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CHAPTER ONE


If you happened to peek into Dirty Hoes Flower Co.’s window, you wouldn’t be drawn to our dancing lilies waving in their pots or the aesthetic wall of glass vases. The fresh, clean scents wouldn’t lure you in. And you definitely wouldn’t feel calm or at peace, despite the lavender. Instead, you’d be focused on the two women in the back, stacked on top of one another, screaming, swatting, and swearing—profoundly.


Why? I wish I had a better answer.


Maggie’s shoulders wobbled under my weight as she held my legs and I tried to reach the top shelf of our hardware room—a room we never went in because we didn’t know how to fix shit anyway. It was more of a neglected closet than anything. Dark wood shelves lined the small space filled with pot liners, planting gloves, clippers, and cleaning supplies. The cracked, beige tiles creaked under us. With no light or windows, I couldn’t see but continued reaching into the abyss.


“Stand still,” I groaned, stretching my arm over a dust-covered shelf looking for a damned pitchfork. A pitchfork to help catch the creature in the greenhouse. Because we were obviously experienced enough to do so.


“Reece,” she grumbled, “hurry up or my back is going to hurt worse than when Henry—”


“Nope,” I called down. “That’s enough. I don’t”—I grunted—


“need to know what Henry did to your back.”


“Fine,” Maggie whimpered, “but hurry up.”


“If you’d quit moving.”


“I can’t quit moving.” Maggie kept mumbling beneath me as my fingers began to lose feeling from holding on to the lip of the shelf. Looking for a better grip, something far worse caught my eye.


Not the pitchfork.


It was a spider crawling in a direct beeline for my head.


“Oh, fuck!” I yanked back, and with me, Maggie lost any sense of balance she’d held on to. Heart in my chest, I snapped my jaw shut and swallowed. If I didn’t, I’d puke. Only the flames of hell created such things, and we’d already had a morning. I curled my toes in my boots, stressed and clinging to the soles.


Vaguely aware of Maggie screaming, I swatted, thrashed, and slapped until I no longer saw the beast.


“What in the world?” She gradually regained her balance, no longer swaying me.


Between post-panicking breaths, I managed to get out the word “Spider.”


She tightened her grip on my legs. “Where did it go?” The nervous rasp in her throat increased.


Truthfully, I didn’t know where it fell. But I’d have rather not told Maggie that. My hand brushed a wooden handle, and I almost cried out with joy.


“Found it.” A loud clatter to the floor told her as much. Glancing down as I dropped the pitchfork, making sure my friend stood clear of the danger zone, I saw that atop her brown curls sat the too-many-legged creepy crawler. Cursed carnations. “Maggie, get me down.”


Hysterically, I grabbed for something to hold on to, anything. “Get me down. Get me down. Get me down.” This is the end, I thought as I fought for my Gods-damned life.


“Reece!” Maggie screeched. “Oh my Gods, what’s wrong now?”


I leapt from her shoulders, wrapping my hand around the top of the door frame, and prayed to any God listening to keep me alive for ten more minutes. Ten more minutes and everything would be back to normal.


My life flashed before my eyes, and dust blew up from the ground where I crashed, but the world finally slowed. Glaring up at a very confused Maggie, I took in her round, brown eyes and knew they’d soon glow red with hatred. “There’s a spider in your hair.”


One inaudible scream later, she zoomed out of the room, smacking away at her curls.


With the pitchfork next to me, I took several deep breaths and tried to relax, knowing this should’ve been the easy part. Behind me, footsteps stormed from one end of the shop to the other. The yelling faded and Maggie’s fit ended with two slightly less angry eyes hovering above me.


“Got the bastard.” The look of victory painted her features. Dark, feathered lashes encircled her eyes, naturally rosy cheeks flushed against her brown skin. Maggie had always been the epitome of sunshine and everything else good in this world. The longer she stared at me from her stance, the harder I tried to hold back the muffled laugh blowing up my cheeks until I couldn’t any longer.


“Come on, now.” She reached out a hand. “We’ve got a rodent to catch and ten minutes until the store opens on our busiest day of the year. Best get our shit together.”


I took her hand, smiled, and pulled until I stood eye to eye with her. “Our shit is never together.”


That much remained true as we stood outside with our backs against the glass wall of our greenhouse.


Most flower shop owners lock their greenhouses, but sometimes… the owners have really bad days and accidentally end up on the store floor with a bottle of wine, leading them to forget. And when they forget, the enchantment hiding the greenhouse from creatures fades. And when that happens…


“Do you think it’s in there?” Maggie aggressively whispered, gripping the empty trash can and lid she held to capture the creature.


“I don’t know, why don’t you look?” Sweat poured from my body. Stress sweat. The worst sweat.


Maggie pinched her nose. “Didn’t you grow up at a magical sanctuary for animals?”


“Yes,” I argued in a hushed voice, “and there is a reason why I’m here.”


Right? There must be a reason. A reason I left my home, my father, and his magical sanctuary behind me. A reason I ran a flower shop with my best friend instead. A reason I never looked back. Maybe not a “good” reason but…


The shattering of a pot yanked my attention off of my past. Time ticked. I gripped the pitchfork and locked eyes with Maggie, signaling with two wiggling fingers the plan: I’d enter, throw the pitchfork, and when the creature ran out, she’d capture it in the trash can.


Somehow, she understood.


Being the only child of a mostly absent father and deceased mother, I became used to doing things myself—whether it was getting groceries, fixing broken bookshelves, running errands, or cooking dinner. And I felt glad for it, because currently Maggie resembled a stray puppy frozen with fear. I wasn’t the parent friend, but more accurately the “Fuck it; I’ll do it myself” friend. With a last blow of breath, I turned over my shoulder and crossed the threshold.


