE one part of my life that makes sense—my plants.

The house groans softly as I walk through it, old wood settling like it’s sighing too. Vines snake lazily along ceiling beams. Ferns curl against stone and root themselves in the cracks between floorboards. Sunlight spills through the crooked windows in warm, honeyed shafts—filtered green through glass streaked with moss and condensation. The whole place smells like damp earth, crushed mint, and something vaguely floral I’ve never been able to identify but that I’m pretty sure is sentient.

I don’t have a garden.

I am the garden.

Every windowsill is choked with pots. Terracotta, stone, broken teacups—anything that can hold soil. A trailing ivy hangs like a chandelier over my reading chair. The staircase is flanked by planters that burst with lavender and creeping thyme. There’s a blackberry bush growing through the wall in the pantry that I’ve stopped trying to contain. It has opinions.

My kitchen counter is currently being used as a drying rack for wolfsbane and lemon balm. A mortar and pestle sit beside a half-finished jar of moonmilk and a very judgmental aloe plant. Somewhere beneath the clutter, there’s a kettle. Probably.

The thing about living alone with nothing but plants and occasional wildlife for company is that you get very good at talking to things that can’t talk back.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I tell a drooping chamomile. “You try dealing with a gnome who wants to be six feet tall and see how perky you feel afterward.”

The chamomile doesn’t respond, which I take as an admission of guilt.

I move from corner to corner, brushing dirt off leaves, plucking dead stems, whispering little apologies to the ones I’ve neglected. The house hums with quiet, living energy—magic not in the way of spells or sigils, but in the way moss insists on growing in forbidden places and mushrooms sprout in tea mugs you swore were empty yesterday.

My hands are stained green and brown and something vaguely violet from yesterday’s nightshade tincture. I don’t wear gloves. The plants like skin contact. They thrive on it. And if a few of them nuzzle against my fingers when I walk by... well, I don’t question it.

Magic likes to collect in places that feel loved. And this house?

She’s overflowing.

One of the pothos vines trails along the ceiling like it’s trying to eavesdrop on my internal monologue. Another, a moody clump of witchgrass I never actually planted, shifts an inch toward the hearth when it hears me sigh. Not dramatically. Just... enough.

Most people think plants are passive. They’ve clearly never lived with mine.

I whisper to a bruised marigold, and its petals lift a little higher, almost shyly. The rosemary by the windowsill perks up like a child trying to impress a favorite aunt. Even the creeping jessamine, which usually sulks unless I sing to it, gives a half-hearted shimmy.

They respond to me—not with words, but motion, mood, a little magic in the way they lean or stretch or bloom where they shouldn’t. It's not witchcraft. It's just... me. Part of the forest, shadow-bound and root-deep. A nymph, they used to say. Though I prefer “nature’s least cooperative roommate.”

A rustle stirs behind a curtain of trailing moss near the hearth.

And then, with the precision of a creature used to grandeur, he appears.

A tiny, night-colored thing no larger than my palm, with glossy obsidian scales and two delicate wings that shimmer like oil slicks in the light. He’s somewhere between lizard and dragon, with pointed ears, a whip-thin tail, and eyes that gleam violet when he’s amused—which, unfortunately, is often.

“Ah. There you are, Pestilence,” I say, crouching to scoop him up.

He makes a sound like a hiccup wrapped in a purr and flops dramatically into my hand, belly up, claws twitching.

His real name isn’t Pestilence. But he answered to Pestilence the first time I called him that after he ate an entire row of medicinal snails and then vomited on my floor, so it stuck.

He’s warm, surprisingly heavy for his size, and entirely too smug about the fact that I let him sleep in my shirt sometimes.

“You smell like scorched thyme and wounded pride,” I murmur, stroking the ridge of tiny horns between his ears. He closes his eyes in bliss, vibrating like a purring gemstone.

Despite everything—my stubbornness, my distaste for visitors, the way I pretend not to care—he loves me.

Climbs onto my shoulder like he owns it. Winds around my neck like a shadow scarf. Burrows into the folds of my cloak when it storms. He’s my little darkness. My pocket-sized plague. The only creature allowed in my bed besides books and the occasional midnight snack.

I press a kiss to his snout, and he nips my nose.

Affectionately. Probably.

“Don’t bite the hand that feeds you, darling. Or the hand that grows your snacks.”

He flicks his tail, unimpressed.

I turn back to the room, breathing in the quiet pulse of it all—the plants, the life, the soft hush of a home that’s grown around me like bark around a scar.

Outside, a bird trills. A leaf crunches.

And then—because of course—another knock. There’s only one reason I still open the damn door.

Every once in a while—between the lovesick gnomes and the cursed poets—it’s actually a customer. Someone who genuinely needs a remedy, a tonic, or a sleep draught potent enough to make a banshee nap.

And I may be antisocial, but I still have bills. 

And goats.

And a basil plant with very expensive taste.

I open the door, expecting to meet the tragic eyes of someone requesting a salve for heartbreak or an ointment for “mysterious itching” (you’d be shocked how often that one comes up).

Instead, I’m momentarily blinded.

There, standing on my moss-draped porch like a sunbeam that’s learned to walk upright, is Sol.

He’s beaming. Of course he is.

Hair the color of honey-glazed arrogance. Eyes like the sky couldn’t decide between blue and gold. He’s wearing a white tunic and pants embroidered with tiny sunbursts, and—somehow—he is entirely unsmudged by forest dirt. His sandals are clean. His aura practically hums in a major key.

“Thorne!” he sings, like we’re best friends in a musical. “You answered! Again! That’s five in a row. A personal record.”

I squint at him. “I was hoping you were a customer, not... you.”

“Oh, I am,” he chirps, sweeping past me without waiting for an invitation. “And I brought my own jar this time. I’m being environmentally thoughtful.”

He holds up a pristine glass container with little sun stickers on the side. I want to throw it into the fireplace on principle.

But I don’t.

Because Sol—whose full name is something ridiculous like Solariandriel Vex Ilumine the Fourth (he insists it’s “a celestial lineage thing”)—is my best-paying customer.

