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      To everyone who has ever waited

      with your heart in your throat,

      for the worst to come.

      

      And to my sister⁠—

      who insists I dedicate every book to her.

      I look forward to you not reading this one, either.
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      Dear Reader,

      Dead End closes one chapter of Shea’s journey and opens the door to another. Writing this book was both cathartic and brutal—I had to walk Shea through some of the darkest corners of her world, and of mine, before we could arrive at any semblance of peace.

      This story grapples with survival, trust, and the lingering scars of loss. It explores what it means to carry hope in the midst of horror, to choose love even when grief feels unbearable, and to find home again after being broken apart. Shea’s story is flawed, messy, and profoundly human—and in that, I hope you see reflections of your own strength, too.

      Your comfort and well-being matter above all. If at any point these themes feel overwhelming, please honor your needs and step away. The story will still be here when you are ready.

      

      Dead End contains themes and situations that may be disturbing or triggering for some readers. This story includes depictions of:

      •	Graphic violence and gore (including blood, corpses, and supernatural battles)

      •	Supernatural horror elements (vampiric transformations, feral feeding, shadow entities)

      •	Medical trauma and experimentation (forced blood transfusions, needles, restraints)

      •	Imprisonment, coercion, and systemic abuse

      •	Death and dying (including loss of loved ones, sudden killings)

      •	Psychological distress (panic, grief, trauma responses, survivor’s guilt)

      •	Themes of separation, reunion, and parental fear

      •	Explicit intimacy

      

      Take care of yourself, dear reader.

      
        
        Your story matters.
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      “He dwells in dust, in beam and bone,” a gravelly voice sang. “A name once spoken, now atoned.”

      Shea’s breath caught. A feverish tremble crawled up her spine until it gripped the back of her neck. Her shoulders kissed her ears as she twisted in place.

      “Mordai,” Shea hissed, teeth grinding as she searched the dark.

      She tasted blood.

      There were no doors, no trees, no stone. Just utter black. An unnatural stillness that caused panic to alight in her veins.

      She scrambled for a pulse of magic, digging deep into her own power to find an anchor—a thread to cling to. But she groped for nothing. The voices of her ancestors did not rise to meet her. They were utterly silent.

      Her breaths came shallow and unsteady, her dread settling like a stone in her stomach.

      This wasn’t the Dreamer’s Field or the Unreal. This was something else entirely.

      A monster’s face loomed in front of her, a black and gray portrait of rotten teeth and a concave skull. “You can’t even tell the difference anymore, can you?” he cackled. “You’ve lost sight of what’s real. You don’t even know if it’s me, do you?”

      He reached for her, long fingers curling around her slender throat. It felt too warm, too familiar.

      Shea fought against him, nails sinking into his forearms as she tried to push herself free.

      “In brick and blade, rust and rope, the house is his. Abandon hope.” His melody died into a snarl as he gripped her by the neck and pinned her beneath him, his palm pressed to her windpipe, crushing it beneath his weight. He whistled as she thrashed, unflinching, unmoving.

      “You locked me away thinking that you could forget me, Shea Tobin, but you will never be rid of me.”

      His free hand drifted along her midline with intimate memory he hadn’t earned. His thumb traced the scar he left on her, all those years ago, just beneath her navel, dipping beneath the hem of her pants. Where he had sunk a blade into her skin and said, “I’ll gut you like the swine you are.”

      She trembled despite herself, back arching as she tried to free herself of him.

      “Oh, my little Druid. There are things far crueler in this world than me, you’ll see,” he whispered, breath hot and acrid against her temple. “You don’t know what you’ve done, burying me.”

      Shea raked her nails over his hand, trying to drag it away from her throat. She was growing dizzy, her lungs burning as she fought for air.

      “My only regret is that I won’t be able to see the look on your face when you realize that you traded one nightmare for another.” He groaned, a sound more perverse and hungry than it had any right being.

      “And when your world shatters, and you have nothing left, I’ll be there to feast on your despair.”

