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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Lochlan

          

        

      

    

    
      “IS IT NOW TABOO TO WEAR CLOTHING TO EQUINOX EVENTS?” —THE WEEKLY HEX

      “The witches are already naked,” Lochlan groaned into his phone.

      On the other end, Becket crashed to the floor with a grunt, probably tripping over his own feet in excitement. Naked anything tended to short-circuit his friend’s brain. Lochlan rolled his eyes and stepped behind a bush of honeysuckle to hide from the jiggling boobs and      flopping dicks. The late-blooming flowers and their vivid orange colors did nothing to lessen his annoyance at having to attend a Mabon celebration alone.

      “You’re shitting me. Isn’t the sun still out over there?” Becket asked. “Who’s naked?”

      “Maybe if you didn’t miss your train you’d know.”

      “How many witches are we talking about?”

      “Beck,” Lochlan grumbled. A few of the blooms wilted with his mood. He took a breath and stroked the petals back to life. “I wouldn’t have come if I knew you weren’t going to be here.”

      “Go home then,” Becket said over the sound of a suitcase zipping. “I’ll be there in five hours—we can have a nightcap.”

      Lochlan should have known better than to trust his friend to catch his train back to Stella Rune, let alone make it to the celebration on time.

      “I was going home, but Nancy from Magical Resources spotted me in the parking lot and she’s a gossip.” He glanced over his shoulder toward a middle-aged woman who was talking animatedly to Ben from accounting—who, like many of the witches, was already naked.

      Lochlan tugged at his collar, feeling the gentle warmth of heating spells and the weight of glamours thick in the air. Most attendees had arrived preheated by liberal amounts of spiced mead consumed during private celebrations at home. Being naked wasn’t a strict requirement, but when you combined alcohol, tradition, and supernaturals’ love for anything fun and primal, clothes simply became optional.

      Which was exactly why they gathered in a specific section of Stella Rune’s park. Regulars—non-magical humans—weren’t supposed to see magic, much less naked nymphs dancing. Most regs lived in blissful ignorance, and those in charge wanted to keep it that way for their safety. Allegedly. Only regs who married into a supernatural family were allowed to know the truth. It was a rule, and though Lochlan wasn’t sure he always agreed with it, he could see how it might keep everyone safer.

      He turned his attention back to the honeysuckle, bringing a few more buds back to life while healing others caterpillars had chewed on.

      “I hate coming to these parties.” He usually worked from home, but his boss had forced him to attend to network. He was the lone archivist of the Videt; there was no need to make connections over drinks and nudity. And if he did, no one would remember a thing by morning anyway.

      “I know, I’ll make it up to you,” Becket said, breaking him from his thoughts.

      “If you don’t, I’ll hide leadwort in your bed and underwear drawer.”

      Becket’s deep laugh brought him a little comfort. “I’m guessing that’s some kind of plant that makes you itchy?”

      “It’s a Plumbaginaceae.”

      “I deal with stars Lochlan, I have no idea what a plumbie-whatever is.”

      “We’ve been friends for almost eight years.” Lochlan sighed, realizing how often he’d listened patiently while Becket talked endlessly about stars, planets, and constellations. Clearly, plants hadn’t quite made the same impression in return. “It’s a blueish-purple flower. The oil from it can cause blisters. Or vomiting, if ingested.”

      “Lovely. So much for being friends for almost eight years then.”

      “Yeah, yeah. How’s your mom doing?” He had wanted to go with Becket, to sit with her, cook, fold laundry, do anything at all. Just like she’d done for him since his freshman year of college. But work had gotten in the way.

      “She tripped my stepfather with her crutches this morning. I’m still not sure if it was an accident or not. Probably not, considering he said he was thinking about trading her in for a model that ran better.”

      “That’s not very funny.”

      “Mom didn’t think so either. But she’s good other than that.” Doors slammed in the background. “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t make my train. I’m leaving for the station now and I don’t have any clients in the morning, so you have me all to yourself. Go make some rounds for the lords in power and head home. I’ll call you when I get in. We can go from there.”

      “I’m expecting top shelf bourbon.”

      “Only the best for you.”

      They said their goodbyes and hung up.

      Lochlan peered around the honeysuckle bush, taking in the scene before him. The equinox celebration was in full swing—joyful music swelled through the crisp evening air, lively banter carried from clusters of supernaturals, some clothed, some decidedly not, and the bonfire roared, painting the sky in hues of orange and violet. Tables sat a safe distance from the flames, crowded with dishes and half-finished drinks, giving people a place to eat and rest between dances. Despite the revelry surrounding him, Lochlan would rather have been home with his dog, Jade, tackling the set of old diaries he was restoring. Though, if he was being honest, that felt lonely. No offense to Jade.

      Historically, Mabon was a time for gratitude: a celebration of the harvest and preparation for the coming winter. Witches had come a long way from thatched roofs and no plumbing, but the spirit of the season remained unchanged. So, he’d celebrate, make his rounds and head home.

      Lochlan scanned the crowd, searching for anyone he could tolerate small talk with, when the flicker of deep red hair caught his eye. A sudden, senseless ache filled his chest as he recognized the woman it belonged to.

      Nia, the Duchess of Charity, stood in the shadows on the far side of the bonfire.

      Lochlan had never officially met Nia, though he’d seen her often. As the only archivist in the area with a knack for repairing books, he frequently helped the Stella Rune bookshop, New Chapter, restore old volumes, and the shop was located in the same building as her offices.

      Nia was stunning, driven, and always in motion. What Lochlan—and everyone else—admired most was the way she inspired people to care. To donate when they could. To show up. She fought for housing access, food equity, and the kind of rights most people didn’t even know were being stripped away. Nia stood for everything he struggled to believe in: hope, connection, belonging.

      Maybe that was why he couldn’t bring himself to walk past her office without stopping.

      Now, in the fading light, her hair caught the fire’s glow, and her presence pulled at something in him he couldn’t name.

      Nia turned.

      As their eyes met, Lochlan felt an inexplicable familiarity, as if some thread of connection had existed between them long before this moment. He didn’t know if it was fate, magic, or his imagination. He only knew he wanted more than this quiet glance. It was a need that unsettled him more than the thought of approaching a stranger.

      He stepped out from behind the honeysuckle, his focus entirely on Nia, and walked straight into naked Nancy.

      “Lochlan!” Nancy looked delighted as she grabbed his arms to steady herself. “I thought that was you in the parking lot. I haven’t seen you since that cauldron explosion in the staff bathroom. How have you been?”

      He kept his gaze above her chin but the blur of so much skin haunted his periphery.