He never haggles. Never asks for extras. He compliments my labeling system and occasionally brings me pastries. I hate how tolerable he is.

“Let me guess,” I mutter, shutting the door behind him. “You need dried selene root, moonspice resin, or something else that’s wildly out of season and irritating to harvest.”

“Yes!” he says brightly, already wandering into the living room like he owns it. “Selene root. The good kind. The bitter kind that makes you cry if you cut it wrong. I’ve got a love spell to finish—not for me, obviously. I’m just the middleman. Though, between us, I think it’s doomed.”

He drops onto my ancient couch, narrowly avoiding a sentient fern that’s mid-nap.

Pestilence hops off my shoulder and immediately climbs into Sol’s lap.

Traitor.

“I keep telling you,” I say, heading for the apothecary shelves, “love spells are a terrible idea. They go sour. They rot. They wear off.”

“I know,” he sighs dramatically, petting Pestilence with one hand and rearranging a decorative mushroom lamp with the other. “But people want what they want. And when they pay in advance, who am I to refuse?”

“You, Solariandriel,” I call over my shoulder, “are a magical enabler with a sparkle addiction.”

He grins like I’ve just complimented his entire existence.

“Guilty as charged. But I sparkle ethically.” I cross the room toward my apothecary shelves—an entire wall of repurposed cabinets, potion-stained drawers, and crooked crates stacked in such a precarious fashion that even Pestilence knows better than to climb it. Each container is labeled in my own scratchy handwriting: Ironroot, Thornapple, Laughing Ash, DO NOT EAT THIS ONE, SOL.

My fingers find the jar of selene root without looking. The real stuff—bitter, black-veined, dried to a crisp edge that still hums with moonlight. I grab my pruning shears and step around a spiraling fern to snip a few fresh pieces growing along the back wall. They twist gently toward my hand like cats seeking affection.

“Careful,” I murmur. “Just a trim.”

The root obeys. The magic here always does. It knows me.

Behind me, Sol hums a soft, annoyingly pretty tune that makes the hanging herbs rustle like they’re dancing along. Pestilence is nestled in his lap, basking in the attention like the shameless goblin-lizard he is.

“You ever think about how much easier life would be if you just told people you are the witch?” Sol asks, casually. “You’ve got the whole vibe. Herbs, attitude, cryptid pet.”

I snort. “No thanks. I enjoy not being burned at the stake by bored villagers.”

“You know no one does that anymore, right?”

“Tell that to the guy who tried to pay me in teeth last week.”

I drop the freshly snipped selene root into his sun-stickered jar and hand it over. He reaches into one of his many pockets—how does he have so many pockets?—and produces a small pouch of coins. They jingle as he tosses them onto the table without counting. He never does. It’s always exact. Another reason I haven’t switched out his clothing with poison ivy underpants.

He rises, carefully scooping Pestilence and offering him back to me like a precious gift.

“Your scaly menace, m’lady,” he says with a flourish.

Pestilence flops dramatically into my arms, already dozing. I swear he’s more emotionally needy than some of my exes.

Sol brushes imaginary dust from his tunic. “I’m throwing a party tonight. Little thing. Bonfire. Music. Maybe some enchanted cocktails. You should come.”

I blink at him. Slowly. The same way you might stare at someone who just offered to teach a bat how to waltz. “Are you serious?”

He grins, sun-bright and unbothered. “Always. You’re overdue for some fun.”

“I have fun,” I say flatly. “Just last week I re-catalogued my dried fungi shelf and had a riveting debate with a raccoon about property boundaries.”

“Wild,” he says. “And yet I still think my party might edge that out.”

I raise a brow. “Hard pass, Solariandriel.”

“I’ll save you a seat anyway,” he sings, gliding to the door.

“Don’t,” I call after him.

He winks before disappearing through the moss-curtained exit, letting in a brief gust of sunlight and honeyed air.

I look down at Pestilence, already snoring.

“Drama queen,” I murmur. He sneezes in his sleep.
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In Which I Bend Time Gently and Ask Nicely for the Good Stuff
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Sol

The sun is extra sparkly this morning.

Which, yes, is technically just how sunlight works, but I feel it more today. You know that thing where the leaves shift just right and the light comes down in perfect stripes and you think, Ah yes, I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be?

That. That’s today.

I hum as I cross the mossy path between my house and Thorne’s, dodging a cluster of flirtatious mushrooms who keep trying to puff glitter at me. Honestly, I love that she lives so close. When I first started building here, everyone in town warned me the forest was “cursed” or “weird” or “has too many opinions for a plant-based environment.”

But they didn’t mention her.

She answered the door that first time in black velvet and a frown so sharp it nearly cursed me on sight. I knew right then she’d either stab me or tolerate me. Possibly both. So naturally, I built my house across the creek like a man planting hope in enemy soil.

A tiny stone bridge connects our paths, just wide enough for a wheelbarrow or a well-timed dramatic entrance. Below, the little stream burbles over pebbles and secrets. I enchanted it to hum cheerful tunes. I think Thorne tried to counter it once, but now it just alternates between my melody and what sounds like bees arguing.

Charming.

I reach my front steps just as the breeze flutters through my lavender trellis, shaking petals like confetti. My house greets me with open windows and warm wood. Whitewashed siding. Gilded trim. Hanging crystals that catch the light like it’s their full-time job. The place smells like cardamom and comfort.

Inside, everything is soft and slightly magical—stitched tapestries that adjust their color to my mood, floating candles that hover politely overhead, and a fireplace that purrs when it's happy.

And, of course, her.

“Apologies, Gilda,” I say as I return to the sitting room. “Had to run next door. She hoards the good stuff.”

Gilda looks up from her cup of rosehip tea and smiles. Her eyes are wise and warm, wrinkled at the corners from a lifetime of laughing more than frowning.

“No bother, dear. I like your little house. It feels like being hugged.”

I beam. “That’s the insulation spell. It’s emotionally calibrated.”

She chuckles, then coughs into her sleeve. Her hands tremble slightly as she sets the cup down. I know she tries not to let me see that part.