Scents of lavender and roses filled my nose. Two middle aisles separated the room and limited my field of vision. Walls were edged with troughs of greenery, succulents, and overhanging vines. On our middle shelves, our few magical plants grew. We kept three in our inventory: dancing lilies, luck-me-nots, and snapping dragons.


The lilies wave in the sunlight, wiggling and dancing, which is why we put them in the window of the shop. Luck-me-nots are more for fun; you pick a petal then ask it a yes-or-no question. If the petal grows back, it’s a yes. If not, it’s a no. Snapping dragons are nearly identical to snapdragons, but they make snapping noises with golden sparks when touched.


Most magical plants and flowers are too high maintenance for demand. Ones used for cures are kept by medics. Ones used for cooking are kept at taverns or sold at markets. We’d had singing irises, but they had a problem of singing whenever they wanted—until I took clippers to their stems one night.


Edging down the right, I checked each new inch of visibility. The little bastard hid somewhere. Raxxens are hellish creatures—large rats with six legs instead of four and a nasty set of razored teeth. Their appetite led them to our plants; hence, the enchantment.


One more corner remained to be checked, and my bones were trembling like a damned scared-shitless deer stuck on the path of a speeding carriage. I hate this job. Maggie owes me so much for this, she’d better—


I turned the corner and there it stood, nibbling on leaves. Gray wired hair rose along its spine as its stomp-able little head snapped toward me. Hellfire eyes poured into mine and I didn’t take another moment to look at its six legs. I launched the pitchfork to frighten it, turned, and hauled ass.


In those few seconds, time slowed. Ceramic fractured behind me, but I didn’t look. I locked my sight on Maggie and ran as if it’d latched on to my ankles.


Vaguely, I heard Maggie chanting I’m-scared-for-my-own-life phrases and run-for-your-life phrases. And when my feet reached the door, I hurdled over her trash can as if I’d been a horse in another life, putting every muscle in my body to work because I’d be damned if that thing touched me.


I landed in the cold, cobblestone alley directly beside the trash can, only to turn back around at my friend’s hollering. Already, the alley’s smell of rotten garbage slammed my senses—the bowels of our beloved town.


“Oh my Gods, oh my Gods, what do I do? What the fuck do I do?” Maggie slammed the lid shut and parted her mouth as if torn between bawling her eyes out and puking all over the place.


Rushing to her, I pressed down on the top. “Go, go, go!” I nodded to the wooden fence bordering the woods. We waddled over, carefully holding the trash can between our shaking arms and legs. Sweat formed along Maggie’s hairline; her wide eyes focused on the lid.


I didn’t blame her; stress sweat soaked my clothes and even the butterflies in my stomach were having panic attacks. My hands grew clammy during our stagger, and I half wanted to launch the entire damned thing. But we didn’t; we made it to the fence.


“Okay, lift it carefully,” my voice trembled.


“Okay… okay… okay,” Maggie repeated.


Unfortunately, as with the shelf inside, we came up several inches short. The raxxen shifted, and a chill shocked my spine.


“Throw it! Throw it over!”


I yelled.


Maggie yelled.


We bent down, jumped, and chucked our trash can into the woods.


I ran.


Maggie ran.


You’d think running a floral shop would be all fun and games, cutting stems and making bouquets, but that’d be entirely incorrect and too good to be true.


And we had a store to open.
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Two messy globs of frizzy hair and exhausted independence sank onto the floor of the shop behind the desk—after we went back and locked the greenhouse. Despite going to battle approximately thirty seconds ago, Maggie looked like the sunshine main character of every story. Her curls were naturally beautiful and alluring, while mine were frayed and resembled a lion’s mane on a bad day—at least they did at that moment. Her eyes were pools of liquid brown like honey, mine were… seaweed green.


Her dresses were pastels and creams, mine were the darker shades. She wore pointed flats with straps, I lived in my leather boots and embroidered socks. Even in that moment, Maggie wore an orange dress tied in a loose bow across her chest. I wore my mauve one with a brown corset embroidered with flowers. Cute, yes, but two different people. If someone came in searching for a lost princess, I’d believe them if they told Maggie it was her.


Maggie, my best friend of three years, never seemed out of place, because she never was. This might’ve been our flower shop, but at its heart stood Maggie. Her strands of hair hanging loose appeared as though she’d put them there. Her chaos was… peaceful. Maggie knew exactly who she was, what she wanted, how to get it, and where she belonged.


Whereas I was more the type of person who never knew what I wanted, who I was, or where I belonged.


I thought I did, once upon a time. As a child, I saw it clearly, my future at the sanctuary with my family. Then when my mother passed, that future crumbled along with everything else. But I still had home, I still had Honey Brooke—until I didn’t. Not after the incident. Which led me here, clueless and sweating on the floor of a magical flower shop.


A flower shop where I’d built a new life for myself, one I truly loved and adored, yet still felt something missing. I still felt lost.


We sat there for the entire two minutes we had to spare, straightened our dresses, and opened the doors to the line of customers waiting outside.


Rusty brick walls trapped the early morning sun from outside, casting a pink and orange hue over the beige tiled floors. Because Maggie believed strongly in aromatherapy, scents of lavender and eucalyptus were woven heavily through the air. Our wall of hanging glass vases drew plenty of attention, as always. Tin buckets on the ground poured out with shades of orange, yellow, pink, and white. Dancing lilies waved in the window, welcoming the sun and customers. Above them, wind chimes and suncatchers hung. Tables were filled with hydrangeas, orchids, marigolds, and tulips—our stock of nonmagical flowers. A small room in the back displayed our selection of gardening tools, gloves, aprons, and seeds.


