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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I was diagnosed with ADHD as a child. People often think ADHD is just trouble focusing and fidgeting but having a neurodivergent brain can encompass so much more: hyper fixations, difficulty making choices, a strong sense of justice that can sometimes be rigid, trouble maintaining relationships, forgetting to eat or sleep, challenges keeping a job, anxiety, depression—the list goes on. When I wrote That Girl Who Ran off and Kissed a Vampire, I aimed to create a character with a neurodivergent brain. That being said, all brains are different, and Raven’s character is not meant to represent every experience of all neurodivergent people.

      Much has been said about the importance of reading diversely, but I want to emphasize that stories by authors from diverse backgrounds don’t need to center on pain, suffering, or marginalization to hold value. Just as valuable are stories where characters experience the thrill of adventure, the warmth of love, the joy of friendship, and the pursuit of happiness. In fact, finding and fighting for joy in the face of adversity can be a powerful act of resistance. This is a fast-paced adventure that doesn’t take itself too seriously. I hope this story reminds readers that no matter how dark the word can seem, hope still shines.

      The romance in this book series is closed-door (just kisses) and the content level is appropriate for YA (ages 13+) readers. This is book one of a planned duology, and it ends on a cliffhanger.

      Get ready to enter the magical world of Eldor. Enjoy your stay!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Index of Eldor

          

        

      

    

    
      Eldor is one of many worlds existing parallel to our own, with its own galaxy, unique customs, languages, provinces, and a rich variety of species.

      

      Provinces of Eldor

      
        	Aldoria – Known as the “Land of the Fae,” though many diverse species call Aldoria home. This province is dotted with smaller settlements, but its two largest kingdoms are ruled by humans and fae alike.

        	Nimrah – Once believed to be the origin of all Celestial Beings, Nimrah is now commonly inhabited by shadow celestials, including harpies, vampires, werewolves, and sirens.

        	Valor – Thought to be the birthplace of Eldor’s human species, including men, giants, and dwarves.

      

      

      Aldoria’s Settlements

      
        	Stronghold of Avalor: Once a grand human city, now blighted by a mysterious magical curse.

        	Stronghold of Aetheria: The oldest surviving city in Eldor, ruled by the fae.

        	Village of Oakhealm: A small fishing village inhabited by a blend of fae and humans.

        	Village of Havensreach: A cooperative farming settlement, primarily home to dwarves and humans.

        	Village of Valley Forge: A small mining town, predominantly populated by humans.

      

      

      Factions of Eldor

      
        	The Arcane Council: A governing body composed of fae, tasked with regulating the practice and use of magic.

        	The Iron Legion: Elite guards hired by the High King to protect settlements and provinces throughout Eldor.

        	The Free Traders’ Union: A powerful merchants’ guild that oversees trade and commerce throughout Aldoria.

        	The Shadow Syndicate: A notorious guild of thieves and assassins, operating a vast black-market network.

      

      

      Species of Eldor

      
        	Celestials: Includes fae, mermaids, and dryads.

        	Shadow Celestials: Includes vampires, sirens, harpies, and werewolves.

        	Humans: Includes men, dwarves, and giants. Unlike celestials and shadow celestials, humans must use regents to cast spells and utilize magic.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Raven

          

        

      

    

    
      All those '90s teen movies that my mom adored, full of dreamy romances and ride-or-die friendships, were absolute frauds. In my four years of high school, there were no choreographed dances, no life-changing detention experiences, and no romantic confessions in the rain. The only magical thing about high school was that it was finally over. Yet as I stood behind the stage in my cap and gown, shifting from foot to foot and observing my peers, I couldn’t shake the feeling that some type of magic had put the other girls in my class under a spell.

      They huddled together, whispering among themselves in hushed, reverent tones about a guy spotted in the building, each calling dibs on whose life he’d ruin with a summer romance. Apparently, this guy was fine, fine. He'd easily be the star of a '90s teen rom-com.

      They didn’t bother speaking to me. That was nothing new. Still, their wide-eyed fascination sent a prickle of unease down my spine. Before I could question it further, our assistant principal rushed over in towering heels. She flailed for balance, straightening herself after an unsteady halt, and forced a strained smile.