Gilda’s been coming to me for twelve years. She’s seventy-six on paper, but only looks maybe fifty-two. Every few years, we turn the clock back a touch. A spell tucked between herbal infusions and mirror-scryed affirmations. Nothing unnatural. Nothing cruel. Just enough for her to keep working—keep her hands strong, her eyes clear.

Her husband, Henrik, has been ill for a long time. Paralysis from a curse they never could undo. She pays for his care, keeps the home running, and refuses to let her age slow her down.

“I’ve got the mix for you,” I say gently. “Same as last time. One spoonful a week for the next month. Expect dreams. Possibly talking animals. Also, your hair might turn silver for about twelve hours. That one’s new.”

She nods. “I always wanted silver hair.”

“Side effects,” I remind her, handing over the enchanted jar. “Fatigue. Extra sensitivity to poetry. You might cry if you hear a harp.”

“Better than crying when I lift laundry,” she mutters.

We share a smile.

I love magic like this. Quiet magic. Magic that makes life a little kinder, a little more bearable. Magic that says, I see you. I’m helping.

Gilda tucks the jar into her basket. “How much this time?”

I wave a hand. “Thorne gave me a discount. We’re passing it on.”

“She’s got a good heart, even if she hides it in thorns.”

“She’d hex you for that,” I say, grinning, “if she could.”

Gilda snorts. “Please. That girl wouldn’t hex a fly. She’d glare at it, maybe tell it to get its life together, but she hasn’t got that kind of magic.”

“She doesn’t need it,” I say, handing her the basket. “She’s terrifying on personality alone.”

That gets a real laugh from Gilda. But it doesn’t last long.

Her expression softens. Wrinkles tug downward, not with age, but with something weightier. She runs a hand over the top of the jar, thumb lingering against the glass like she’s tracing memories.

“I do worry about her,” she murmurs, almost to herself. “What is she now? Late twenties?”

I nod, careful not to speak. Gilda has the voice of a grandmother and the gaze of a goddess when she gets like this—gentle, wise, dangerous to interrupt.

“She’s always alone in that house. Never brings anyone in. Not even friends. Just her plants and her shadows.” She sighs. “I don’t think that poor dear’s ever been loved, not properly. Not the kind that holds your hand through sickness. Not the kind that makes you laugh until you cry. She deserves that. Doesn’t she?”

Something catches in my throat. A sliver of truth, maybe. Or guilt.

Because she’s not wrong.

Thorne walks through the world like it’s something she’s always preparing to survive, not something she ever expects to enjoy.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I say lightly, adjusting the shawl on Gilda’s shoulders before opening the door for her. “No promises. But I’m excellent at gently ruining people’s emotional stability.”

She pats my cheek. “You’re sunshine with good intentions, dear. If anyone can find someone to melt that girl’s frost, it’s you.”

We laugh again, even if mine’s a little breathless.

I help her to the door. Outside, the forest waits—alive and singing, half sunlight and half shadow. The trees sway like they’re waving hello, and the creek hums beneath its bridge like it knows more than it should.

I glance back across the moss-lined path.

Thorne’s house still sits crooked and beautiful, wrapped in vines and secrets. Her door’s ajar—just a sliver—but that’s as open as she ever gets.

And still... she left it open.

I grin, heart annoyingly light.

Already planning the next excuse to drop by.

Maybe I’ll bring tea. Or trouble. Or something she doesn’t know she needs yet.

We’ll see.

***
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THE MARKET LIST IS long.

Tea, honeycomb, something that vaguely resembles cheese, and at least two pastries I can pretend are “for the guests.”

In truth, the whole party is an elaborate excuse to restock my apothecary jars, gossip with vendors, and subtly convince half the village I’m still the best option for ethically sourced magical enhancement.

You want better hair? I’ve got an infusion.

Want your bread to never burn? Enchanted oven stones.

Want your neighbor to stop singing at midnight? ...I mean, I can try.

I sling my satchel over one shoulder, toss a ribbon of protective charm around my neck (golden, glittery, obviously), and step out into the light. The forest is glowing today—like someone whispered a secret to the sun and it’s still blushing about it.

I reach the bridge just in time to see something unusual.

Thorne. Out of her house. Willingly.

She’s wearing her long black cloak, hood down, curls escaping in every direction like they’re trying to flee her general attitude. A woven basket swings from one hand, and Pestilence rides on her shoulder like a velvet gargoyle.

I practically beam.

“Thorne! Fancy seeing you out in the wild. Are you—wait—are you going into town?”

She groans like I’ve already cursed her morning. “Unfortunately.” I fall into step beside her without asking, because personal boundaries are just suggestions I haven't fully acknowledged.

“Me too!” I chirp. “How lucky is that? It’s like the universe is matchmaking our errands.”

“Or punishing me.”

“Semantics,” I say, brushing a leaf off her shoulder. “You look very... brooding cottagecore today. Love the cloak.”

She mutters something that sounds like “fashion wasn’t the goal,” but I choose to hear it as gratitude.

The path to the market winds through a canopy of ash and elder trees. Their leaves dapple the ground in sun-freckles. Birds trill. Mushrooms peek out from moss like shy children.

I wait maybe ten seconds before I say, “So... are you seeing anyone?” She doesn’t even flinch. Just keeps walking. I try again. “I mean, it’s just that you never talk about anyone. You’ve got that whole haunted-heart vibe, and I’ve always wondered—”

“I was with someone,” she says suddenly, cutting me off. I blink. Oh. “Ten years ago,” she adds, not looking at me. “It ended. Badly. And I’m not interested anymore.”

“Oh.”

“I’m better off on my own,” she says simply. “I’ve got my work. My house. My plants. Pestilence. I don’t need... that.”

Her tone isn’t bitter. It’s not even sad. It’s just final, like a door gently shutting.

We walk in silence for a few minutes.

She adjusts the basket. Pestilence yawns and flicks his tail across her neck. I steal glances when I can—at the way her fingers brush the ferns along the path without thinking. At how she always walks like she knows exactly where not to step, like the forest bends to make space for her.

She’s soft in ways she doesn’t realize. Fierce in ways she pretends not to be.

And maybe she doesn’t need love. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t deserve it.

I smile to myself.