      His voice grew into a roar. Stars erupted behind her eyes as the fight went out of her limbs. She tried in vain, hands swatting lamely at him as she made small, gurgled sounds.

      “Your whole world is going to end, Shea Tobin,” he cackled.

      The undertow came for her. Heavy, and dark, dragging her deeper until she was surrounded by a field of stars.

      Shea jolted awake, heart hammering against her ribs. She gasped for air, clawing at hands that were no longer there. Magic hummed to life around her, alive, pulsing erratically in rhythm with her heart.

      It was just a dream.

      She sighed, relieved.

      A truly awful dream.

      “Shea,” a voice called. “I need you.”

      The galaxy shifted, flying past her at inhuman speed. Stars became blurs, and dark faded to light.

      She smelled cherry blossoms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Shea didn’t know where she was.

      This place was unnaturally still, holding a quiet that might have been serene were it not for the unease trailing featherlight up her spine. There was only silence—even as the breeze wrapped around her, gentle and cool, a sweet lie meant to take the iron from her backbone.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      Shea jolted, her teeth gnashing together with such force she swore she tasted blood. She didn’t need to look to know who spoke—the Sovereign’s voice had tattooed itself on her memory.

      The Dreamwalker turned to face the Bearer’s leader, who seemed out of place clad in black, her face shielded by a mask, a crown of gold and black atop her head. But this place was beautiful. Serene. Placid black ponds reflected a gray-cast sky overhead, trees lining the waters, their blooms painting portraits across the reflective surface.

      The smell of fresh flowers hung in the air. It would have been calming if she knew why she was there.

      Instead, Shea felt overwhelmed by the mystery. She should have grown accustomed to the secrets kept from her by now—she hadn’t. She felt them consume her, trailing over her skin like love bites until they left her bruised, consumed by the pain and memories of what led her here.

      The two women stared at each other. The redhead pressed her lips together, hands balling into fists.

      Months had passed since they’d last seen each other, since they’d had any meaningful discourse. There were many things she wanted to say. Many things she shouldn’t. And should. Just as many things she wouldn’t.

      So she settled for propriety. “Thank you for having me, Sovereign.” Her head ducked toward her chest. “I have to admit, this is not what I was expecting.”

      The Sovereign chuckled, clasping her hands across her middle. She inclined her head toward a winding path littered with fallen blossoms. “I too get very tired of meeting in the same place all the time.”

      “Then why do you?”

      Brief silence. “Formality. Decorum. And frankly, it’s just too cold to meet anywhere else.”

      Shea made a small noise of agreement. Verbank was a small town in upstate New York, prone to brutal winters and unforgiving temperatures. Having spent most of her life there, she could attest it never got easier.

      “What is this place?”

      “A park where I grew up,” the Sovereign explained. “Or at least, a memory of it.”

      “Are we in the Dreamer’s Field?”

      “No.” The Bearer’s leader shook her head. “I don’t have that ability.”

      Shea’s jaw worked. It was hard to know if she was revealing too much or not enough. Her realization of what she was capable of was still recent.

      “We’re in an illusion,” the Sovereign explained. “We are outside, in a park. Just not this one.”

      Shea frowned. “Are there people around us now?”

      They were surrounded by serene quiet. It felt impossible to imagine another living soul had ever been here—least of all could see them now.

      “No, we’re protected. Both from the outside and from here.”

      Shea shrugged. It wasn’t important. What mattered was why she’d been summoned, especially after months of silence.

      She had done her best to find the Bearers, reached out and tried to gain audience with them. First, after her father’s cancer had miraculously disappeared. Then again when the protection spells around her house seemed to grow threefold in strength.

      She could only assume they were making good on their promises to recompense the Bearers’ many victims.

      She could only hope they were doing right by the werewolves too. Not that there were many opportunities to ask.

      The Sovereign had given her and her childhood best friend Chloe a task: find Verbank’s remaining hedge witches—those who refused to kneel before the Bearers. They were meant to bring them into the fold to build a supernatural council, but Shea was starting to doubt any hedges remained. And if there were, she doubted they’d want anything to do with a council the Bearers were building.