      “Erm,” he choked on his words before he could form a greeting.

      “My, I cannot believe you are here. Listen, I have this nephew, and I know you haven’t seen anyone in a while, right? I could set up a coffee date. Just casual.”

      “Well…”

      “Janet!” Nancy waved at someone and Lochlan looked for his escape as three naked women surrounded him. “Look who’s here. Our prince!”

      “Lochlan, I can’t remember the last time I saw you,” said Janet, who also worked in Magical Resources. Unlike Nancy, who handled community outreach, Janet was in charge of keeping the town’s long-term glamours stable. “Susan, didn’t you say your granddaughter just graduated summa cum luna or whatever it was. She’s single.”

      Since Lochlan was looking anywhere but at the woman who’d just joined them, he didn’t know if it was Susan from accounting, or Susan from the tourism department.

      He prayed to the goddess for mercy and a way out of this conversation before it turned into a matchmaking catastrophe.

      Just then, a tray of spiced mead passed by, heading away from him and the cluster of unclothed women.

      “It was good to see you,” he said, seizing the opportunity to escape, “please excuse me while I grab a drink before the dancing starts.”

      “The dancing has already started!” they complained in unison, but Lochlan was already slipping through the crowd, focused on the man bringing drinks to another group. After he placed his order, he found a table with mostly clothed supernaturals.

      Lochlan had nothing against nakedness at celebrations—or in general. It was more that he didn’t know where to look, how to react, or how to avoid making a misstep. When he’d left home at eighteen and traveled to Stella Rune from Dover, he had been thrust into witch life and hadn’t found steady ground in the eight years since.

      Nia crept into his thoughts, slipping past the guard of his better judgment.

      She made it look easy, as if she’d always known who she was. Like she didn’t have to try. He scanned the gathering, but she was nowhere to be seen. The ache that had spread through him, the glint of something new—something he hadn’t felt before—faded to a dull longing.

      His drink arrived, a welcome distraction. He’d let himself finish it and then he could leave the chaotic field and put the night behind him. Or at least pretend to. He doubted anything would make him forget Nia.

      The way she made something in him stir.

      The way she made him want.

      At least his boss would be satisfied; tomorrow, he’d scribble a brief note, seal it, and send it off with the next available messenger cat to confirm he’d attended, had his drink, and fulfilled expectations.

      Nothing more, nothing less.

      He downed the chilled liquor and a distinctive fizz tickled his throat. It tasted like bourbon, but bourbon didn’t make the world feel more colorful or hazy at the edges. The warmth spread fast, loosening the quiet caution within him. Strange. He didn’t hate it. In fact, he liked the way it softened the world.

      Suddenly, he wanted to stay a little longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Nia

          

        

      

    

    
      “HOW TO DETECT FAIRY WINE AT YOUR NEXT CELEBRATION.” —A PAGANS BLOG

      Nia stood far from the bonfire, where darkness welcomed her and her shadows prowled.

      “How much are you willing to pay for your transgressions?” she asked, her voice calm, almost bored. “What are you willing to do?”

      Jackson, her latest mark, swallowed hard. “T-transgressions?” he echoed.

      Nia rolled her eyes. Shadows coiled around him, slithering up from the ground, winding like smoke around his throat. They whispered to her, revealing what he tried to hide—his fears, his secrets, the things he thought no one else could see.

      Movement in the distance caught her eye.

      A man, tall, broad-shouldered, and entirely out of place lingered at the edge of the gathering, half-hidden behind a bush. Was he… talking to it? Petting it?

      Curiosity flickered over Nia, sharp and unexpected. Without thinking, she let her magic tighten around Jackson’s throat, silencing his blubbering as she turned to study the stranger.

      Who was he here with? Why wasn’t he joining in like everyone else? And why was he so fascinated with that bush?

      His gaze lifted and locked onto hers across the bonfire.

      The noise around her dimmed. Her pulse skipped. An odd feeling stirred beneath her skin, slow and certain: like she’d found something hidden, something meant only for her. It settled deep in her chest, a familiarity she couldn’t place and didn’t trust.

      Jackson’s choking shattered the moment.

      The spell was broken, leaving her with a flicker of irritation. Nia’s gaze snapped back to her mark, her magic coiling tighter around his throat, punishing him for daring to break her focus. His face turned a lovely shade of blue before she pulled her shadows loose.

      “I—I can’t believe they call you Saint Nia, Duchess of Charity,” he wheezed, glaring with watery eyes. “What would people say if they found out you threatened and terrorized for your donations?”

      Nia’s lips curved into a cold smile. “And what will they say when they learn that the so-called king of happy and healthy chickens is a fraud? That his birds are living in squalor and fighting off rats? That those organic chicken breasts they’re feeding their children come from animals covered in lesions and riddled with disease?”

      His eyes went wide. Nia gave him a wicked grin.

      “Ten thousand dollars,” he said, his voice barely a whisper.

      “Oh, Jackson,” she said, shaking her head. “No.”

      “F-fifty thousand.”

      “You think fifty will absolve you of your cruelty?” she asked, her tone cool and unyielding. “That amount is a drop in the ocean for someone like you.” She paused, watching horror dawn on his face. “I know about your illegal gambling. And the money laundering.”

      “You’re a monster.”

      “No, I just grew up with one,” she backed him farther away from the party and tightened her powers once again. He was right where she wanted him. “Here’s the deal, Jack. You’re going to clean up your farm, get proper veterinarian care for those poor chickens. Then you’re going to donate fifty thousand to Feeding Children, twenty-five thousand to the Stella Rune Pantry for the Unsheltered, and then, for pissing me off, ten thousand to the Stella Rune Animal Shelter.”

      His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.

      Nia leaned in. “What? Cat got your tongue? Spit it out.”

      “Eighty-five thousand?” He shook his head, incredulous. “That’s insane.”

      She pulled her phone from her dress pocket and pressed play on a video of one of his farms. The sound came first: the restless clucking of chickens and the creak of old wood. The footage showed overcrowded enclosures, the birds packed too tightly, their feathers ruffled and dull. Some perched uneasily, shifting as they tried to find space, while others remained still, their heads tucked down.

      Nia watched his face pale. “How much would you lose in sales if I posted this? If, say, the media got their hands on it?”

      His jaw clenched. “Fine. Fine.”

      “Niiaahh,” a singsong voice called from the distance.

      “I expect the funds in five days. Now tell my business partner how pretty she looks tonight.”

      Nia linked her arm through Jackson’s and smoothed the creases from his shirt. She turned to Ivy, who was skipping toward them in a shear opal dress. Her white-blonde hair gleamed orange in the firelight and her eyes sparkled with delight.