Maybe she just hasn’t met the right person. Maybe I know a few people. Maybe—just maybe—I’ll do a little matchmaking at the party.

Nothing major. Just a guest list. A few sparkles. Some coincidences.

What’s the worst that could happen?

The main gates of Elderbridge are open by the time we reach them, arching wide with their usual charm and creaky dramatics. Ivy wraps the stone pillars like gossip, and one of the guards gives us a lazy wave from his stool.

“Morning, Master Sol. Mistress Thorne.”

I flash him a grin. “Lovely morning for reckless spending and awkward small talk.”

Thorne just lifts a hand in vague acknowledgement, hood tugged low, curls slipping out like shadows trying to escape.

They don’t check our baskets. We’ve been through too many times, and frankly, I think they’re a little afraid Thorne might wither their crops if they pat her down. Which is hilarious, since she still can’t hex anything more threatening than a hangnail. But image is everything, and Thorne looks like she could silence a warlock with a single sigh.

The city hums around us—laughter, chatter, the clink of coins and the smell of roasted chestnuts and inkberry pies. We move through the bustle toward the marketplace proper, the crowd parting around us as if instinctively unsure whether we’re a traveling couple or a bizarre stage act.

A pair of older women pass us near the candied nut cart. One leans into the other, not exactly whispering.

“That’s her, isn’t it? The one in the old forest house?”

“The witch who eats men,” the other murmurs, eyes wide.

Thorne doesn’t even flinch.

I glance at her, curious, but she’s watching the cobblestones, face blank and unreadable. The hood shields her, but I know she heard. She always hears.

“You know,” I say, catching up again, “you could at least hiss at them. Just to keep the legend alive.”

“No time,” she mutters. “I’m here for valerian root, new gauze, and blood nettle. I know where to find them. Goodbye.”

She veers left, toward the apothecary stalls. I follow without hesitation. “Let me accompany you.”

“That wasn’t a request.”

“And this isn’t a negotiation.”

She doesn’t stop me. Which, in Thorne-speak, is basically an engraved invitation.

We weave through fabric stalls and spice tables, ducking past a dwarf loudly selling weather-resistant cloaks and a fairy girl shrieking about cinnamon dust. I glance at her again.

“So,” I say casually, “why did it end badly?”

Her jaw tightens. “Sol.”

“I’m just curious. For empathy purposes.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Is that a boundary or just a warning?”

She stops abruptly beside a stall with bundles of dried herbs dangling like skeletal bouquets. “Why do you care so much?”

“Because I think you’re brilliant and terrifying and maybe just a little emotionally constipated,” I say, smiling. “I’m invested. So if you don't want to tell me, at least tell me what kind of guys you're into. I'm curious.”

She stares at me for a long beat. Then, of course, she deflects. “What makes you think I’m into guys?”

I blink. “Ah.”

She smirks, then rolls her eyes. “Relax, Sol. I like men. Or I did. At this stage, I prefer nothing. Nothing doesn’t cheat. Nothing doesn’t lie. And nothing doesn’t make promises it has no intention of keeping.”

There it is. Not sadness, exactly. Just exhaustion. Like she’s been walking too long with the weight of something that stopped mattering but never really left.

I don’t joke this time.

I just nod, slow. “Nothing also doesn’t make you laugh so hard you choke on tea.”

She doesn’t answer.

But she doesn’t walk away either.

So I take it as a win.
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In Which I Escape the Golden Menace and Collapse in Moss
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Thorne

The door shuts with a satisfying thunk.

A breeze rustles the vines framing the frame, and a single leaf flutters to the floor like the house itself is exhaling in relief. I get it.

Same.

Sol is... fine. Really. He’s fine.

Cute, in that glitter-sneezed-on-a-priest sort of way. Enthusiastic. Too cheerful to be legally allowed in my proximity for extended periods of time.

And gods, he talks.

The whole way back, questions. About my love life. My preferences. My type.

As if I have one.

I’m a shadow nymph with half a social battery and a lizard that fakes seizures for attention—what part of that screams “actively dating”?

I lock the door and toss my basket onto the table, herbs still bundled inside, barely unpacked. Pestilence wriggles free from under my cloak and disappears with a disgruntled chirp, likely off to curl into some forgotten dish or hex a particularly uppity fern.

I sigh, peel off my boots, and climb the creaking stairs.

My bedroom is the only place in the house that feels like mine in a way the forest can’t touch. Not that it doesn’t try. Moss creeps along the windowpanes. Ivy curls down from the ceiling beam like a lazy cat. A tiny mushroom colony has taken up residence in the far corner, but they’ve learned not to crowd my nightstand.

The mirror near the armoire catches my reflection as I pass. I stop. I always do.

I don’t look particularly magical. Not the way people expect, anyway.

Dark curls, a little wild from the wind. Eyes like bruises in candlelight—deep, half-lidded, always a little wary. But it’s the ears that give me away. Just barely pointed, like a half-finished secret. The tips dusted with the faintest shimmer of purple, like someone dipped them in dusk and forgot to rinse.

They’ve always been that way. Since I was a child.

No one ever explained why.

I tug the hood off completely and move past the mirror, ignoring whatever ghostly melancholy is trying to follow me.

My bed is waiting. My favorite part of the house. A half-circle alcove tucked under a crooked, moss-ringed window. The frame is built from reclaimed elderwood, gnarled and streaked with age, and the mattress is stuffed with forest wool—softened thistle and fae-fluffed moss, springy and plush and just slightly cool to the touch. Layers of deep green and obsidian quilts cover it, stitched with vine-like embroidery that I swear moves sometimes when I’m not looking.

I fall into it face-first.

The bed sighs beneath me like it understands.

It’s not even close to bedtime, but my body disagrees.

Sometimes I just... crash. Not physically. Just mentally. Like my soul gets heavy and my thoughts start dragging in the dirt.

Too many questions. Too many people. Too much Sol.

He means well. I know that. But I’m not some puzzle he can solve with sunshine and an aggressively optimistic party invitation.

I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling.

Above me, a spider lowers slowly on a thread, pauses like it’s considering my mood, then wisely retreats.

I envy its clarity.

***
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I WAKE TO MUSIC.

Which is frankly rude.