I couldn’t ever have decorated our shop as beautifully as Maggie did. Considering my favorite colors were green and yellow, it would’ve come out looking like our bathroom on a rough night after bottomless margaritas at Louie’s downtown. As we opened, people came in and people went out, hands full of petals and greenery. It’s the same every Mother’s Day. Fathers with their children, young adults, employees kissing ass to their female bosses. Women buying themselves flowers because they could. Behind my smile, my chest tightened. Despite not celebrating the holiday in fourteen years, the pain remained. Maggie handled the preorders, taking the majority of our business, and I wrangled the last-minute stragglers—probably because that’s where I’d be, too.


Sometimes their eyes would catch on me, trying to figure out if I worked there or not. Whether it be the leather boots, frilly ghost socks, typically crooked apron, or cluelessness about anything they asked me that made them question, I’d grown used to it. Don’t get me wrong, I knew how to do my job as well as the next guy. It just didn’t come as naturally.


Maggie would stay working in the shop all hours of the day, ass crack of dawn to the haunted hours of the night. I, on the other hand, had already thought about what book I’d read when we locked up. Maybe one of my romance novels, a light and fluffy one making me forget how much love hurts. With that reminder, I debated one to make me cry. Or perhaps a thriller to make my skin crawl and keep me awake all night; that way I could blame the book and ignore my anxiety a little longer. Oh, I remembered: I’d started an enemies-to-lovers, and the slow-burn had finally started burning. Not a bad-ow-I-regret-this burn, but a good burn. Like the burn that roasts your marshmallows for s’mores kind of burn. Except… not. Or simply add in a bantering, bickering couple. Okay, maybe that wasn’t the best comparison.


Either way, I dreaded reading any further, because once the characters stopped being enemies, the fun would die and I’d lose interest. What that said about me, I chose not to analyze.


Standing behind our small desk, overly crowded by sticky notes, I came back to reality and began to write up this man’s ticket. He seemed decent, probably close to my age, though the thick cologne made me second-guess. Dark hair, close shave, and strong jaw. I cringed as he tried to force a conversation. I hated small talk.


“So do you have any Mother’s Day traditions?”


“Yeah,” I started without sparing him a look. I’d messed up the two on his receipt and felt like screaming. I didn’t, though. “Every year I dig up my mother’s grave and—” When I finally did pull my gaze up, my attention was immediately drawn to the dark-blond, broad-shouldered man entering our shop. The bell above the door rang. My hands clenched. My fingers cramped and I dropped my pencil. I couldn’t breathe as my stomach contorted as if trying to rip apart my heart, and I forgot the man speaking to me.


But the blond turned, and it wasn’t who I’d thought it was. Who I’d wanted it to be? Who I’d feared it to be? I wasn’t sure which fit more accurately. It wasn’t him.


It’d been three years since I’d seen Laken Augustus, so why did I look for him in every crowd? In every dark-blond, broad-shouldered man?


I shook the thought from my head, recovering my place in the conversation. “I’m sorry, what was I saying?”


The man, bug-eyed and frowning, said, “You were at the part about digging up your mother’s grave.” He swallowed.


Oh. “Oh, yeah, it’s a grand time.” I smiled and handed him his bouquet. He might as well have run away with his tail tucked.


Small talk might not have been my expertise, but I didn’t mind the flower shop. It was a good career. Dirty Hoes was technically owned by Maggie alone. I just comanaged it. I’d been there since opening, but ownership wasn’t something I felt ready to take on. We made good money, and I worked alongside my best friend every day. What more could one ask for? It wasn’t as if I wanted to finally feel like I’d found my place in the world. I’d adapted to being the odd one out, the messy chaotic one running behind with half a shoe on, the one who never knew where she’d left off in her books. I’d be fine.


Laken Augustus may not have walked in… but the bell rang again and someone else I recognized did. Alaric Parrington—the business commissioner from my hometown, Honey Brooke. I’d recognize his deadpan stare anywhere, his cold gray eyes, his slicked-back peppered hair. The glasses he wore for appearances. Across his black pants, he carried a brown satchel. New and sharp edged. And in his hands—a letter.


My gut dropped into whatever hell lay below.


I knew what that letter would say.


It’d say it was time for me to return home. To Honey Brooke. To my past. To my father’s sanctuary for magical creatures. To everything I’d left behind me.


And I wasn’t ready for that.
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CHAPTER TWO


My father never tried to be a consistent man, rarely a stable figure in my life. But two things never changed: he loved his work more than anything, and he planned to leave for an adventure to find something more. Why? I had no clue, and I didn’t care.


But if I said I’d rather have my irritable bowel syndrome kick in while stuck in a crowded room with no lavatory in sight than go home—I wouldn’t be joking.


The door to our office creaked open a sliver as Maggie slipped in.


“What are you doing?” Maggie’s voice startled me where I’d been hiding, surrounded by unfinished paperwork and unorganized receipts.


“Is that guy still out there?” I nodded toward the shop, pressed against the wall as if it could hide me further.


Maggie tilted her head. “The one with a scary gaze and satchel who came in right before you barreled in here and slammed the door shut? Yes, he is. Do you know him?”


“He’s from my hometown.”


When her eyes widened, it was obvious she knew exactly how dire this had to be if he’d come out to hunt me down here. “The hometown you accidentally set on fire?”


Ah, there was that. You accidentally burn down one town center and get labeled an arsonist. “Yes,” I whisper-yelled. “That would be the one. And it wasn’t me, it was the hellblazers.”


The fire-spitting chickens.