      The Bearers had maintained a vicelike grip on the supernatural population. Those who didn’t kneel were driven out, subjugated, or—in her family’s case—bound.

      From what she’d seen, those who remained practiced only in solitude. So far, they’d managed to find only a few hedges. Most leads took them to dead ends.

      Or rather, dead witches.

      Which was why she and Chloe had become figures to fear. They’d come into their powers late but were completely unblemished by the Bearers’ teachings, their doctrine. Their powers had been allowed to develop naturally. Despite how wild their craft was, they were formidable. Without them, the Bearers never would have been able to bind the Bleeding Man—a demonic creature who’d been a thorn in their side for hundreds of years. A creature who had tried to take everything from her.

      Or had tried to.

      Despite it all, Shea somehow found herself at their beck and call, running errands even though the Bearers would sooner see her as a shadow of herself than a proud Dreamwalker—a Druid and practitioner of the old ways. She was part of a shamed bloodline whose powers had been bound and whose reputation had been disparaged. The Bearers believed them cruel abominations who would stop at nothing to remake the world in the image of heretic magic.

      Still, they walked together, both feigning niceties as they danced closer to the point. Pure stubbornness stopped Shea from broaching the subject first.

      “Thank you, by the way,” Shea said at last, damning herself for breaking first. “For what you did for my father. What you did… with everything.” She gestured vaguely.

      The Bearer shook her head. “It’s the least I could do. I told you that you were owed reparations.”

      “That doesn’t mean much.” She paused. “No offense.”

      If offense was taken, it was impossible to tell. The Sovereign’s mouth tightened. “You’re right,” she said after a pause. “That doesn’t mean much, after everything.”

      Shea cleared her throat. “I didn’t know what was going to happen. Or if it was possible.”

      “Most anything is possible if enough people are behind it.”

      The Druid nodded.

      “Speaking of which, have you had any luck finding more hedges?”

      She shook her head, her mouth lifting in a small shrug. “It’s almost impossible,” she sighed. “Our leads have either led nowhere or to cemeteries. It seems almost everyone with any ability already belongs to the Bearers.”

      “That’s not quite true.” The Sovereign mirrored her headshake. “There are plenty out there. They like to hide together, often in plain sight.”

      “Like the Bearers.”

      “Like us, yes. Though they have more reason to be careful.”

      “Because of the Bearers.”

      Heavy silence lingered.

      “Yes, because of us,” she conceded.

      Shea grew quiet, her brow furrowing as she tried to make sense of everything.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “I just…” Shea frowned, scanning the water’s placid surface. “You seem different from the rest of them.”

      The Sovereign laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You should,” Shea said quickly. “Everyone else seems so stuck in their ways, so unsympathetic to anyone who isn’t part of your Mickey Mouse Club.”

      The Sovereign had the good sense not to argue. She nodded—perhaps in understanding, perhaps as a silent invitation to continue.

      “So what I don’t understand is how—if you feel differently than the rest of them—these things persist.”

      A long moment of silence. Uneasiness spread between them, coiling around their wrists and ankles, threatening to drag them under.

      “The answer isn’t pretty,” the Sovereign began. “And it’s one I’ve thought about constantly, especially lately.” She sighed, fingertips tracing the hem of her sleeve. “It’s indifference.”

      Shea nodded.

      “Indifference and a certain measure of ignorance. I knew these things were happening. On some level, I understood it was wrong and that I wasn’t comfortable with it. But I think”—she drew a sharp breath—“I think my newness made me a timid leader. I chose tradition over what was right and ultimately caused far more harm than I could have imagined.”

      Shea was surprised by the admission. Her head tilted as she studied the Sovereign’s profile. “How do you feel now?”

      “I want to do my part to make things right. I know it won’t be easy. There are hundreds of years of tradition to contend with and just as many years of reputation we have to dismantle.”