Not the blaring, off-key sort you’d expect from a bard who thinks four meads makes him talented. No, this is... nice. Lyrical. Softly percussive. Strings and lilting pipes, like dusk is dancing on its own feet just below my window.

I groan, limbs heavy, mind fogged with that post-crash wooziness. The kind where everything feels like it’s underwater and mildly disappointing.

Outside, the sky’s gone lavender. The forest’s soft hush has faded into laughter and flickering lights.

And of course—of course—it’s coming from across the damn creek.

I shuffle to the window, still in my shift, and unhook the latch. The old wood frame protests, as usual, before swinging open with a creak that sounds like a sigh. Cool air rushes in, carrying the scent of honeyed wine and grilled fruit, mixed with whatever floral potion Sol probably brewed just to mist over his lawn.

Below, in his obnoxiously perfect garden, it’s a full event.

Golden lanterns hover midair, bobbing like they’re enchanted with joy. Tables spill over with bright linens, glowing pitchers, little pastries that sparkle. There’s a bard trio beneath the archway, two of whom are dueling with lutes while the third plays panpipes and flirts with everyone like their life depends on it—which, given how flirty bards make money, might be true.

Guests flit about in floral wraps and shining trinkets. Someone’s wearing moon antlers. Another’s got a pet ferret on a leash made of vines. A cluster of pixie teens hover near the treeline, giggling and stealing candied petals from a bowl.

And Sol?

He’s right in the center.

Hair glowing like someone bottled sunshine. Clothes all white and gold and slightly open at the chest. Laughing. Talking. Absolutely not struggling to be liked.

People orbit him like he’s gravity.

I spot her then—a Thalani. Of course. Mischief in heels. She’s leaning into Sol’s space like a flower bending toward light, all curves and long limbs and skin that shimmers faintly in the dark like an oil slick. Thalani are known for two things: glamour magic, and weaponized flirting. Her smile is the kind that leaves bruises.

She places a hand on his arm. He gently removes it.

Tries to laugh it off. Steps slightly back.

She pouts. Plays with a strand of his hair. He says something—soft, polite. But no.

He’s not into it.

I snort into the night breeze. “Hilarious.”

He’s been harassing me about my love life—prying like a romantic archaeologist with no permit—and yet here he is. Cornered by a creature whose entire species was designed by a lovesick god with boundary issues.

Pathetic.

And also... kind of sweet.

He’s still smiling, of course. That’s his default setting. But there’s a little stiffness to it. A practiced sort of kindness. He’s good at letting people down gently.

Probably too good at it.

Below, someone casts a trail of fireflies into the sky, and a collective ooh rises from the guests. Music swells. Laughter swirls. The bards start up a waltz.

I lean on the sill, chin resting on folded arms.

Do I go?

No. Obviously not.

Why would I?

The music’s fine. Pleasant, even. The kind of song that wraps around your ribs and tugs.

But I’m not going. I’m just... observing.

And I certainly don’t care who he flirts with. Or doesn’t. Not my business.

I watch a little longer anyway. Just until the fireflies fade. The music swells again, and I find myself subconsciously tapping one finger against the windowsill.

Just once.

Which is already too much.

I’m about to pull back, retreat into the comforting gloom of my bedroom, when something twinkles near the edge of my vision. Tiny. Fast. Glowing.

Oh no.

No no no—

A pixie.

She’s hovering mid-air by the creek, her iridescent wings shimmering like glass spun from soap bubbles and chaos. She squints up at me, then lets out a delighted gasp so theatrical it could win an award.

“Oh my STARS,” she squeaks. “She’s watching!”

And then she waves. Enthusiastically. Like we’re old friends. Like I’m someone who waves back.

I go completely still. Dead. Stone. Cryptid mode: activated.

Too late.

Because she’s not subtle. She points. Other pixies look. A satyr turns. A few humans.

And then—of course—Sol.

His head lifts immediately. He spots me in half a second, his whole face lighting up like a sunrise designed to cause offense.

He grins. Waves both arms. Then—then!—cups his hands around his mouth and shouts: “THORNE! COME JOIN US!”

I die. Instantly. Right there at the window.

A few people actually cheer. The panpipe bard plays a flourish. A dryad claps. Someone starts chanting her name—badly, and off-beat—but enough that several other guests pick it up like this is the forest’s most cursed flash mob. I slam the window shut so fast the vines on the sill recoil.

The music is muffled now. The embarrassment? Not so much.

I stand there, face burning, eyes wide. A long, stunned silence settles over the room.

Behind me, Pestilence slowly creeps out from beneath my quilt stack. He slinks up the bedpost and perches beside the mirror, watching me with his usual blend of judgment and inconvenient wisdom.

He tilts his tiny obsidian head. Says nothing.

I narrow my eyes. “Don’t start.” He flicks his tongue. “Oh come on. You’re buying into this too?” He blinks. I groan and run a hand over my face. “I don’t even own clothes for a party.”

Pestilence looks at me, then deliberately shifts his gaze toward the armoire.

I hate him.

With the force of a thousand moons.

But also... he’s right.

With a sigh heavy enough to wilt a rose, I stomp over to the wardrobe, muttering under my breath the whole way. “This is stupid. I’m not doing this. I’m just—just putting something on to get them to shut up. I’ll go down, say hi, tell them to stop confusing me with the witch house and pass on the message, make a dramatic exit. Five minutes, tops.”

I throw the doors open and stare into the abyss.

Dust. Black. Dust. Too many capes. Three cloaks I definitely stole from someone. An outfit that may or may not have belonged to a grave robber.

Perfect. I glare into the armoire.

Everything in here is black, deep green, or the shade of purple bruises whisper to each other. Lace, velvet, moth-bitten silk. Nothing is festive. Nothing is cheerful. Most of it looks like I’m about to hex a nobleman and bury his bones under a yew tree—which would be fine if I were going to a duel, not a garden party thrown by the forest’s most aggressively radiant himbo.

I pull out the least cursed option I can find.

It’s a sleeveless dress in deep forest green, soft as moss and just as clingy. The neckline is square, modest enough, but the back dips low enough that it might make a few fae blush. It has embroidery down the hem in what looks like vines... until you realize it’s actually tiny stitched thorns and teeth.