“Well, what does he want?”


Grinding my teeth, I slumped into the wall with a sigh. I’d run from this for three years, but it seemed my past had finally caught up with me.


“He’s the business commissioner, so most likely, nothing good,” I said, skittering around the question.


Maggie popped a hip. “Reece,” she demanded, “what is he here for?”


I glared at her, arms crossed. A long, awkward silence passed, both of us locked in a standoff of wills. An unyielding staring contest only fueled the smothering tension between us.


I finally conceded.


“You aren’t going to like it.” No lies could be found; she wouldn’t want to hear about my leaving, either.


Scrunching her brows, my friend wasn’t backing down. “Do you think it’s possibly something important? Considering the lengths he went to to come here in person?”


I swallowed, rocking on my feet as the idea bounced around in my mind, yet it did nothing to subdue the nerves. I knew it must be urgent if he came here from Honey Brooke, but that didn’t make me any more eager to speak with him. But I needed to. “Perhaps.”


Maggie rolled her eyes. “I’ll be back.”


Only she didn’t come back alone. His voice came from the shop, a cold and short “thank you” as she opened the door. No, she didn’t. But yes, she did.


Face-to-face with Alaric himself, I bit back my displeasure and kept my murderous glares for Maggie between glances. My stomach churned like butter. I plastered a fake smile over my face, and I tried not to vomit.


“Alaric Parrington,” I greeted him. “Fancy seeing you here.”


He didn’t blink. No twitch of the mouth. No pulsing muscle in his jaw. The commissioner stood there, emotionless and stern. “Reece McCarthen, we have business to discuss.”


I gave a sorry, pathetic, tight-lipped grin and nodded, closing the door to the office, which happened to be equivalent to trapping myself in a cave with a hungry vulture.


Let’s see, would it be about the incident with the fire-spitting chickens burning a building to ash three years ago, or my estranged father… or his sanctuary for magical creatures? Something else?


Quickly shuffling through memories I tried to keep locked away, I scoured for anything that might’ve led to this. Obviously, the incident with the chickens, yes, but what else? There was that one time at school with the chemicals and the kid’s brows I’d accidentally burned. Or when I’d worked at the local market and mixed up the sleeping elixir and the pain-relieving elixir. I took half the town out before we realized what had happened. Or maybe it was about—


“Are you going to ask me to sit?”


Lurching forward, I nearly choked on my words. “Yes.” I gestured to the chairs in front of our thrifted wooden desk, stumbling over my feet. “Of course, please.”


Our office wasn’t anything spectacular… if you didn’t know it was an office, you’d probably never guess. The walls were covered with clippings of our shop in the town’s newsletter, the desk was devoured by preorders, and the folders stacked on top were overflowing with Maggie’s color-coded tags (which I knew nothing about).


Crossing my legs and perching myself taller over the surface, I folded my hands and turned my panicking eyes cold. I was innocent, no reason to act otherwise. Or at least I told myself as much. “You said there was business to be discussed?”


“Yes.” Alaric plopped his satchel in front of me and dug through it, pulling out papers. “Your father has left town.” Not the chicken incident. Okay? “Permanently.”


Oh. My world came to an abrupt stop as his words sank in because of what they meant.


My father had always said he planned to up and leave one day for a grand journey, something about a search for the dragons. “It’s in our blood,” he’d say because his father went on the same kind of adventure, the differences being (1) he didn’t abandon everything to do so, and (2) he actually found dragons—or a dragon, to be specific. But it couldn’t fly and had been badly injured by poachers. Thus, the family sanctuary for magical creatures was born. My family’s greatest treasure, the town’s pride and joy.


But I never believed he would do the same. Or had the adventurous spirit even.


He actually did it. He did it and he didn’t… he never tried to—I shouldn’t have been surprised he hadn’t reached out. We weren’t close anymore. It was that exact family legacy I’d left behind, after all. Swallowing, I resumed my place in the conversation. “And this is relevant to me how?”


Alaric’s glare poured into me; his downturned eyes were heavy. Bored, tired, or irritated, he didn’t seem to enjoy his work. “He’s left the sanctuary to you.”


Oh. My. Gods. If my pathetic excuse of a stern look and straight spine somehow managed to hide my nervousness beforehand, it definitely showed through now. I dropped my jaw and gawked as if I’d heard him wrong. Maybe I had. The whole thing… my family’s life’s work… their legacy. The room started shrinking. “He—he, um”—I shook my head—“he what?”


“Your father has left McCarthen’s Sanctuary for Magical Creatures to you.”


A home for animals that had been injured, mistreated, and even tortured for their magical qualities.


I blinked rapidly. No… it wasn’t possible. “Are you sure? He actually signed it over to me? Reece McCarthen?” Alaric’s deadpan stare told me he was tired of ridiculous questions. “When did this happen? Did he leave a note, a letter, or anything at all?”


“He contacted us three days ago to update the sanctuary’s pass of ownership. We were notified by a neighbor of his departure. I do not have the other answers you seek.”


Fair enough. “Has he already left?”


“To my understanding.”


I huffed, unsurprised at my father’s lack of communication with his own daughter. One might think leaving with no planned return date would call for a letter at the very least, but not with Chester McCarthen. No, after my mother died, his grief had consumed him. He shut out everyone that wasn’t a magical creature, including me—especially me. Shaking it off, I resumed the conversation. “Who’s watching it right now?”


“Family friend.”


“Right.” Probably Harvey Stiller, my father’s friend. Too bad he couldn’t keep it. He and his wife owned the town bakery. I squeezed my hands into fists. “And what am I supposed to do with it, then?”