      “Nia,” Ivy said with a breathy sigh. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “I’m right here.” She pinched Jackson’s rib.

      “You look lovely tonight, Ivy.”

      She pinched harder.

      “Absolutely stunning, if I wasn’t already mar⁠—”

      “Thank you so much, Jackson,” Nia cut in. “I look forward to working with you.”

      She released him and he stumbled away as Ivy waved an uneasy goodbye.

      “What were you doing with the CEO of the largest poultry distribution company this side of the continent?” Her delicate hand continued to wave.

      “Talking to him about the best places to donate his money.” Nia glanced at her nails, her tone casual.

      She and Ivy had founded The Charis Foundation six years ago, back when they’d shared a tiny apartment on the verge of foreclosure. The building’s owner, an elderly woman, had fallen behind on her payments. A large corporation was circling, eager to buy the property and turn it into a parking garage. A parking garage in Stella Rune—how obscene.

      Determined to help, Ivy and Nia had worked tirelessly to raise the money needed to save the property, eventually returning ownership to the older woman. That victory had sparked the creation of Charis, an organization dedicated to supporting causes close to Stella Rune and in the surrounding area. Years later, when the woman had passed away, she left the building to Ivy and Nia.

      On the surface, Charis matched small charities with donors and helped them find creative ways to raise funds. They worked with wealthy individuals who had a genuine heart for giving—but that was only half the story. Off the books, Nia targeted corrupt individuals and forced them to pay for their sins.

      It was the only way she knew to atone for the damage caused by people like her father. She’d never let Ivy in on what she really did, or the kinds of people she convinced to donate.

      “Nia,” Ivy scolded, spinning to face her. “You were roughing him up, weren’t you?”

      “Me? Never.”

      “If people want to donate, let them do it out of the goodness of their hearts.”

      Nia arched a brow. She never judged Ivy for how she got her donations. Her best friend had once bought them groceries—and quietly funded three food drives—by sending a few spicy videos to some exceptionally generous individuals. Not one of them knew their money ended up feeding the hungry.

      Ivy had no idea how far Nia went to secure donations, and it was better that way. Safer.

      Nia smiled, deflecting. “Oh, go dye your eyebrows.”

      “How dare you!” Ivy gasped, her hands flying to cover her brows. “You know how much it bothers me. You can’t even see them unless I color them every other week.” She stomped her foot for emphasis. “That’s it.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Ivy’s lips curved into a mischievous smile. “I’ll order you decaf for a month!”

      “You wouldn’t do that to me.”

      Satisfied, Ivy turned her nose up and strutted off toward the growing crowd, where people had begun to dance beneath the now-dark sky. On her way, she passed one of Stella Rune’s few remaining elders: a wiry old witch with shoulders curved from years of hunching over spellbooks and mediating petty squabbles.

      The elders carried weight in town, not just in the supernatural community, but even in the Videt’s decision-making. They weren’t lawmakers, exactly—that was the Videt’s domain—but their words held enough sway that few dared to ignore them. They had a way of charming humans, too, securing goodwill, influence, and occasionally funding for magical initiatives.

      They also officiated hand-fasting ceremonies and other romantic rites, which made them particularly popular during celebrations like Mabon. Something about the air—whether it was magic, moonlight, or just an excess of wine—had a way of stirring up romance. Someone always ended up married before the night was through. Because nothing said true love like exchanging vows while your drunk uncle accidentally turned himself into a toad in the background.

      Nia cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled after Ivy’s retreating figure, “Make good decisions!”

      Ivy was the only reason Nia bothered coming to these celebrations. Left to her own devices, her could-not-be-single best friend would end up married off to an ancient oak, a fairy, or—like last time—a wood devil.

      Nia shivered and was thankful when a man approached with mulled wine. She grabbed a glass and made her way toward a shadowed tree. Settling onto the ground, she adjusted her skirt so it pooled around her and turned her attention to the dancing. Ivy swayed to the music, her movements fluid and carefree as she and others circled the fire, their laughter rising into the night air.

      Nia always came to these gatherings as an observer; she never got naked, never let herself indulge, dancing and reveling, the way others did. Everything was business to her. But she still enjoyed watching the supernaturals cut loose, chasing things she told herself she didn’t need. Love. Connection. The luxury of being fully known.

      She had spent the first eighteen years of her life hidden, a secret kept for her own safety. And though she had built a new life in Stella Rune, she was still keeping that secret. Just like her father had.

      Nia lifted the glass to her lips, but before the wine reached her tongue, a halting movement, out of place in the easy flow of revelers, snagged her attention. A tall, awkward man hesitated at the edge of the crowd before reluctantly stepping in. His brow furrowed as he tried to find the rhythm, his movements stiff and uncertain.

      Nia recognized him immediately: the man who talked to bushes.

      Now that she had a proper view, he wasn’t terrible to look at. Actually, as his face relaxed and a small smile curved his lips, he became devastatingly handsome. Not that Nia was interested. She had a duty to help as many people as possible, and she wasn’t about to get tied down. Not after what happened to her mother, and not for some tall⁠—

      He turned and her brain short-circuited.

      Thighs. Thick, strong, and unfairly distracting under tailored pants. Her gaze trailed up and down, her breath catching as she took in the rest of him: broad shoulders, a solid, grabbable waist, and an ass that could only be described as perfect.

      She could almost feel the rough press of his thighs under her palms, her hands gliding upward to dig her fingers into that infuriatingly faultless curve. The thought burned through her, sudden and unwelcome, leaving her stomach tight and her heart racing.

      No. She would not be tempted. Dancing led to flirting, flirting led to dating, and then bang! You were married against your will.

      Nia downed half her drink, though the burn and fizz almost made her spit it back up. She looked to the sky as her eyes watered, but—instantly and irrationally—she missed the sight of him. When she looked back toward the supernaturals, he was staring at her.

      Her breath hitched as she swallowed a hiccup.

      He was so handsome with stars dancing around his head. When he gave her a welcoming smile that felt comfortable and familiar, she was suddenly on her feet. Which was a horrible idea, because as she stood, her vision blurred. It felt like her feet left the ground as colors swirled around her in a vibrant tornado, and all she could hold on to was her absurdly desperate need to get to him.

      That wasn’t normal. It was rom-com-level nonsense. A part of Nia knew this was how people got cursed, or worse—married. She’d need to see the eraser witch first thing in the morning to sort out whatever this was.