I didn’t make it.

It just... appeared in my wardrobe one day.

Which is normal.

I tug it on with minimal ceremony, trying not to make eye contact with myself in the mirror. But of course, the reflection wins. I catch a glimpse.

Hair: wild. Eyes: sharp. Shoulders: bare but unbothered.

The color makes my skin glow like moonlight, soft against the purple dusting my ears. Somehow—despite my best efforts—I look like I belong in a painting titled “Do Not Follow Her Into the Woods.”

Pestilence watches from his perch on the dresser, smug.

“I hate this,” I mutter.

He yawns.

I tug on a pair of black boots. Nothing fancy. Just something sturdy enough to stomp through Sol’s flower beds if necessary. I throw a loose black shawl over my shoulders, mostly so I have something to fiddle with when people inevitably try to talk to me.

I hesitate at the mirror. Then sigh.

"I look like a morally ambiguous forest spirit who accidentally wandered into a social gathering." Pestilence chirps, clearly approving. I point a finger at him. “You’re coming too.”

He climbs onto my shoulder without argument. Smug little bastard.

Outside, the music’s still going. I can hear laughter, the faint sound of clinking glasses, and the bard hitting a truly impressive high note that makes one of my hanging plants curl inward.

I steel myself.

Just five minutes.

In and out. Like a shadow. Like a normal person who definitely wasn’t just hiding in bed judging everyone from a distance.

Right.

How hard could that be?
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In Which I Momentarily Forget How Words Work
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Sol

I’m halfway through a very confusing conversation about enchanted cheese when it happens.

A ripple in the party. Not big. Not loud. Not even magical. Just a shift in the air. A hush. Like the wind itself turned to glance over its shoulder.

I follow the thread of it, my eyes catching on something darker near the edge of the garden, just beyond the lanternlight.

Her.

Thorne.

Trying, very clearly, to sneak in like she hasn’t just walked out of a fairytale written by someone who drinks too much wine and collects secrets.

She moves low and slow, hugging the edge of the crowd, shoulders tight, expression carved from practiced indifference. But she’s here. In a dress that makes the color green look dangerous. Boots that could kick a prince off his horse. Hair like a spell not meant to be spoken aloud.

I don’t say anything.

Don’t shout. Don’t wave. Don’t even smile—yet.

I just excuse myself with a murmur, gently detach from the cheese-obsessed wizard (sorry, Gillian), and make my way toward her like we’re both trying not to draw attention. I reach her just as she’s attempting to hide behind a floral archway that, honestly, does nothing to help.

“Thorne,” I say softly.

She exhales like I’ve just handed her a rake and told her to clean the entire forest. “I regret this already.”

I smile. Not my usual sunbeam smile—the gentler one. The one I save for moments that matter. “Try to relax. You’re doing great. You even showed up, which is already the most shocking thing that’s happened all night.”

She adjusts the black shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders. Her eyes dart everywhere but me.

I step closer and offer my hands. “May I take that?”

She hesitates. “If it weren’t so warm, I’d keep it. Like armor.”

“I’ll guard it with my life.”

She huffs. “That’s unnecessary. It cost two copper and a sarcastic threat.” Still, she slowly peels it off and drapes it into my waiting hands.

And that’s when I see it.

Not just the dress—which, yes, is exquisite. Rich green, soft and fitted and embroidered in curling patterns like thorned vines trying to behave. Not just her shoulders or the soft line of her collarbone.

It’s the markings.

Faint at first—like shadow catching the skin—but unmistakable. Purple. Pale-lavender lines winding over her arms and shoulders in patterns too elegant to be random. Celtic in nature. Ancient in origin. Magical in a way I’ve never seen.

I forget how to breathe for a second.

They pulse, barely, with life. Like ink that was always meant to live in skin.

“Thorne,” I say, stunned, “what are—”

“What?” she snaps, pulling her arm back a little. “Is there a stain? Is there glitter on me? Did one of your guests shed joy on me somehow?”

“No, no, it’s nothing,” I say quickly, handing her shawl to a floating lantern sprite. “I just... wasn’t expecting you to look so—”

“What?” she deadpans. “Annoyed? Overdressed? Deeply unqualified for this entire evening?”

I meet her eyes.

And I tell the truth. “Beautiful.”

She freezes.

Like the word just sucker-punched her somewhere between her ribs and her better judgment.

Her eyes narrow, but not angrily. More like confusion in disguise. Like she’s not sure whether to flee or fight or throw me into the creek.

“...Seriously?” she says, voice low.

“Seriously.”

The markings shift slightly, like they’re reacting to her pulse.

She blinks once. Then looks away.

And for the briefest moment—I think she believes me. 

Then, like fate heard me say something emotionally vulnerable and immediately decided I wasn’t allowed to have peace, a familiar voice cuts through the air behind us.

“Well now, I must be dreaming—Thorne? At a party?”

Thorne turns, slowly, like someone preparing to face a small storm or a very polite ghost. “Gilda,” she says, managing a nod. “You’re looking—alive.”

Gilda beams like that’s the highest compliment she’s ever received. Her silver-threaded hair is pinned back in loose curls, and she’s wearing a shawl with embroidered bees. She carries herself like she owns the concept of community and has just been waiting for Thorne to sign the lease.

“Oh, it’s so good to see you out and about,” Gilda says, stepping closer. “I almost didn’t recognize you without a cloud of smoke or that half-feral lizard tangled in your hair.”

Thorne shrugs slightly, just enough for Pestilence to resettle himself with an indignant huff. “He’s right here,” she says dryly. “Judging everyone and shedding on my curls. And I only light things on fire occasionally.”

Gilda laughs and pats her arm. “You’re glowing tonight. Truly.” Thorne blinks like she can’t tell if that’s a compliment or a diagnosis. “I’m glad you came,” Gilda continues, glancing meaningfully between the two of us. “Sol always throws such lovely parties. Though I admit I originally came to refill a few ingredients.”

“Ah yes,” Thorne says. “One of the few people who doesn’t knock on my door asking for love potions or curses.”