      Shea paused, teeth grinding as she felt the brand beneath her breastbone pulse to life. She heard her ancestors whisper between her ears—distrust and hope blended in an agonizing chorus. She drew a sharp breath and closed her eyes, willing the voices to quiet.

      “I’d be willing to support the Bearers if they want to change.”

      “Some do,” the Sovereign said, growing still with arms folded across her chest. “As I’m sure you know.”

      Shea frowned in confusion, head tilting. The downturn of the leader’s mouth made her implication obvious—that Shea was entirely too aware of what she meant. Shea’s blood went cold. They remained in uncomfortable silence.

      Was it possible she knew? That she was aware of what had been done before they went up against the Bleeding Man? How two Bearers had pulled her aside and undone the bind that kept her from accessing her entire family, the root of her magic?

      The Sovereign met her gaze slowly.

      “How have you been coping with your newfound powers?” Her eyes tracked to the space between Shea’s breastbone, where the brand immediately began to throb.

      Shea swallowed hard, pressing fingertips to the scar. “It’s been interesting.”

      “In what way?”

      She hummed. “It’s like having a family dinner in my head at all times.”

      The Sovereign laughed—a sound so light and joyful it seemed to come from someone else entirely. “That certainly sounds overwhelming.”

      “It is. I’m still trying to figure out how to drown them out. Or…” She winced, head bobbling. “I guess, how to think louder than them.”

      “I’m sure it will take time.” The Sovereign tapped her fingertips against her chin. “I’m sure the lack of limitations has helped.”

      “Come again?”

      The Sovereign smiled coyly. “I’m sure the lack of limitations has helped,” she repeated, each syllable weighted, controlled.

      Shea froze. Should she lie? Come clean?

      It was obvious the Sovereign already knew. And if she did, how many others did too? Her face must have betrayed her panic.

      The Sovereign quickly threw up her hands, as if to fan away Shea’s anxieties. “We tried to unbind you, only to realize it had already been done. I performed the ritual,” she said hastily. “No one else is aware.”

      “Crap.”

      “They know you’re unbound, but because of me.” The Sovereign rested her hands on Shea’s shoulders. “If I could have done that for you myself, I would have.”

      “Why couldn’t you?” Bitterness edged her words—an anger she hadn’t learned to process.

      “Politics,” she replied. The wince in her jaw made it obvious she knew it wasn’t a good answer, but it was all she could give.

      Shea had no choice but to accept it, even though she wanted nothing more than to tell her exactly how screwed up it all was.

      A longer pause. A hesitant sigh.

      “To be truthful, I was afraid of what you’d do with your power if you ever came fully into it.”

      Shea remained silent, mulling over her words.

      “What did you think I’d do?”

      The Sovereign shrugged. “What anyone would do, knowing everything you know now. I’m fully aware we don’t deserve the mercy you and your family have shown us.”

      “No,” she said, aware of one ancestor shifting to the surface. She felt her weight against her consciousness, bleeding their voices into one. “You don’t.”

      The Sovereign’s eyes danced between hers. Worrying her lip, she offered a sharp nod.

      “As I figured.” She swallowed hard, bright blue eyes searching the grayscape overhead. “I’m aware of the issues in our order. I know many people aren’t happy with everything we’ve done. I worried you and your family would dismantle us. Which”—she trailed off, mouth turning down—“might have been for the best, if I’m honest with myself. Tear it all down. Start over.”

      “I never thought I’d hear you of all people say something like that.”

      The Sovereign chuckled. “Me either. Unfortunately, I know too much about the Bearers now. This knowledge didn’t come without egregious pain.”

      They fell into heavy silence as they strolled down the winding paths. Shea folded her arms around her middle, remaining quiet. Contemplative.

      “I hope we can find something that works for everyone—the Bearers, myself and my family, the hedges, the werewolves.”

      “The vampires.”

      “The vampires,” Shea agreed hesitantly. Her own experience had been traumatic and had colored her opinion of them, though she supposed it wasn’t fair to paint them all with the same unsavory brush as her attackers. She swallowed audibly, hands smoothing over her stomach.