      But first, she’d dance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Lochlan

          

        

      

    

    
      “YOU ALL CALL IT FATE, I CALL IT A DRUNKEN MISTAKE.” —THEGREENWITCH1969

      Lochlan groaned. His bed was wet and itchy, and a blinding light assaulted his eyelids. He remembered dancing, a blazing fire, and⁠—

      “Click-click-kra!” a crow screeched, scrambling his thoughts.

      “I will use you in a damn potion if you don’t cease your jeering,” Lochlan snapped, his words slurred with sleepy irritation.

      “Kra-kra!”

      He opened his eyes to glare at the dark bird.

      The sun hung low in the sky behind the creature and gray smoke rose in the distance. He could hear the sounds of birds and insects waking, which meant he’d never made it home last night, and this was not his bed.

      “Shit, Jade.” He ran a hand across his face and discovered a braided rope wrapped around his palm. “What the⁠—?”

      “Jade?” a woman’s voice interrupted, husky with sleep. The sound brought Lochlan an unexpected sense of relief. He reached down, fingers brushing through her silky hair, and felt a sudden, fierce longing to stay like this forever. Not that he could move, even if he’d wanted to. Her warm body was draped over him, legs tangled with his, her bare stomach pressed against his side.

      Bare.

      Naked.

      They were both naked.

      Everything stilled around him; he didn’t even breathe as he realized his situation. Their situation.

      Moaning rang in his memory, along with grinding bodies, and a desperate need for release. He put his weight on his elbows and looked down to find deep red hair. Tired green eyes blinked up at him.

      It was Nia.

      She had been using him as a pillow.

      Her eyes widened and she scrambled back with a yelp, but didn’t get far. The rope still tied around their wrists snapped tight, yanking him forward. He hit the grass with a grunt, then pushed up onto his hands, dragging her part of the way back with him.

      She landed face-first in his bare lap.

      Lochlan went very still as his brain went blank and blood rushed south. Ache bloomed, harsh and sudden—a reminder that he’d never found relief. He hadn’t let himself. But now he hardened instantly, involuntarily, and completely inappropriately. His body didn’t care. It knew exactly what it wanted, even as his mind scrambled to slam on the breaks.

      “I’m sorry,” he blurted.

      She jerked back. Darkness gathered around her and hid her naked body from him. He blinked rapidly, desire battling with awe as he watched her magic come to life. The dark shadows moved like smoke. It was mesmerizing. Trailing petunia suddenly appeared alongside her shadows, the dark velvet petals and vibrant green leaves cocooning her chest and thighs.

      “Stop it!” she snapped, attempting to shuffle farther away. Her power sliced through the rope, then the flowers, giving him one more accidental view of her body before it vanished again in blossoms and darkness. He caught a glimpse of faint fingermarks—almost certainly his fingermarks, he realized with a pang—bruising her hips. Her voice echoed in his memory, low and breathless, begging him for more. But he hadn’t let them go that far. They were too drunk. He’d stopped, even when it nearly broke him. Still… the way she’d wrapped her legs around him. He hadn’t meant to leave marks. But seeing the evidence of their night while she looked so wounded filled him with uneasy doubt. “Leave me alone!”

      “I’m not—” Lochlan stopped and couldn’t breathe past the pounding in his chest. He brought his right hand up: a thin wisp of darkness danced across his knuckles, twirled around his fingers, and twined with the rope still wrapped around his wrist.

      It was a hand-fasting rope.

      There were rumors of hasty marriages during supernatural events, but it was laughable to think that could happen to him.

      “What the goddess is this?” Nia’s voice was edged with panic as she looked between him and the hand-fasting rope. She had stopped struggling—whether from exhaustion or the weight of their intertwined magic, he wasn’t sure. Her gaze burned into him, demanding answers he didn’t have. “Tell me we didn’t actually do this.”

      “What’s mine is yours.” A memory flashed, filled with the sound of husky laughter and the taste of a sweet drink.

      Oh fuck, he was married to Nia—practically a stranger. He pushed himself to his feet, swaying slightly as his head throbbed. Hastily, he covered his front with his hands and turned his back to her, scanning the grass for his clothes.

      She gasped and his skin prickled with heat. His hand shot to cover his ass, but it was a futile effort; his palm barely concealed one cheek. He could only imagine what she was seeing—and thinking. Unease flared in his chest, leaving him feeling more exposed than ever.

      Did she notice the scars winding up from his ankles, fading as they reached his knees? Would she ask? Would she care?

      The thought made his steps falter, and he nearly missed the scattered remains of a piece of clothing: his underwear. A spot of denim caught his eye a few feet away, and he walked toward it, gathering his scattered belongings. When he picked up a silky purple dress, he hesitated, then brought it to Nia with his eyes firmly shut.

      “This can’t be happening,” she muttered, snatching the dress from his outstretched hand. He turned away to give her privacy, pulling his shirt on—inside out, of course.

      “Wait,” she said, a note of accusation in her voice. “Are you a wood devil?”

      Lochlan froze. He turned back to her, his shirt halfway over his face. “Wood devils don’t exist.”

      “A wood devil would say that.” She rubbed her bare arms, shivering.

      Without thinking, he gave her his jacket. “I’m a witch,” he said, his tone flat. “If you didn’t notice, my magic has mixed with yours. Which means⁠—”

      “Don’t say it.” She covered her face with both hands, stepping back. “If you say it, it’s real.”

      Lochlan flinched. Would he ever get used to the sting of being unwanted?

      “I’ll fix this,” he offered quietly.

      “No, I will,” she snapped, then added under her breath, “I fix everything.”

      She stormed off in the wrong direction, muttering curses to herself.

      “The parking lot is this way,” he called, gesturing over his shoulder.

      She grumbled something unintelligible but adjusted her path, trudging ahead without looking back.

      They walked in silence. Now and then her eyes slid to his, lingering before looking away. Was she piecing together moments from last night, like he was?

      It was blurred images, slurred conversations, and heated touches.

      How did this happen?

      “I’m Nia,” she blurted, stumbling. He reached for her instinctively, but she raised a hand to stop him.

      “I’m Lochlan,” he offered.

      “The Unwanted Heir?” she asked, her brows scrunching as if she’d expected someone different.

      A flush climbed his neck, and he looked away, focusing on the path ahead.

      The title would never leave him. Even after all these years carefully fading into the background, it still found him: a reminder of a past he had no control over and a kingdom that had begun to fall the moment the world learned he existed.

      His mother had kept her pregnancy a secret. After his birth, he’d been quietly placed in his father’s care, raised unseen among the castle’s staff. He grew up never knowing he had a half-sister and brother—two children the queen had claimed and presented to the world while he remained hidden in the shadows. Lochlan had been thirteen when his father died, leaving him alone with servants who had no idea what to do with a boy who was never meant to exist. Then one of them had talked. One whisper turned into many, until the truth spread beyond the castle walls.