Alaric unfolded his hands and straightened his spine. “You have two options. One: sell it. Two: own it.”


Own it? The words repeated in my head. My jaw tightened, stressed. My whole life would be uprooted. The life I’d built and worked for, the relationships, the shop. Biting my cheek, I contemplated if I’d be able to do this. To care for all of the magical creatures. I couldn’t tell if my heart pounded or didn’t beat at all. I felt numb.


Everything in me wanted to scream no, to say I didn’t want to get sucked back in, to yell that I’d closed the door to that life and made a new one here. But I couldn’t. The thought of returning home to Honey Brooke had my stomach roiling, my head aching, and a sort of bitterness biting up to the surface.


Old memories flashed in my mind, images branded into me for self-torture. The flames engulfing the town center. The screams. The glares. The whispers when Laken left.


“What happens to the creatures if I sell?”


Alaric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Well, Ms. McCarthen, if you are unwilling to take it over, you could at the very least make a profit in relinquishing it. There is always interest in magical creatures.” Meaning they’d be sold to the highest offer. Gods. I knew where most of them came from, the horrors they’d escaped. The slight flinch in the corner of his eyes, the way his lips pulled tight… it was the first time throughout this entire conversation I’d seen a legit reaction from him.


I leaned until my head hit wood. Then, I sat there, face down.


“There is always interest in magical creatures…”


Those animals were rescues pulled from unimaginable places and found in despicable conditions. They were rare, special. I still cared for them, despite our… history.


Born and raised surrounded by the creatures, I’d dreamed of running the place as a child. My family had filled it with love and joy and a light I hadn’t seen since my mother passed.


I had been pushed away and shoved to the side, my father refusing to teach me. After I (accidentally) burned the town center and lost who I thought was the love of my life, I left what I thought of as home behind.


Returning terrified me. The town saw the sanctuary as something to be proud of. They saw me as a lost cause. A charity case. A poor thing. I became trapped in the cage I was born in. So I escaped, I ran, and I never looked back. I didn’t have a reason to. Until now.


“Ms. McCarthen,” Alaric called. “I need an answer if you are well enough to give one.”


Shit. Groaning, I sat up. What I wanted to offer was a fake smile and a foot up the ass, but I settled for the first.


Thinking of the shop, I felt torn. Dirty Hoes Flower Co. had become my life, one that I’d built for myself alongside my best friend. And I loved it, sure. But flowers were never my passion, my future. It worked well enough, but I couldn’t help feeling like something had been missing all along. Like I was out of place, never belonging. My skin ignited with goose bumps and my stomach would hate me for the nerves it’d endure in the coming days. But I couldn’t lose my family’s sanctuary, the creatures. I couldn’t lose part of me.


So I made a decision. A possibly terrible, undeniably reckless, and tragically ironic decision.
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Alaric left a bit later, after paperwork had been signed, t’s crossed and i’s dotted. Remaining in my seat at the desk, I pressed my fingers along my brows.


A knock came to the wall, followed by a peeking Maggie.


“How much did you hear?”


“All of it.” Eavesdropper. My dear friend stood at the threshold with a gentle smile, even knowing what this meant for us. She wouldn’t let me see her sad, not over this. Over an ex, yes. Over me eating the last enchanted brownie, yes. But not this.


Maggie slowly nodded and her eyes flitted to me. “Wine?”


“Wine,” I said. Unfortunately, we’d finished our bottles last night, leading to the greenhouse mishap and whatnot. So we hit the town, walking to Marigold’s little convenience store for more.


After three years of living in Old Ashton, the towering buildings shouldn’t have felt like they were closing in on me, but they did. I’d grown up in a small town with fewer than ten small shops, all within walking distance. Old Ashton, where we lived and Maggie grew up, didn’t spread gossip like wildfire and had more shops, taverns, and apartments than I could memorize. Sandstone and ivory-brick walls, newly done stone streets lined with crape myrtles, and people who dressed to impress.


Maggie knew the town like the back of her hand. Where the fun happened, who offered the best deals, and which taverns made the best breakfast. She knew how to get there, when to take shortcuts during happy hour to avoid the horses, and how to find a magical bender when you needed one… which wasn’t often, but the fact it happened was weird enough.


Me? I could barely get us back to the flower shop. I didn’t like the crowds, the noise, or the tall towers. Every now and then, I’d spot criminals roof hopping with hoods over their heads and daggers flashing in the sun. Though if I could see them, I assumed they weren’t very skilled. Maybe in another life, one where I didn’t lose my breath going to the kitchen for a midnight snack, I’d be something edgy like an assassin.


The air clung on to a chill as the last kick of winter left and spring rolled in. Unlike my hometown, spring here could be detected by the weather, yes, but also by the clothes, foods, and florals. Fur coats were exchanged for sundresses. Soups were switched with sandwiches. And tulips were back at the market. Back home I could see it in the trees, the flowers. The birds and the bees. Two different worlds.


“What about a last-night stand?”


What? “What?” I asked, reeling my mind in, as I’d drifted off.


“Like a one-night stand with a stranger before you leave.”


My Gods. Not this again. I slit my eyes. Maggie obsessed over setting me up with people, or at least dragging me into the dating pool when I had almost no interest at all. I’d tried a rebound, the “get over someone by getting under someone,” and it didn’t work. Unable to ever get past talking to someone long enough for the possibility to even arise, I gave up.


“Right,” she grumbled, “not your thing.”


Why I took offense to her response, I didn’t know. “Not my thing? What do you mean? What is my thing?”


“Being lonely in bed with a book.”


I whipped to face her with knitted brows, opened my mouth—and shut it again. She had a point. I liked going out, hanging around friends, and exploring… just not as much as she did.