Gilda chuckles. “I know who does what. I visit Sol for spells and spectacle—and I visit you when Henrik’s knees ache and I need something stronger than the market’s imitation balm.”

“Flattered,” Thorne deadpans. “I love being the kingdom’s cranky apothecary gremlin.”

“And a very gifted one,” Gilda says fondly. Then she smiles sweetly—too sweetly—and asks with a hint of mischief, “So... have you been seeing anyone lately, dear?”

Thorne lets out a sound that’s somewhere between a laugh and a groan. “Oh gods, not you too.”

I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from grinning. Gilda just sips from a passing drink tray like this is perfectly normal conversation.

“I’m not,” Thorne continues flatly. “Seeing anyone. Pursuing anyone. Hexing anyone into commitment. Or tangling anyone in any vines.”

Gilda raises an eyebrow. “No hexes, hm? That sounds suspiciously like a void in your social calendar.”

Thorne turns to me, utterly deadpan. “If one more person asks me about my love life tonight, I’m bottling swamp gas and mailing it to their chimney.”

“I can confirm she’d do it,” I say cheerfully. “She labeled one of my tea blends as ‘Romantic Regret’ just to make a point.”

Gilda chuckles. “Well, I’ll leave you two to... whatever this is. Talking? Brooding? Flirting through gritted teeth?” Thorne glares at her. Gilda pats her arm again. “It’s nice seeing you in the light, dear. Don’t vanish too soon.”

Then she disappears into the crowd, leaving behind the faint scent of lavender and emotional sabotage.

Thorne exhales slowly. “Your entire guest list is conspiring against me.”

“They just like you,” I say.

“They like the idea of me,” she mutters. “Until I start speaking.”

I offer her my arm, gently. “Then come speak to them.”

She stares at me.

Then at my arm.

Then back at me.

And, with a sigh so dramatic it could wilt roses, she takes it.

“Five minutes.”

“I’ll pretend that’s a promise.”

***
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THORNE SURPRISES ME.

Not by showing up—that was already shocking. Not by looking like a walking contradiction wrapped in emerald and sarcasm—that’s just standard. But by staying.

She doesn’t hover at the edge or vanish mid-song like I half-expected. She talks to people. Two. Maybe three. She lets Gilda introduce her to someone’s wife. She even tries one of the berry tarts and only winces a little.

Pestilence, true to form, rides her shoulder the whole time like a leathery accessory with judgmental eyes. He hisses once at a passing satyr and eats half a honeyed fig someone offers him before deciding they’re unworthy.

I check in on her a few times throughout the night—never hover, just drift nearby like a lazy moon. And every time I expect her to have disappeared like a shadow at sunrise... she’s still there.

Right until the very end.

The music winds down. The lanterns dim. People start floating away, laughing, yawning, vanishing into paths and portals and the occasional misfired teleportation puff.

I find her near the back garden gate, arms crossed, her hair frizzing slightly from the humidity. Pestilence is asleep against her neck, tail curled into one of her curls like he belongs there.

I hold up her shawl. “Thought I should return this before you accuse me of grand larceny.”

She snatches it from my hands with mock offense. “I knew it. You were holding it hostage to trap me here all night.”

“Guilty,” I say. “Though if that was a trap, you navigated it with impressive emotional restraint.” She almost smiles. Not quite. Just enough to make my chest feel warm. I watch as she starts down the path toward her house. “Let me walk you back.”

She halts, turns. “It’s forty steps, Sol.”

“Exactly,” I say. “Shouldn’t take long.”

She exhales that sigh she saves just for me. The one that’s 80% exasperation and 20% reluctant affection. Then she turns and keeps walking, letting me fall into step beside her without officially agreeing.

It’s quiet. Peaceful. The lanterns in her garden are unlit. The creek babbles nearby. Distant birds coo like they’re wrapping up their nightly gossip.

We stop at her doorstep, vines coiled tight around the beams like the house is bracing for her return.

She places a hand on the doorframe, then glances at me. “Thanks for... not being unbearable.”

I flash her a slow grin. “Oh, I’m saving unbearable. Thought I’d start with irresistible and work my way up.”

She squints at me. Slowly. Then tilts her head. “Wait... are you flirting with me?”

My brain immediately blue-screens.

“What? No. No-no-no. I wasn’t—I didn’t— That wasn’t flirting.”

“Sure,” she says, with a look that’s all suspicion and shadow. “Because it sounded like flirting.”

“It wasn’t,” I insist, palms up like that’ll help.

She holds the look a second longer, stepping to ruffle my hair. Then turns. “Goodnight, Sol.”

The door creaks open.

I watch her step inside and vanish into the dark.

The door shuts with a soft click.

I stare at the wood for a full five seconds.

Then, under my breath: “...Holy crap. I was flirting with Thorne. Why did I do that?”

Pestilence, from inside, lets out a sleepy huff. I take that as judgment.

And possibly a threat.

***
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BY THE TIME I MAKE it back across the creek, the lanterns have dimmed, the music’s faded, and most of the glowing wards around the garden have flickered out like they, too, are ready to sleep.

My house is warm as always. Welcoming. Just the way I enchanted it to be.

The door closes behind me with a gentle click, and I’m finally alone.

I pass through the kitchen—plates half-stacked, crumbs glittering faintly from enchantments I haven’t bothered to cancel—and up the staircase with soft-glowing runes carved into the railing. They light up as I touch them. Gold. Soft. Familiar.

My bedroom is a sanctuary of gentle color and excess.

Whitewood walls, sunwashed and warm. A cascade of soft tapestries hangs behind the bed—each one enchanted to shimmer faintly when the moonlight hits them just right. The floor is strewn with rugs I probably overpaid for. The fireplace flickers low, throwing soft amber across the walls.

I shrug off my robe, tug loose the clasp on my belt, and step in front of the mirror that hovers beside my wardrobe.

My skin’s flushed from the walk and the wine. My hair’s a mess, curls sticking out where she ruffled them earlier—gods, she ruffled my hair.

But it’s not me I’m seeing.

Not really.

It’s her.

Those markings.