      The scandal had been immediate, a wildfire that tore through the monarchy. The queen’s affair with a castle gardener, they’d called it. But his father had been far more than that. He was a powerful herb witch—his magic hidden, just like the child they had conceived.

      Lochlan’s thoughts swirled through the dark memories until Nia broke the silence.

      “I actually have experience with this kind of mess,” she said.

      Lochlan grimaced. A mess. That’s what his mother had called him—a problem she’d tried to hide.

      “Not for me,” Nia added quickly. “I would never get caught married.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Well… never again,” she muttered, waving a hand in the air. “Ugh, I need coffee and a lawyer.”

      The mention of a lawyer made him think of Becket. Had he made it home safely? Lochlan would call him as soon as he found a charger and this was all sorted out. At least he would get a good laugh out of the situation.

      Lochlan held a low branch up so Nia could duck under it safely. She blinked up at him, her expression briefly thankful before shifting into frustration. It was oddly endearing. The darkness that had clung to him moments ago loosened its grip, even as she grumbled about the mess they were in. A mess. That’s what she’d called their predicament. Not him.

      “Anyway,” she said, “someone I know got into a similar situation, and I was able to get her out of it easily. Half an hour of paperwork, and this whole thing will be annulled. Then we can just forget it ever happened.”

      Forget it ever happened. He could never forget Nia, or the way it had felt to hold her in his arms, or the shape of her body beneath the stars. She was seared into his memory.

      “Shit,” she said. They arrived at the parking lot and all that waited for them was his ancient truck. “I came with my partner.”

      “Partner?” he asked, startled.

      “My business partner,” she clarified. “And best friend.”

      He nodded in understanding, breathing a little easier.

      “I can drive us.” He gestured to the truck. 

      A question flashed in her eyes and he wished he had the courage to ask her what it was, what she felt, besides regret.

      They got in, buckled their seatbelts, and when he turned the key, the engine roared to life.

      Lochlan hesitated.

      Though they’d just met, he already knew the ache of losing Nia to an annulment would haunt him forever. He had finally mustered the courage to approach her before the liquor took over. What if he hadn’t been derailed by Nancy? Would he have woken up with a number in his phone and the possibility of getting to know Nia instead?

      She turned to him with an awkward smile. He was taking too long to leave, but putting the truck in drive would begin the process of saying goodbye. What reason would she have to talk to him or seek him out when this was taken care of? It felt like so many experiences he’d had before, and he wanted something different. Something new.

      But that was impossible. Unless…

      “Lochlan,” she said, quiet and pleading.

      He wouldn’t get what he wanted today.

      But at least she would.
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      “THE DUCHESS OF CHARITY MARRIES THE UNWANTED HEIR.” —THE STELLA RUNE GAZETTE

      “You won’t be the only ones coming in today,” Vinny said.

      He was a local Stella Rune lawyer who’d handled Ivy’s hasty annulment. An energy witch, Vinny could sense emotions in a way humans might call empathic. It probably made him an excellent lawyer, able to read people in ways they couldn’t even read themselves.

      He sat behind a large mahogany desk, sorting through the paperwork to finalize the annulment.

      “They should pass a bill pausing all marriages during equinox gatherings,” he muttered.

      Nia flinched at the word marriage. She couldn’t believe she was sitting here. This wasn’t her.

      It could be worse. As far as husbands went, Lochlan was hot—no denying that. He was the classic tall, dark, and handsome cliché, all sharp cheekbones, broad shoulders, and just the right amount of scruffy stubble. And, well… that ass.

      She swallowed a groan.

      He also seemed sweet, in a quiet, barely talking kind of way. But she had vowed to never be in this position, no matter what. Now she had to vow that it would never happen again. Maybe she should do a spell, or find a potion to help make it stick.

      “How is your friend Ivy doing?” Vinny asked.

      “She’s amazing, and happily unmarried,” Nia gave him a pointed look and then dropped her gaze to the papers in his hands.

      “Right, right. I’ll just take these to the back, confirm the information, and get you out of here in time for brunch.”

      Vinny walked away and when the door closed behind him, Nia bent over and rubbed her eyes. Once this was taken care of, she would have to make sure nothing leaked to the media. They loved following anything she did, for some absurd reason.

      “Are you okay?” Lochlan asked.

      She waved the question away. She wasn’t okay, but she would be, and either way it wasn’t any of his concern.

      “You’ll be rid of me soon.”

      Memories of the night before flickered through her mind like elusive flames, impossible to hold on to, yet they left her burning all the same. She had never enjoyed an equinox celebration so much, never danced so freely, never been so… carnal.

      They hadn’t had sex. He wouldn’t let them. But they had been naked, tangled together, her legs spread over his thighs as she chased relief with desperate, breathless urgency. He’d held her through it but refused to take that final step, no matter how many times she’d begged. Her moans had pressed against his throat, her teeth had sunk into his skin. The marks she’d left were red and angry, and yet, she couldn’t bring herself to feel ashamed.

      What would it feel like to have all of him? To feel him inside her, with nothing between them but heat and want? When they woke up, he’d been sweet and attentive, but he’d marked her as roughly as she’d marked him, and she wanted that side. That darker, hungrier part of him. The one that would leave her sore and aching in all the ways she craved.

      She blew out a shaky breath, her cheeks flushing as the images swirled too vividly in her mind. Stop it. There was no good in dwelling on what couldn’t—wouldn’t—happen.

      She forced herself to look anywhere but at him.

      On the lawyer’s desk sat a plant, its leaves drooping and dull. Nia’s gaze lingered on it, sensing the faint pulse of life, clinging on but desperate for care. This was Lochlan’s magic, now hers.

      He had noticed the plant, too.

      Shadows curled from his hand, twining gracefully around one of the water bottles Vinny had offered them and lifting it toward the thirsty plant. As the dry soil greedily absorbed the water, Nia could feel the plant’s immediate relief, like a breath finally taken after too long without air.

      “You caught on to that pretty fast,” she murmured, grudgingly impressed.

      Lochlan glanced at her, the corners of his mouth curving slightly. “Your shadows—they’re magnificent. They remind me of the vines I can conjure.”

      His compliment sent an unexpected surge of warmth through her, but she shoved the feeling aside, focusing instead on the plant. She had the sudden urge to steal it, to bring it back to her office where she could tend to it properly. She could picture it thriving among the small collection she’d somehow accumulated over the years—plants she had, against all odds, managed to keep alive. She wasn’t sure when or why she’d started collecting them.