“Okay, so, not a stranger. What about Harrison? He seemed fun.”


“Not a chance,” I said. Harrison ended things after falling in love on vacation. Which was weird because I didn’t know we had anything to end; we kissed once. A dodged blade.


“Jonathan?”


“Nope.” King’s guard. Self-obsessed, conceited, and a bit too intimidating.


“Okay, Grayson? Nothing’s wrong with him! He’s charming, flirty, respectful—”


True, he was. And yet I felt nothing for him. My heart sat in my chest collecting dust and cobwebs like a witch’s cavern. “Maggie,” I cautioned, “let it go.”


She rolled her eyes and groaned but respected my decision not to sleep with anyone.


People walked by us. Some in their trench coats, probably hiding weapons—or, if it was the guy from the corner, hiding his ferrets. Others wore cloaks, corsets, dresses, or fighting leathers. Like I said, Old Ashton had variety within its population. During the day, everything stayed fine and dandy. But at night, even as the sun set, it changed. The atmosphere, the level of danger. Being the biggest town around and close to the kingdom palace, it drew in a criminal crowd of assassins, bounty hunters, witches, and such. All hungry for power, some hungry for blood. You didn’t want to get tangled up in a mess with people like the Wraiths, an elite group of assassins. Gaining their name from their reputation, you never saw them coming and you’d never meet anyone who had. It became normal to us, though. Us townsfolk stayed to our own.


Moving past Sun and Moon Books, I cupped my hands over my eyes and peeked into the dark window. Scanning the front shelves for new books, I felt disappointed, as usual. The bookstore had been the first store I found when I came, and I still visited it more than the others. But it wasn’t a fun, whimsical bookstore like the enchanted one back home. They had good books, but favored magical schoolbooks, how-tos, and biographies. I moved on.


“So you’re going to keep it? The sanctuary?”


Maggie’s question caught me off guard. But I knew my answer. “Yep,” I confirmed. “I hated it with my father, but when my mother was around… it was different.” After she’d passed, my father turned into someone I didn’t recognize. I hated being there, I hated being around. But once, it erupted with life and laughter. “I don’t want to lose that,” I explained. “I don’t want to lose what it once was and what it could be again…”


I don’t want to lose who I could be and what I could be, perhaps. I hadn’t found that missing something in Old Ashton. Maybe I would there.


“Are you nervous?” Maggie asked, glancing at my hands.


Noticing the redness from me picking at my fingers, I dropped them. I hadn’t realized I’d been doing it in the first place. Me? Nervous? About what? Coming home to the creatures, a whole town of gossiping grannies, and an ocean of locked-up memories? “I don’t know if nervous is the right word,” I admitted. “It’s going to be hard, and I don’t have a best friend there to help me.”


“Mm. True.” She looped an arm through mine and squeezed. “You could always make friends.”


Gag me. “That sounds even worse.”


“Well then, it’s a good thing you can drink wine instead.” She laughed, pulling us into the little convenience store on the corner with built-in shelves stocked full of random products ranging from wine to soap.


The clerk behind the counter sat, her hands occupied with knitting, except her hands weren’t the ones knitting—they waved the needles in magical swooshes. Cheater, I thought. Despite us coming in once a week, she didn’t know who we were. This wasn’t one of those places where everybody knew everybody. We grabbed our usual, a rosé for me and white for Maggie. Anyone who enjoys the taste of alcohol must be lying. The taste of wine reminded me of feet, and I’d probably take two sips before tapping out, but hey, it’s the thought that counts.


We got our wine. And we left.


Which meant one step closer to tomorrow. To going home.


Maggie clinked our bottles together. “Here’s to the past us—and the future us.” She cheered, always knowing what to say.


Unfortunately, I didn’t feel the same cheerfulness, but the wine helped.
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A hard conversation, too many tears, and one last sleepover later, I stood at the edge of my full-size bed. Shoved into the corner of a tiny upstairs room, I laid all of my body weight across a suitcase too small to enclose my belongings. Hiking a leg and grunting, my fingers wiggled around with the nearly rusted silver latch until finally, a small give. Falling limp, my arms and legs collapsed as if they’d gone through a twelve-hour training day. Slightly damp hair clung to my cheeks and lips until I blew out an irritated huff to move it.


The cracking sound from the left latch breaking sent a heavy weight into my gut. Mother of suitcase Gods. The first sign I should not return home.


The door behind me creaked open, followed by a smothered sniffle. “He really just left?” Maggie’s voice crept over my shoulder. “Vanished? Poof?”


I didn’t need to turn around to see her dainty hands, covered in her typical gold rings, motioning her poof. But because it’s human decency to face one another during conversation, I dragged my tired, soggy limbs off my suitcase and forced my legs to stand with sagging shoulders.


Maggie’s skin glowed in the way only she did, despite the gut-punched, solemn amber eyes staring into mine. It made this all the harder, knowing I’d caused her pain. She’d recently woken up and dressed, her curls tucked into a loose bun with strands framing her heart-shaped face. Even several feet away, I smelled the daisies and roses on her. Her pale-yellow dress suited her well, personality and all.


I’d met Maggie in trade school after I moved. Because that had been the plan—go to magical trade school, further my education and training, get a good job. However, when your magic is quite temperamental, and your temperament teeters between heartbroken and raging every day, it doesn’t bode well. It definitely wasn’t earning me any passing grades.


What had once manifested as tame swirls of wind became bursts of dangerous blows. And if I lost control, if I got real heated, it would start to steam. My limbs and all.