Purple. Ancient. Winding across her shoulders like they were written by something old and wild and beautiful. They didn’t look like tattoos. They looked like stories. Like language that forgot how to be spoken. And I can’t stop thinking about them.

Not just how they looked. But how I felt when I saw them.

Like I wanted to trace them. With my fingers. My mouth.

I grip the edge of the dresser, knuckles white, chest rising a little too fast—and lower, a lot too aware.

Oh gods.

Oh no.

That’s... that’s not just admiration. That’s not just “wow, my neighbor is aesthetically pleasing.” That’s desire. That’s body-level treason. That’s interest in a very specific, very physical way—and I am not built for this kind of moral emergency at midnight.

There’s a subtle ache building low below the rim of my pants, unmistakable, inconvenient, and completely against the very sensible rules I’ve set for myself as a neighbor, friend, and person who does not want to die via aggressive nymph retaliation.

Because—let’s be clear—Thorne can’t cast spells.

But if she could, I’d already be ash.

Possibly cursed ash.

Definitely hexed in an anatomical location I’d rather keep unhexed.

And gods help me, I’m not just thinking about her markings anymore. I’m thinking about her voice, the dry edge of it when she insults me. The way her dress hugged her waist. The slight part of her lips when she was surprised. The fact that she let her shoulders show at all. The way her magic feels in a room—quiet, coiled, not flashy like mine but present, like something ancient pretending to be tame.

And her smile.

The tiny one. The real one.

The one she tried not to let me see when she thought no one was looking.

My grip on the dresser tightens as heat coils low, traitorous and very real.

“Absolutely not,” I mutter. “This is not happening. We are not fantasizing about Thorne. We are civilized. We have control. We are... having a very cold bath immediately.”

I shove myself upright and stumble back from the mirror like it offended me. The room feels too warm. The air too still. My bed—normally the softest, most sacred place in the house—looks like a trap.

Because if I crawl into it now, I know what I’ll be thinking about.

And if Pestilence even senses a single impure thought from across the creek, I’ll find myself pickled in a jar of mystery salve with a label that says “regret.”

I grab a towel, spin on my heel, and bolt toward the bath.

“Cold soak. Now. Ice water. Shame. Reset button,” I mutter like a prayer. “Thorne is off-limits. Off-limits. OFF. LIMITS.”

But even as I fumble for the faucet and drop the towel onto the tile, the image won’t leave me.

Not the way she looked.

The way she felt in the space beside me.

And that?

That’s what scares me most.

The water bites. Ice-cold, enchanted to chill down to bone-deep clarity, and still it feels like it’s not enough.

I sink lower into the tub, gasping as it hits my ribs, and let the breath push out of me like I’m trying to exorcise a thought—her—straight from my lungs.

This is ridiculous.

It’s not just Thorne that’s off-limits. 

It’s everyone. I made that rule for a reason.

The last time I let myself fall into someone—really fall—my magic slipped. My focus shattered. Simple spells warped, wards cracked. One moment of distraction and I turned a sleeping charm into a six-hour blackout across three city blocks. Genuinely, not a single candle would light. And worse.

Temptation makes me reckless. Desire makes me dangerous.

And Thorne? She’s sharp. Watchful. She’d notice the smallest glitch. One flicker in my control and she'd see it—and she wouldn’t forgive me for it. Maybe she wouldn’t forgive herself for causing it, either.

So I swore off it. All of it. Touch. Intimacy. That pull of want.

Especially for someone like her. Especially when it’s this strong.

I shut my eyes, press my head back against the stone, and will my breath to slow.

But the cold can only do so much. Because my mind? My mind is already betraying me.

I picture her again—how she looked tonight stepping into the lantern light, her skin pale against the deep green of that dress, her arms bare, the markings winding across her like ancient poetry spelled into flesh.

Gods, her eyes. The weight of them. Like she knew what I was thinking, even then.

I imagine reaching out. Just touching her wrist, following one of those lines with my fingertips. Tracing the curve of her shoulder. Feeling her breath catch beneath me. She’d tilt her chin up like she’s challenging me even in that. She’d say something sharp, something that would break most people.

But I’d smile. And I’d lean in anyway.

In the fantasy, she doesn’t pull away. She leans back.

She lets me kiss her neck. Slow. Open-mouthed. Lets me taste the skin just beneath her ear, where the edge of magic hums. My hands would slip lower, brush the sides of her thighs beneath that dress, lift her into my lap and—

The water around me flares.

A tiny pulse of heat slips through the enchantment, reacting to the rush of magic coiling in my gut. To the ache spreading downwards, thick and needy, straining beneath the water.

Shit.

I clench my jaw, eyes snapping open.

This was supposed to be a cold soak. A reset. But she’s in my head. And now, so is this.

I drag a hand over my face. “Okay. Okay. That’s enough. This is just a fantasy. A harmless one. Nothing ever went wrong imagining things... right?”

But even as I try to breathe through it, the arousal doesn’t fade. It pulses in me, bold and aching, like my body doesn’t care how cold the water is, like it’s already decided the memory of her skin is warmer than any bath could ever be.

“Thorne,” I whisper before I can stop myself.

It’s a prayer and a curse in the same breath.

And I know I won’t sleep tonight.

Not unless I find a new distraction.

Or a much colder lake.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


I Definitely Am Not Thinking About Him (Shut Up)
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Thorne

The door shuts behind me with a satisfying finality.

Pestilence hops down from my shoulder and immediately curls into his moss nest near the hearth, one wing twitching in sleep before he’s even properly settled. Must be nice, to drift off without thought. Without consequence. Without golden-haired neighbors with flirty smiles and entirely too many feelings.

I stand in the middle of the room for a long moment. Still in the green dress. Still holding the edges of the shawl like it might anchor me to something that isn’t... spinning.

Gods.

I stayed the whole night.

What the hell is wrong with me?

I don’t do parties. I don’t stay. I don’t talk to people. I definitely don’t let myself enjoy it. And I never let anyone walk me home. That’s how you end up liking someone. That’s how you start expecting things. I hang the shawl on a hook, unlatch the dress at the side, and let it slide to the floor like a thought I don’t want to finish.
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