      Now, it felt almost like some kind of twisted joke from fate.

      “You’re taking this a lot better than I am,” she said.

      “I’m used to being someone’s mistake.” His voice was laced with quiet anger. Nia was about to ask him what he meant when the lawyer came back, his face pale.

      He sat behind the desk. “I’m sorry.”

      Nia and Lochlan shared a glance.

      “For?” he asked.

      “I can’t grant your annulment.”

      A faint ringing filled Nia’s ears.

      “Excuse me?” she demanded. “Why the fuck not?”

      “It seems…” Vinny tugged at the collar of his shirt, the movement small but telling. “Well, I… I just can’t.”

      Nia’s jaw tightened.

      “I can feel your anger.” His magic must have been clawing at him, dragging every bit of her fury straight through him. Good. “Please, calm down and⁠—

      “Don’t tell me to calm down. You annulled Ivy’s marriage, and that devil didn’t even need to be here!”

      Shadows darkened the room, rising with her anger.

      “That was a different situation,” the lawyer said, his hands trembling. “I can’t help you. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      Nia stood so fast her chair fell and clattered to the ground behind her. This couldn’t be happening. She fixed things. That was what she did. Her mind began to work, looking at all the options. Extorsion would take time; threatening would be a lot quicker.

      She searched the office, looking for⁠—

      A gentle hand wrapped around her forearm.

      “Come on, Nia.” Lochlan’s voice was cool and calm in a way that eased her anger. “I know someone who can help us.”

      Despite the tension in the room, his expression was all careful concern.

      Nia turned back to the lawyer, the tips of her writhing shadows pointing at him, each sharp as a blade. “You’re going to regret this.”
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        * * *

      

      The second lawyer’s office was nothing like what she’d expected. A gaming table covered in tiny painted figures stood in one corner, while mostly tasteful posters of half-naked people lined the walls. A mini fridge sat in one corner, stocked with more beer than water, and numerous plants thrived in the small, eclectic space.

      And then there was Becket—tall with dark skin and a careless grin, his slacks and shirt rumpled like they’d spent the night on someone else’s floor, or possibly like he’d just rolled out of an orgy.

      She instantly liked him.

      Something in her stirred, perking up like a cat scenting the air. It wasn’t a conscious reaction, more instinct than intent: You have magic, it hummed, but what kind?

      It was always like this with other supernaturals. Her powers stirred, too, eager to root around in his darkness, to get a feel for what lay beneath. But when he gave Lochlan’s shoulder a squeeze and she caught the twitch of his lips out of the corner of her eye, she pushed down the urge.

      “You just had to have all the fun without me, didn’t you?” Becket said, taking a seat behind his messy desk.

      “We probably have you to thank for this,” Lochlan answered.

      “If I’d been there, I wouldn’t have stopped it.” Becket held one hand by his mouth and stage-whispered. “She’s freaking hot, dude.”

      Lochlan ran a hand over his face and Nia rolled her eyes.

      “Now,” Becket continued, “I don’t usually deal with ruining a lovely couple’s life with divorce–”

      “Annulment,” Lochlan cut in, his tone clipped.

      Becket waved a dismissive hand. “But I don’t see any reason why I can’t file this and send you on your way.” He glanced over the papers. “Yep, everything’s in place. You sign here, Lochlan. And Nia, there.”

      Lochlan signed quickly and slid the papers toward Nia. She found herself hesitating. Yes, she wanted this over with as quickly as possible, but⁠—

      “I just want to say,” she began softly, her fingers brushing the pen, “if there was anyone to be accidentally married to, I couldn’t do better than you.”

      Lochlan’s eyes widened as wonder flickered across his face. Caught off guard by the emotion, she quickly turned away. With a steadying breath, she signed her name.

      “Now, my turn. Then we can crack open a bottle of bubbly to celebrate,” said Becket.

      “It’s nine in the morning,” Nia pointed out.

      He shrugged and turned to sign the paper. The pen hovered over the blank line. Nia watched as it continued to hover, then tremble.

      “What?” Becket’s eyes flicked between the both of them.

      “We didn’t say anything,” Lochlan said, frowning. “What’s wrong?”

      “Huh, weird.” He shook his head and went to sign again. This time, Becket’s hand began to shake violently. He grabbed his wrist, trying to force the pen to paper, but it wouldn’t budge. The lights began to flicker as Becket shook his head. “I will not submit to you… you…”

      Becket began mumbling incoherent words.

      Lochlan stood as Nia gripped the arms of her chair.

      Becket looked up from the papers, his eyes unfocused and nose bleeding. “Mommy, I would like some cereal,” he said before his face fell to the desk with a painful thump.

      “Becket!” Lochlan rushed to his friend and checked his pulse before trying to wake him with light slaps on his face.

      Nia’s heart pounded so violently she thought she might pass out. Memories surfaced, flashes of a time she was too young to understand: a man tied to a chair, his body straining, his mind under siege.

      Her stomach turned. “That fucking asshole.”

      “He didn’t do anything!” Lochlan’s voice was harsh, commanding—and, annoyingly, kind of hot.

      “Not him.”

      Lochlan’s eyes narrowed. “Who?”
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      “WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT THE UNWANTED HEIR.” —THE WEEKLY HEX

      “You fucking shitbag!” Nia yelled, storming into the office of Wulfric ‘The Sword’ Cabot—the man who governed most of the magical community. The Blade of the Goddess. The most powerful supernatural, as far as Lochlan was concerned.

      And Lochlan’s boss.

      After Becket regained consciousness and insisted he was fine, Nia had bolted. Lochlan had chased after her, following as she ran straight out of the office, through Stella Rune, up the steep hill, past concerned regulars and supernaturals alike. Lochlan caught up just as she’d reached the Videt, the massive domed structure that sat atop a cliff overlooking the ocean. He had trailed behind Nia as she blew past the very confused—and entirely useless—security guard, then up several floors, bypassing Wulfric’s elderly assistant, before barreling into the imposing office.

      The room was all dark wood and towering shelves. The windows were open, letting in a sea breeze and the sound of crashing waves. Writhing shadows sent papers fluttering, a globe spinning, and a few picture frames tilting askew. Lochlan barely had time to catch his breath before Nia was across the room.

      Wulfric, unnervingly calm, watched her skid to a stop before his desk. A small, knowing smile played on his lips as he smoothed his mustache, then spread his arms wide in an almost theatrical welcome.

      “My lovely daughter,” Wulfric declared, his tone rich with amusement. “What a joy it is to see you after all this time. Seven years, eleven months, and one day, to be exact.” His gaze slid to Lochlan with a conspiratorial wink. “And who is this strapping young man with you?”