      “That should be what we hope for.”

      “What we work for,” the Sovereign agreed. “Keep looking for them. You’ll find them soon enough. Once they realize you’re not giving up, they’ll make themselves known. They move as a pack. Together.”

      “I imagine they had to.”

      “Yes, they always did.” Darkness edged her words—a bitterness Shea didn’t want to touch. It felt better to keep those secrets under lock and key. Some truths were too hideous to unveil, especially when they were doing everything they could to create an equilibrium that benefited them all.

      “We’ll speak soon, Shea.”

      She nodded, watching as the Sovereign turned and walked away.

      “Hey,” she called out. The Sovereign turned on her heel.

      “Next time we meet, can it be someplace like this? I really hate that place.”

      The Sovereign laughed and nodded. “Me too.”

      Magic rippled around her—dark waters bubbled and churned as the illusion broke. Her breath seized in her lungs as cold night engulfed her. In the lamplight, a golden mask glinted before being swallowed again by inky black.
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      Shea traced her knuckle with her thumb as she drove. Familiar landmarks and street signs flitted past her vision—seen but not acknowledged. Her thoughts were heavy, as they had been since she’d returned from California to take care of her father. With his “miraculous recovery,” she could return to her old life if she wanted.

      She didn’t want to.

      Not now that she’d finally settled into friendship with Nathan, his first love, and Chloe, her childhood best friend. Especially not now that she found herself head over heels with Declan Meyrick—a man she’d met by chance at the local library and had since started building a life with.

      It might have been premature. They’d only been together a handful of months. Still, that didn’t change the ease with which they’d fallen into domesticity.

      Part of her childhood home had burned down during the final battle with Mordai. Upon her father’s release from the hospital, they’d taken up quarters in Declan’s sizable home. While renovations were now complete and her father’s house looked better than the day her parents had purchased it, Shea hadn’t completely moved back.

      They both slept there. They ate breakfast there. But there were a few hours every evening they allowed themselves to pretend they lived alone. Often, they’d find themselves curled up on the couch, enjoying a movie without the ceaseless commentary of everyone else.

      If they were feeling bold, they’d treat themselves to a glass of wine. If they were feeling dangerous, there was always a bottle of whiskey close at hand.

      The changing season brought more daylight—a sight she was unused to during her drive. She was already beginning to mourn the early-onset darkness. She quite liked those quiet, stolen moments when they were both dancing perilously close to the dreamer’s edge, bundled up in one another while something droned in the background.

      Daylight came with its own benefits—there was still research to be done. Hedges to find.

      Shea pulled up in front of Declan’s house. The exterior was no better than the day they’d met. The siding still struggled to remain attached. Ivy had begun crawling up the brick chimney. The porch itself still left much to be desired—broken-down trellis left gaping holes leading beneath it. She knew better than to get on him about the exterior.

      Declan had plans. Many, many plans.

      First, he wanted to start with the interior, focusing on one room at a time until it came together. However, his inability to focus on one thing for long often led him to divide his attention between several rooms.

      Blessedly, the kitchen and butler’s pantry were already done. His office, she assumed, had been the first room completed. The family and dining rooms had only recently been finished, leaving the downstairs powder room—a relic fitted with antique white and black tile and peeling wallpaper.

      The upstairs had a fair amount of work done as well. The guest rooms were complete—and just in time. Declan’s mother had made the journey from across the pond. Somehow, “meeting the parents” felt more daunting when a six-hour flight was involved.

      She hummed anxiously as she slipped out of the driver’s seat, fumbling with her keys before unceremoniously chucking them into her too-large purse. She glanced at her watch—three more hours. Somehow, that didn’t feel like enough time to prepare.

      She made her way up the front steps, carefully avoiding a soft spot in one of the stairs. A neighbor offered a wave. She returned it and nearly face-planted onto the porch.

      The door opened with a soft squeak—a hinge that had been in desperate need of oiling for as long as she’d known Declan.