      “Deep breaths, everyone!” she said, brushing long, brown hair behind her ears to reveal a face glistening with a fine layer of perspiration. She waved us into formation. “Line up! Line up! No stampedes, please. Act like you learned something about decorum while you were here. This isn’t a race. Heads up. Shoulders back. Smile!”

      I found my place in line and shuffled forward, my curly purple fro waging a rebellion against my graduation cap. With a quick tug, I yanked the cap back into place as we moved toward the stage, finally taking my seat with a sigh of relief. I tried to find my parents in the crowd, scanning the auditorium packed with metal chairs lined up in neat but slightly uneven rows. The moment my eyes landed on the man in the front row, a shiver shot through me. He had to be the one the other girls had been whispering about.

      The man in the front row of my graduation ceremony was looking at me with a glint in his eyes that was equal parts confidence and mischief. He sat dead center in the dimly lit auditorium, perched on the edge of his seat like he might leap onto the stage.

      Though his curly black hair fell across his forehead, nearly obscuring his reddish-brown eyes, I could still feel the intensity of his gaze. I squirmed and looked away, focusing on my principal’s words as she spoke about sunshine and rainbows, perseverance and bright futures, and blah, blah, blah. But when I snuck a glance back at the strange man, he was smiling at me.

      Maybe “man” wasn’t the right word. “Man” made me think of someone old enough to have a career and a mortgage. Someone with a coffee addiction who was really good at pretending they liked going to work. But this guy couldn’t be much older than me. A baby adult. Just yesterday I had to raise my hand for a pass to leave the classroom and enter the hallway, and now I was supposedly ready to tackle life—or at least figure out how to pay for college.

      A sharp nudge broke through my thoughts. My friend Levi leaned in, his whisper barely audible over the principal’s speech.

      “You’ve got a fan,” he teased in a singsong voice, his eyes shooting over to the man. “He’s cute! Don’t let Jayson catch him checking you out!”

      Checking me out. Is that what you call it?

      I forced a chuckle to placate Levi, but it came out louder than I intended.

      My principal cleared her throat, and a couple of nearby classmates twisted their necks like owls to glare at me. I sank into my seat, praying the universe would do me a solid and open up the floor to swallow me whole. I’d always suspected stages were just torture devices for the awkward. This confirmed it.

      I allowed myself another glance at the man. Objectively, he was exceptionally cute. His curly hair framed a bronze face with sharp but unusual features, and an intricate tattoo wound up his toned, exposed upper arms. The tattoo looked like two crescent moons pierced by a dagger. There were not that many guys my age with tattoos, which made me question how old I perceived him to be.

      He was muscular, but not overly so. Well-dressed, but not to the point of looking like a try-hard. He couldn’t be older than twenty. I knew everyone in our small-ish town, and I’d never seen him before. I wondered if he had come to our town to watch a relative graduate high school. If so, why was his gaze fixed on me?

      I decided to meet his gaze with my own, assuming that the awkwardness of two strangers staring each other down would force him to look away.

      It didn’t. Instead, he raked his fingers through his long-ish curly dark hair as his lips curved into a coy, crooked grin.

      Damn my traitorous heart! Did it just skip a beat? Didn’t it know that I already had a boyfriend?

      His smile had a magnetic pull. I pushed aside any unwelcome butterflies that tried to make their home in my gut as I averted my gaze.

      The principal’s mic made sure it got its five seconds of fame, letting out a loud screech that made me flinch, but also effectively brought me back to reality as she prepared to invite graduates to walk across the stage and accept diplomas. There were only fifty of us graduating from the town of Maplewood’s high school, so it didn’t take her long to get to my name.

      “Raven Blackwood,” my principal barked.

      I stood up swiftly. The man’s eyes softened, and another subtle, almost devious smile crept across his handsome face.

      My breath hitched in response.

      “Raven,” my principal repeated.