Maggie’s fiery magic never obeyed. Blazes of flames, spritzes of sparks, anything but what she’d called for. We’d bonded over our struggle with magic. When you put us into the same room, it got hazardous. Things always exploded, and to our teacher’s disapproval, we always laughed. Staring at her now, I remembered when she accidentally caught my hair on fire and I attempted to blow it out with a conjured gust of wind—but instead blew my shirt over my head and left my tits out for viewing. My hair recovered. Our status in school did not.


Then Maggie opened Dirty Hoes Flower Co. with me at her side, putting our magic behind us.


And here we were.


“It’s always been his plan.” My father’s plan. “He always said he’d go in search of the dragons. That he wouldn’t sit and wait for life to chip away at him.”


She frowned unsympathetically. “A heads-up would have been nice.”


Reluctantly, my cheeks burned with a grin. “Damned right, the old bastard.”


“At least he waited until after Mother’s Day,” she said. “So I take it I’m going to need to put out a job posting.” I frowned, to which she rolled her eyes. “You know I hate interviews.”


“You could come with me,” I teasingly suggested, dropping onto my bed. “You could also be scraping chicken shit off your shoes.”


“On second thought, interviewing isn’t so bad.”


A hurried laugh rushed out of me as she joined me, sitting at my side in silence. Guilt bit at me. It wasn’t as if I wanted to leave Dirty Hoes; I hadn’t predicted this. Two years I’d lived with Maggie. And for two years, I’d come to know she wouldn’t be the one to say goodbye. “You promise to come visit?”


Maggie moved across the room, folding the top of my comforter. “I’ll be there in two weeks.”


I tried to respond. I tried to smile. But I couldn’t.


“So…” Maggie changed the subject, undoubtedly to avoid my breakdown. “Will a special blast from the past be there? Do you think big bad Laken’s returned home?”


And there went our sentimental moment.


My face dropped into a lethal deadpan. “I don’t know, I hadn’t thought about it,” I lied and turned away, knowing I’d thought about it sixty-three times in the last twelve hours. As I forced my hands to shuffle through our dresser, her stare burned on my back. “I don’t care where Laken Augustus is or what he’s doing.”


His name left a treacherous sting on my tongue. Honey Brooke was home—but once upon a time, so was he. Laken Augustus. My mortal enemy or, more accurately, the boy who’d broken my heart three years ago.


For three years, I’d replayed his dimpled, all-consuming grin in my mind. His short, dark-blond hair waving over his head. His blue eyes. And for those three years, I’d tried to imagine what I’d do if I ever saw him again.


After he vanished with nothing but a pathetic excuse of a note.


From Honey Brooke. From his parents. From me. Dramatic. But seeing as I’d never experienced many forms of love to begin with, Laken Augustus had been my shot in the dark. And when that light died out, I damned it all.


My hands trembled on the edge of the drawer I’d pulled open for no reason other than to distract myself. For every little emotion stirring inside of me, I was thankful Mags didn’t do the whole “Are you okay? I’m here for you” bullshit.


It felt like a lot—too much at once. Father leaving, me going home, taking over, Laken’s possible presence. A painful silence filled the room, drowning us with it.


“Right.” Maggie knew. “I’ll be downstairs then.”


The second her feet crossed the doorway, I collapsed onto the floor, facing my room.


As two broke trade school dropouts, Maggie and I had settled quite easily into the upstairs apartment above the shop. Two tiny rooms with one tinier bathroom and kitchen. Our frail, oak-brown wooden planks stretched across the floor, scratched and scathed with chips and white marks from our midnight-rearranging eras. Truthfully, we were too weak to move most of it and the floor provided the evidence. And the shattered mirrors in the alley behind the store.


Vibrant memories flashed in my mind. The time during my leather pants phase when I’d worn them on a sweltering day and became stuck, cooking in them like beef jerky. Maggie helped peel them off me as I corkscrewed on the floor. The glass jar holding my dart bouquet on the dresser behind me. I’d started a tradition of stealing one dart from each game I won at the taverns and pubs.


Midnight talks about the stars and theories of our favorite fictional characters. My collection of unique glass bottles. My dusted stack of favorite books. Gods, Reece. Get yourself together and stand up. I listened. Leave, before you decide not to. Again, I listened because I knew better than to stay too long.


Downstairs, the early morning light blanketed the flowers through the windows. My free arm brushed past the dusty miller hanging over its copper vase as a mixed scent of flowers filled my nose. The scent of familiarity, comfort.


The shop would be fine without me; Maggie ran it by herself for the most part anyway. And I let her, happy to be a part of it. The lilies seemed to droop, as if their broken hearts weighed down their soft, gentle petals. But they were never my favorite flowers, so I knew they were not mourning for me.


They mourned for Maggie. The second sign I should not return home.


No, my favorites were the fillers. The baby’s breath. The wildflowers. Wild aster, rue, lemon leaf, astilbe. The flowers that didn’t belong.


Maggie shifted behind me. Her amber eyes had become one of my comforts these past years. Her thick ringlets flowed over her head underneath the folded silk bandanna she always wore.


My lip quivered; my throat stung. Goodbyes sucked. Fuck you, Father.


“I’ll be there in two weeks,” she repeated.


“Twelve days,” I corrected her because the shop’s schedule was booked until then.


Maggie scoffed, surprised I knew the schedule. “Twelve days.” Her hands cupped my face. “Don’t stay up too late. Keep your stock of green inks. Don’t pick at your nails. And please, for the love of your dearest friend, don’t forget to drink water.”


My chest rattled, but the alphabet soup in my mind didn’t form any words. Stuck somewhere between crying sad tears and crying she-knows-me-so-well tears, I didn’t find a common ground. Not before I opened the door with a shaking hand and left her behind me.