      “I’m home, babe,” she called out, shrugging out of her light spring jacket. “I had… a day.” She slipped out of her shoes and padded down the hall. “When are we picking up your mom from the airport?”

      She heard a strange shuffling—whispering. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as she cautiously rounded the corner into the kitchen.

      Declan stood at the end of the counter, smiling sheepishly. A blonde woman stood at his side—shorter, leaner. She had the same harsh jaw and pointed chin, bright blue eyes, and a wide, smiling mouth. Elegantly dressed. Older.

      Fuck. Ass.

      “Shea!” The woman greeted, her arms immediately lifting overhead. “You are even more beautiful in person!” She pulled her into a full-bodied embrace before Shea could register what was happening.

      It took too long for her to put together the pieces.

      This woman was Declan’s mother. Charlotte.

      Here. Early.

      By three hours.

      “Mrs. Meyrick!”

      “Charlotte, s’il vous plaît!”

      “Charlotte,” she corrected, still beaming.

      Her arms closed around the older woman’s shoulders as she let out a disbelieving laugh. “What a surprise! I thought we were picking you up?”

      “Oui!” She said, her faint French accent coming back in full force. “I wanted to surprise the little one before he hid all of his clutter in the closets.”

      “Maman,” he said, hands resting at his sides. “That’s not entirely fair.”

      She waved dismissively. “He wanted me to stay here—refused to let me get a hotel. Mon chou seems to think if I sleep on a couch, I’ll break in half.”

      “That’s just him projecting,” Shea teased. “I’m so glad you’re here. How long are you staying?”

      “Only a few weeks,” Charlotte said, sticking her lower lip out in a pout. “I’d love to stay longer, but…”

      “But?” Shea tilted her head.

      “It’s fundraiser season,” Declan said with a knowing smile. “Maman likes to plan charity events. She’s quite good at it. If she’s not there to be hassled, everything will fall apart. They’re all quite useless without her.”

      “Not that they’ll ever admit it,” she smirked. The woman’s hands coiled around Shea’s, squeezing them, bouncing them emphatically with almost every word. “I’ve heard so much about you. I’ve been desperate to meet the woman who makes him smile so. And you can make him eat vegetables? You must be a saint!”

      She blushed, her gaze flickering to Declan’s. Their cheeks seemed to match in redness as she laughed. “It was no easy feat! I’ve been looking forward to meeting you and the family too,” she confessed. “It’s just been difficult with everything going on.”

      “You should let us buy you a plane ticket,” Charlotte said matter-of-factly. “Declan told me you refuse.”

      Shea let out a startled, embarrassed laugh. “Well, it’s⁠—“

      “Non.” Charlotte shook her head, making a soft tsk sound with her tongue. “When you come from old money, you have so much you don’t know what to do with it. Let him pamper you. You deserve it.”

      Shea’s chin tucked to her chest, eyes wide. It was hardly what she’d expected to hear, and by all rights, she didn’t know what to make of it. Instead, she found herself nodding along, her expression somewhere between a confused smile and an uncertain frown. “We will… certainly talk about it.”

      “Good,” Charlotte nodded. “Declan’s Mémé is desperate to meet you.”

      Shea smiled, powerless to stop her heart from growing several times its intended size at the confession.

      Charlotte winked, letting her hand fall to Shea’s elbow. “I have something for you—in my bag. Declan said you speak French?”

      Shea pulled a considering face, her head bobbing slightly. “I did well in school—I’m rusty…”

      “Ah,” the older woman smiled. “I guess it’s a good thing you have me to practice with, hm?” She quickly excused herself, hurrying with half-shuffled footsteps toward the stairs leading to the guest bedrooms.

      Shea waited until she was out of earshot. “When did she get in?”

      “Twenty minutes ago,” Declan said, smiling sheepishly. “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you…”

      “I understand,” she said, waving dismissively.

      He tugged her to his chest, his hand splayed over the small of her back. “How was your day?” He lifted her chin with his other hand. His green eyes searched hers, making her stomach do a somersault. The smile he wore was so comforting and familiar, she felt compelled to press a sweet, lingering kiss there before she dared continue—before she risked wiping it off his face.