      Lochlan’s brows shot up as his brain scrambled to process what he’d just heard.

      Daughter.

      The word reverberated in his head like an echo in the tunnels beneath Stella Rune.

      He had known Wulfric for years. The man had plucked him—a hurt, wide-eyed eighteen-year-old—from one path and set him on another. He’d granted the scholarship that had shaped the course of Lochlan’s life; he’d been a mentor, a boss, a guiding presence Lochlan respected deeply, not just for the power he wielded, but the personal investment he’d made in Lochlan. In all this time, Wulfric had never mentioned having any family—let alone a daughter.

      Now that daughter was Lochlan’s accidental wife?

      Well, soon-to-be ex-wife.

      “I will murder you!” Nia’s spat, jolting Lochlan from his thoughts.

      “Patricide?” Wulfric interjected smoothly, his amusement cutting through the tension. “I’m touched.”

      “What did you do to those lawyers?” she growled. “Why are you interfering with the annulment?”

      Wulfric ignored her and turned toward Lochlan. “I’m sorry, where are my manners. What was your name?”

      Lochlan’s eyes narrowed. “Lochlan, sir.”

      “Polite and handsome? How marvelous!” He stood and walked toward his bar cart, one he’d served Lochlan a drink from countless times. “Let us toast to your nuptials and the advantageous coupling you’ve found yourselves in.”

      “Don’t act like you don’t know his name,” Nia spat. “You saw it when you were rooting around the minds of those lawyers.”

      Wulfric was a mensiter, a dream walker, and could travel through people’s thoughts, regardless of how far away they were. Everyone in the magical community knew as much. What Lochlan wanted to know was why The Sword was keeping their familiarity from his daughter.

      And why he’d kept the existence of his daughter a secret from Lochlan.

      Wulfric cut him a look Lochlan interrupted as: I have my reasons.

      “Wait. An advantageous marriage?” Nia looked between them. “Why would you think that?”

      Wulfric leaned back, swirling the crystal decanter in his hand, silent but watchful.

      Nia gasped sharply. “Oh no.”

      She ran a hand across her face.

      “What?” Lochlan asked, his heart quickening.

      “He planned this whole thing.”

      Lochlan’s gaze jumped from Nia to Wulfric, bewildered. Why would a powerful, calculating man like Wulfric want someone like him anywhere near his daughter?

      “Yes.” Wulfric tilted his head, with a subtle and infuriatingly satisfied smile. “Right down to the wine.”

      “Fairy wine?” Nia let out an incredulous laugh, pacing the office like a furious, caged cat. “You manipulative shitbag.”

      Dread pooled in Lochlan’s stomach. “You drugged us?”

      “Don’t be dramatic.” Wulfric waved dismissively. “Fairy wine merely lowers inhibitions. You were fully yourselves, just more… impulsively honest.” His gaze moved smoothly between them. Nia glared. Lochlan stood, mouth slack in disbelief. “I saw you two had finally noticed each other, and took the opportunity to enact my plan.”

      “Plan?” Nia demanded. “What do you want?”

      Wulfric spread his hands in an easy, practiced gesture. “Simply for my lovely daughter to find love. To be happy.” His voice was calm and confident. “To be part of my life again.”

      “Never,” Nia snapped.

      “You’re here now, aren’t you?”

      “Under force and coercion!”

      Wulfric waved lazily toward Lochlan. “There is nothing about this union you did not both willingly enter into. Force? Coercion? Oh, I think not. Even if it is for the best.”

      Nia scoffed. “You don’t get to decide what’s best for me anymore.”

      Her voice was ice-cold but Wulfric didn’t flinch. Instead, his knowing smile deepened.

      “My dear, all I’ve ever wanted is your safety and happiness. A life filled with love.”

      Nia’s laugh was bitter. “Like the life you forced on my mother?”

      For the first time, Wulfric’s polished expression slipped.

      “You may have stolen her choices from her.” Nia raised her chin defiantly. “But you will not take or dictate mine.”

      Silence thickened between them, tense and stifling. Nia turned her glare on Lochlan, eyes narrowed as if preparing to curse him.

      “Were you in on this?”

      Lochlan lifted his hands, palms open in a desperate show of innocence. “Absolutely not.”

      She looked furious, but Lochlan could see the pain beneath her anger, and he wanted to be the one to ease her hurt.

      “He was not involved,” Wulfric interjected. “But don’t think I didn’t do my research.”

      “What was there to research?” Nia’s gaze raked over Lochlan, as if he were an enigma she was trying to decipher. Her scrutiny triggered the part of himself that was always careful to stay unnoticed. He looked away.

      “Lochlan is a son of Dover,” Wulfric said, almost gleeful, “and what is it now? Third in line to that throne the regulars sit on?”

      “Third?” Lochlan exclaimed.

      Last he’d checked, he was tenth. Not that it mattered; the title was just symbolic. Had something happened to his family? His hand instinctively went to his pocket, fumbling for his phone. He didn’t follow the royal news and made a point to stay out of it. No feeds, no updates, nothing that reminded him of a family that had never treated him like he belonged.

      “There have been some… accidents,” Wulfric continued, his delivery as casual as if he were conveying the week’s weather forecast. “I’m sorry to say your aunts and uncles have passed.”

      Lochlan scrolled through the list, his stomach sinking.

      Train accident.

      Riding accident.

      Crushed by a cow.

      The explanations grew more outlandish and improbable, yet there they were, cataloged with eerie detachment. No foul play. No common thread. Just a string of bizarre incidents. Lochlan covered his mouth with one hand, trying to stifle the rising wave of panic as he paced the office.

      What a fucking nightmare.

      “Me being a princess wouldn’t change anything,” Nia said flatly. “It’s just a title.”

      “A title is always advantageous,” Wulfric replied. “It opens doors. It makes people listen. Especially in the human world.”

      Lochlan sank into one of the many chairs in the office, thoughts spinning wildly. A bastard. A witch. Now third in line to the throne?

      His gaze flicked to Nia. She was watching him, her expression unreadable. For a moment, something passed between them—concern, or maybe just curiosity—but then it was gone. Her shoulders squared, jaw tightening as she turned on her father.

      “I made a vow.” Her voice cracked like a whip.

      “And you made one last night, too,” Wulfric replied, unshaken.

      Nia’s shadows lashed through the air, slamming into the bar cart and sending it crashing across the room.

      “I will make you pay for this.”

      Wulfric shrugged. “How, dear daughter? My secrets hold no power over me. I have nothing to lose, no aspirations beyond your care and safety. Unlike you.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Lochlan asked.