My entire soul grunted as I tossed my suitcase into the carriage, but even as my mind reeled back from the day’s emotional roller coaster, one thought haunted it.


What the fuck was I going to do with a magical sanctuary?
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CHAPTER THREE


My carriage driver was a man on his third marriage, struggling because his two exes lived within a ten-mile radius and saw each other once a week for quilting night. Small-town things. I knew because he’d been very open in the few minutes that had passed since I got in.


“That’s why I chose to be a carriage driver. It keeps me gone most of the time.” He shifted, and something slithered over his shoulder. “Much simpler times when it’s just me and Lolly, here.”


Through the front opening, I squinted at the gold scales shimmering against the fabric of his coat.


“Gods,” I said in a rushed whisper. “Is that a sinrix?”


Sinrix are frightening creatures resembling lizards, but with the ability to detect if a person intends to do harm. Nobody knows exactly how their powers work, but if they decide you’re up to no good—they attack. They flare their frills, spit some acidic venom, and have razor-sharp claws.


“Sure is.” He chuckled to himself. “Being a carriage driver is dangerous work, and Lolly hasn’t let me down once, have ya, little lady?” He reached out a hand and patted her head.


Lolly glanced back at me with black holes for eyes, save for the golden slit down the middle. A matching little mane brushed down the spine-chilling slithery body.


She stared at me from Old Ashton all the way to my destination.


“Honey Brooke, eh? You ever been?” he shouted over the sound of the horses violently galloping on the roads. The path winded too much for my liking; one more curve at this rate and I’d be puking out of the window.


“Unfortunately!” I strained through the opening. “It’s been a while.” I glanced to check if he’d heard me. Wind slung my hair over my face as my eyes blurred the image of meadows sloped upward and around, full of red and purple wildflowers. Out of city limits, the shaggy grass grew tall because nobody trimmed it, triggering a memory of when Laken high-kneed it across the field to pick an entire bouquet. The path became bordered by short stone walls, and the peaked roofs of the town came into sight. Fast, unwanted emotions came flooding up until my mind blanked at the sight of a wooden sign reading: Honey Brooke.


I was home.


Not half an hour after getting into town, I stumbled out of the carriage with weak knees and a stirred-up gut. I stood in front of the wooden sign my father had carved himself, daring to walk down a path of stepping stones leading to a house that may very well have been haunted.


McCarthen’s Sanctuary for Magical Creatures.


I’d grown up here. When I lived with my parents and grandfather, the house had once erupted with love and sound. My grandfather opened it back in his thirties after finding Indomitus, an injured dragon, on a summer voyage with his friends. The house used to be nothing but a house, until he snuck a dragon into the backyard. One thing led to another, and he started collecting creatures, nursing them, offering them a home. The sanctuary became a town marvel; they admired it (from a safe distance, of course). My grandfather passed, my father took ownership, and once my mother passed, my father never returned to the man he’d been. No hard feelings though; it had made it easier to leave him for Dirty Hoes and Maggie.


The sign rocked back and forth, creaking.


There were several reasons I hadn’t moved an inch in over three minutes. One: within those ivy-covered ash stone walls and behind those towering wooden gates, there were magical creatures who’d be relying on me to keep them alive. Two: if I walked inside, old scars would be reopened. Parts of my childhood I’d patched with memories of Laken. Memories would thrash, emotions would rise, and I’d itch to burn it all down.


Anticipation sucked the air from my lungs, a thief of a much-desired calm. But the longer I stood there, the colder it became as the moon left our part of the world in shadows.


Fuck it, Reece. Opening the small white gate, I crossed the stone steps to the door. Don’t turn around. Don’t run.


I jiggled my rusted key in the keyhole and prayed it still worked. Shoving my shoulder into the top soft spot while kicking the opposite corner—because my father held tight to his cheap ways—I busted in. Within two steps, the scent of our fireplace, old blankets, and burnt toast hit me hard. The scent of home, I thought.


Dim light filled the space, but even in the darkness I knew my way around. To my left was the same frail, thin, wooden stairwell I’d learned to climb on. A little farther in rested the same old fireplace I’d roasted marshmallows over, along with the same repulsive couch we’d kept since my childhood years. My father’s old rocker, brown cushions darkened with time and worn from where he sat and often slept.


In front of the couch, our moody colored rug sprawled out, a little raggedy, too. Undoubtedly, it needed to be thrown out after the years of chicken feathers, animal droppings, tears, and blood it’d seen. Ancient crocheted blankets and old shoes, basically fossilized, by the door. The back window wall, my father’s cluttered desk covered in journals and parchment, it all remained.


On my right—the kitchen. My mother’s favorite room. I didn’t have an overload of memories with her, but cooking in the kitchen was one of them. Unfortunate how I didn’t inherit her passion for a whisk and batter. She’d made breakfast every morning and kept the house happy and full bellied. Don’t get me wrong: she was a terrible cook. Burnt toast and dry cakes. But we ate it anyway. That was a long time ago.


Plates bordered with blue flowers and gold trim lined the overcrowded shelves stocked with ceramic, speckled handmade cups hanging from their edges. Resting against the sink, I glanced out the window above it, quickly moving to the olive-green cabinets. Untouched and unused spices, bowls, and more cups stocked shelves. Pans, wooden spoons, ladles, pots, and dishes hung wherever my father could fit them—everything appeared as I remembered.


Except the shuffling footsteps behind me. All the creatures slept in homes in the back…


A voice in my head said, What the fuck, Reece, turn around and run. But another louder voice yelled, Rip them to shreds; you got this, you independent woman. And as a stubborn independent woman—I listened to the latter.
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