      “It was a day,” she began, shoulders lifting in a half shrug. “I spoke with the Sovereign.”

      “Oh?” He did his best to guard his true feelings, but they both had adequate reason to worry.

      “It’s nothing to be too worried about. She’s just asking about finding more hedges.”

      “And what are your feelings on it?”

      “I’m worried we won’t find any.”

      “It’s,” he trailed off, searching the wall behind her head, “been difficult, to be certain. We need them in our corner.”

      She nodded.

      “And what was the Sovereign’s disposition?”

      “How do you mean?” She tilted her head, nails tracing light patterns over his shoulders.

      “Was she demanding? Or… nervous seeming?”

      Shea frowned. “No. She seemed eager. Worried, maybe?”

      He nodded, tracing the inside of his cheek with his tongue.

      “Why?”

      He paused and sucked his teeth. “I’m worried we’re being used to do her dirty work,” he confessed. “I’ve been wondering if this is about change or if this is pest control.”

      She frowned, her mouth pinched to one side in thought. “She seems rather sincere. And she’s done her fair share to make sure we’re given reparations.”

      “The Bearers play games.” He noted the way her mouth pinched. His hands moved over her sides, gently massaging. “I’m not saying I’m right. I don’t know that. I’m just… worried.”

      Shea nodded, her tongue tracing over the sharp point of her eyetooth. “You’re right to worry,” she said after a long moment. “It makes sense. And it’s definitely…” She sighed, trailing off. “Something we need to consider.”

      Declan opened his mouth to speak again, but the sound of footsteps plodding down the stairs jarred them from their conversation. Charlotte emerged, grinning impishly with her arms pinned behind her back. “Please forgive me,” she said, near breathless. “I didn’t have any time to wrap it.”

      “Charlotte, you shouldn’t have…”

      “Please,” she shook her head. “I wanted to. Close your eyes.”

      She did as instructed and held out her hands. Almost as soon as they were presented, something glossy and hard was set into her palms.

      “Open!”

      Shea looked down to see a cookbook—végétalien.

      “Vegan!” Charlotte explained, half bouncing on her toes.

      “This is wonderful!” She thumbed through the recipes, her smile brightening. “Is this your way of asking me to cook French for you?”

      “Am I so obvious?”

      “Very,” Declan interjected.

      They laughed.

      “Well, that sounds perfect. Would tonight work for everyone?” Shea asked, closing the cookbook and hugging it to her chest.

      “I was hoping you’d ask! Oui,” Charlotte laughed, clapping her hands together. “I would love to meet your friends and your father,” she explained. “I’ve heard so much of Chloe—and her little one, Devon. And your father,” she made a swooning sound. “I would love to meet this painter of yours.”

      “All right,” Shea smiled broadly, glancing between the two. “It’s a date. I’ll have to… pick out something and stop by the store on the way back home.”

      “Merci, Shea.” Charlotte enveloped her in another hug. Both of her cheeks were treated to kisses.

      They spoke for a little while longer about her trip, her plans during her stay in Verbank. Shea was even able to pick her brain for favorite foods and desserts, hoping she might wow her.

      Unfortunately, she couldn’t justify staying as long as she’d like. Not when there was likely a great deal of work to be done to make it a dinner worth remembering. She said her farewells—hugs were given, and a kiss was stolen from Declan (immediately followed by an “aw” from his mother).

      She carved a beeline for her car, immediately resuming the repetitive process of running over her mental grocery list.

      A man loitered at the end of the driveway, repeating something to himself. He looked worse for wear—sickly skinny, terribly pale. His watery eyes locked on Shea, his face contorting into wonder and awe. He said nothing to her, despite how his mouth gaped open, his tongue lolling listlessly from one side to the other. His lips moved, but no sound came—a silent mantra. He clawed at himself, scratching his neck, his cheek, his arms.