      Even to himself, his voice sounded strangely dull and devoid of emotion. This was all just too much.

      “Because I can,” Wulfric said to both of them. Then, to Nia, “Can you not believe I want what is best for you? Trust that I’ve ensured Lochlan is the best choice?”

      “No!” she snapped. “There’s something you want. And this won’t work—it’s barbaric.”

      “Were you not the result of a forced marriage?” Wulfric asked, maddeningly calm.

      “And look how that turned out,” she spat, venom in every word. But Lochlan saw the way her eyes glistened before she looked away. “Name your price.”

      Wulfric raised his chin, walking to his desk with deliberate ease. He sat down, leaning back and toying with his mustache while Nia fumed, hands clenched at her sides.

      Tension crackled like static in the air. Whatever their history, it had left scars deep and jagged, and Lochlan was no closer to understanding these than he had been five minutes ago.

      “Fine,” Wulfric said. Nia’s shoulders sagged with relief. “I am certain I made the right choice, but I will give you the opportunity to change my mind. I’m feeling generous and my mood has lifted after being able to see you again.”

      “At what cost, Wulfric?” Lochlan knew The Sword well enough to know there would be terms.

      “You must live together. You must attend five family dinners, five public events of your choosing, and five witch celebrations. If after that you can prove I made the wrong choice, I will grant you the annulment by Yule.”

      “You’re out of your mind.” Nia bristled with anger. “One of each. You’ll grant the annulment by Samhain. And we won’t be living together,” she countered.

      “You cannot prove you are incompatible if you do not give this relationship a chance. So you will live together. Three family dinners, two witch ceremonies, and a public event approved by me. And I will decide on Samhain.”

      Silence stretched between them, punctuated only by the soft crash of waves outside Wulfric’s window.

      “Fine.” Nia sighed, clearly frustrated. “And how can we trust you to not simply decide in your own favor?”

      “We can all do a promise spell at our first family dinner, which I’m so looking forward to, dear daughter.”

      Nia looked to Lochlan. “What are your thoughts?”

      “What choice do we have?” he answered.

      “There should always be a choice.” She glared at her father while she said it. “Are we in agreement?”

      “Yes.”

      They both turned to Lochlan.

      “Yes,” he said, because fighting it felt impossible, and some reckless part of him wanted to see what happened next.

      “Lovely!” Wulfric stood and clapped his hands once. “Now if you two will excuse me, I have a meeting with someone or other. I’ll have the promise spell ready for our first family dinner and will be in touch soon.”

      “Fine.” Nia turned toward the door. “I’m going to work.”

      “Wait,” Lochlan called, following.

      She paused near Wulfric’s very curious secretary, Francine. Lochlan glanced at the older witch, then inclined his head down the hall. Nia followed him to an alcove just far enough away, he hoped they wouldn’t be overheard.

      “I’m sorry about this.”

      He’d wanted a chance to be in Nia’s life, but not under these terms.

      She looked down at her feet and rubbed the back of her neck. “It’s not your fault, so…” She glanced at Francine, then lowered her voice. “We’ll be living together?”

      “We’ll make it work.” Lochlan resisted the urge to reach out and hold her. He wanted to—desperately—but, under the circumstances, he wasn’t sure how she’d receive the gesture. This was all a lot for both of them to take in. “Would you prefer your place or mine?”

      “Yours,” she said, quickly. “My place isn’t much more than a corner of that asshat’s office. I live in an apartment above Charis. Would you want to meet me there around six? I have a motorcycle, so riding with my things isn’t exactly ideal.”

      “Okay,” he said, meeting her gaze. “I’ll be there at six.”

      Her lips twitched upward—not quite happy, but maybe relieved. Her eyes still carried the burden of what the day had thrown at her.

      “Good,” she murmured as a tear slipped free.

      Before he could think better of it, Lochlan reached out and brushed it away with his thumb. Nia froze. Then she stepped back, wiping at her other eye with the heel of her hand.

      “Good,” she repeated, as she turned and left.

      Lochlan stayed where he was, staring at the empty doorway as if it might offer answers. The feeling in the hall shifted subtly, and he knew without turning that Wulfric stood behind him.

      He’d appeared like this many times before, usually as Lochlan worked on delicate restorations in the Videt’s archives. Wulfric had often stayed longer than necessary, watching Lochlan’s careful progress with almost paternal interest. They’d talked—about the pieces Lochlan handled, their history, their value—and it had been comfortable. Reassuring, even.

      Now? That presence made Lochlan’s stomach twist. The man he’d once respected, even admired, had orchestrated something so elaborate, so personal, so invasive, Lochlan felt like he’d never really known or understood him.

      “Why are you doing this?” Lochlan asked. He didn’t turn around, keeping his eyes fixed on the spot where Nia had stood.

      “Because I feel it’s what’s best for everyone,” Wulfric replied, his tone casual.

      Lochlan glanced over his shoulder. “Why me?”

      “Why not you?” Wulfric said. “One day, I hope you see yourself as others see you, as I’ve always seen you.”

      Lochlan moved to leave. He needed space and time to think—but Wulfric’s voice stopped him.

      “And Lochlan?” Wulfric said, a note of warning in his tone. “Not a word about us.”

      Lochlan turned, frowning as he searched Wulfric’s face for some kind of explanation. “You can’t possibly think I could keep this from her,” he said, disbelieving.

      “I expect you to,” Wulfric said firmly.

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s what’s best, and what I want,” Wulfric replied, his gaze unyielding. “Her knowing our connection won’t help either of us.”

      Lochlan felt a pang of… betrayal, maybe.

      “And what about what she wants?” he asked. “If you care about her, if you miss her and want her back, this doesn’t feel like the way to fix things.”

      For a moment, Wulfric’s confident exterior faltered. A faint shadow of regret passed over his face before he turned away, walking back to his office.

      “It’s the only way,” Wulfric said, softly.

      The doors closed behind him, leaving Lochlan alone with more questions than answers.
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      “THE DUCHESS OF CHARITY STORMED OUT OF THE SWORD’S OFFICE TODAY! WHAT DOES IT MEAN? DID YOU SEE HER OUTFIT? A TWEED BLAZER WITH A SILKY DRESS? SWOON!” —DUTCHESSLOVER3000

      Nia rested her head on a makeshift pillow of event flyers, the colorful papers crinkling beneath her cheek. They advertised a pancake breakfast to raise funds for better gear for local police dogs. But how could she focus on pancakes and pups when she’d just come face-to-face with the man she despised more than anyone?
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