      Shea’s stomach twisted in worry—in empathy. She crawled into the driver’s seat and watched him for a long moment in her rearview mirror. The man stared at her car before resuming his walk down the road. Only then did she put her car in reverse and back out of the driveway.
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      Shea couldn’t remember ever having felt more nervous.

      It was a stupid, naive notion, all things considered. She had faced down demons and unknowns over the past year and a half—more than she could have ever thought possible. Yet the idea of making a good impression on Declan’s mom was enough to make her want to piss her pants and run screaming for the hills.

      She spent an uncomfortably long time assessing the relative freshness of a few tomatoes before realizing she was going off the deep end.

      She created a mantra for herself, hoping to soothe some of her worry. Things didn’t have to be perfect. Perfection was impossible. Even so, a sneaky little whiny voice snaked its way into her head to tell her that anything less than perfection would be disastrous! Charlotte would never accept her and would never approve of her relationship with her son.

      What she needed more than anything was Chloe. If there ever was another soul in existence that could understand her type-A crises, it was her. Over the many years they’d known each other, her friend had developed a system to pry her head out of the worst-case scenario. It was the same system she used to pull her head out of her ass when she was being too much, too. All she wanted was to get home to her people.

      The fates had other plans.

      Through the driver’s side window, she could make out the outline of a man. Too broad and dark-haired to be Nathaniel. At his side was another man, boasting a deeper complexion and a refined-looking outfit.

      With an audible groan, she detangled herself from the driver’s seat. With arms overladen with grocery bags, she plodded her way down the driveway and up the porch steps. The screen door creaked hideously as it opened. Chloe greeted her with a sheepish smile, an apology hanging precariously at her lips—one that Shea was quick to brush off.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Uh,” Chloe looked over her shoulder at their houseguests. “Not… good stuff.” Her hazel eyes darted to the grocery bags. Perfectly manicured brows dipped together in a frown. “We just went grocery shopping?”

      “Yeah, but we’re having guests tonight.”

      Chloe shook her head. “Girl, they don’t have to stay for dinner… And… how did you even know they were here?”

      “Not them. I would just pick up takeout if they were staying,” she grumbled, grunting as she pulled the bags in front of her and up to her chest. She half-waddled them to the counter and set them down as delicately as she could. “Declan’s mom is in town.”

      “Oh?” She smiled. Soon, her face fell. “Oh. Shit. That was this week?”

      “Yep.” Shea reached into one of the bags and produced the cookbook she’d been gifted.

      Chloe’s nose wrinkled as she looked it over, her teeth bared in an anxious smile. Chloe had taken Spanish in high school, and her retention of the language was questionable at best. “Oh girl,” she sucked her teeth. “This is a test.”

      “Okay, so I’m not losing it?”

      “No, baby. You better cook your ass off tonight.”

      Shea slumped, exhaling through her mouth. “Okay, yeah. That’s what I figured, but,” she paused, gesturing toward the living room. She could hear three voices, the feminine one being the only one she couldn’t place.

      “There’s a situation,” Chloe started, clearing her throat. “With the hedges.”

      “All right,” she replied, somehow managing to sound remarkably calm. “What kind of situation?”

      Chloe hesitated, shifting her weight from one foot to another. “It’s probably better that you hear it from them,” she said, gnawing her lip between her teeth. “I don’t have all the answers yet.”

      Shea nodded, beginning to unpack the groceries and sprawl them out over the counter. “Yeah, fair. Just uh… I gotta cook and talk,” she said, realizing quite quickly that she was already overestimating her own ability to multitask.

      She fumbled with her apron as she cracked open the cookbook. “Croissants,” she half-whispered. “Salade Paysanne, Concombre à la Menthe et Cherry Clafoutis…”

      The trio soon made their appearance, ushered in by Chloe. She recognized Aindriu. He offered her a dimpled smile. He was tidily groomed, boasting almost unnaturally white teeth. He wore a pale mint button-up and freshly pressed slacks. Shea wondered if he had anything other than pastels in his closet. He was
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