      My classmates giggled and snickered at me as I stood in front of my seat, lost in my own mind. I looked into the audience for my parents’ familiar faces, but it was my best friend Zara whose eyes locked with mine.

      “Go!” I read her lips as she whispered under her breath.

      I blocked out my classmates’ giggles. After today, I wouldn’t be subjected to their snickers or snide remarks any longer. I was a graduate. A grown woman. A certified adult. Completely free.

      I just had to make it off the stage.

      I forced my now-wobbly legs to move toward my principal, determined to make it out of high school alive. As I accepted my diploma, I spared one final glance at the strange man’s seat, only to find it empty, as if he had never been there at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The icing on the carrot cake was the color of dog vomit. A chunky orange paste with hints of yellow and green. My mom’s friend Karma had made the cake by hand, and I smiled sweetly up at her as she handed me a slice on a flimsy golden disposable plate that said “Congratulations Graduate” in squiggly hard-to-read font.

      I grabbed the white plastic spoon from the corner of the plate and scooped up a piece. I took a bite but realized too late that I had portioned too much. Part of the icing fell onto my dress.

      I chuckled nervously, attempting to wipe away the mess from my dress while still holding the frosting-covered spoon. More icing smeared. Could I be more of a trainwreck right now?

      “It’s so good!” I promised, giving up on salvaging the dress. Despite the icing’s odd coloring and texture, it was exceptionally good. But I didn’t feel like finishing it as there were just too many people in our small apartment. While I was thankful that so many of my parents’ friends had come out to show some love, I was starting to need a brief breather.

      I glanced across the room at my parents as they laughed with the friends they’d invited to my celebration. All of my extended family lived too far away to attend. In fact, most of Mom’s blood relatives lived overseas, but she was good at forming a community of her own. She thought that if she filled our apartment with her own friends, I wouldn’t realize that I hardly had any of my own.

      Mom was sharing an embarrassing story about something silly I’d done as a kid.

      “She was so upset that there was a turtle in the road that she made us stop the car in the middle of the highway, then she had her father get out and help the turtle cross the road. She was not having it any other way!” Mom laughed. “We had four lanes of traffic just waiting for this turtle to cross.”

      They were dressed too formally for the occasion. My mom was in a black cocktail dress and my dad was in a suit and tie. My high school graduation was a big deal to them, and they wanted everyone to know it.

      I turned back to Karma. “Thank you so much for the cake! It’s seriously so good. Got to be the best cake I’ve had in a while.”

      Karma looked pleased, so I thought it safe to add. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

      She nodded as I spun on my heels to sneak away. I placed the half-eaten cake in the fridge for later, but before I could escape, my boyfriend Jayson appeared with a single red rose in his hand. I blinked up at him. I’d honestly not expected to see him. He’d been so distant lately. Well, technically, he’d been distant from the moment Zara convinced us that we should start dating, but I tried not to think about that.

      I grinned and pulled him into an embrace, giving him a quick kiss. I accepted the gift and let my fingers trail over to the flower. “This is so sweet, Jayson!” My heart softened, surprised but pleased that he’d remembered to come.

      “All pretty girls deserve roses,” he said, kissing me more passionately than I’d hoped to display in a packed room full of my parents’ friends.

      I pulled away. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Of course. Sorry I missed the ceremony.”

      “It was pretty boring anyway,” I assured him, not wanting to make a big deal of it. He was here now. A step in the right direction. Maybe we could spend some time together.

      “Is Zara here?” He glanced around the room.

      “She was here earlier. She might have left.”

      He looked disappointed. “Oh.”

      Jayson had been good friends with my Zara before dating me, so he came with her approval, but he always seemed so skittish and so distracted. Our time together was always brief and interrupted as if he always had someplace better to be. I’d expressed these concerns to Zara, and she simply said I should date him for the “relationship experience.” And, seeing as I had none, I agreed to see where my new relationship with Jayson would lead. Even in the midst of our uncertain present, I often pictured a bright future with him.

      “Well, I gotta bounce. I have a few more stops to hit.” He handed me the rose. “Catch you later, grown woman.”

      Less than a minute with me. It had to be a new record for how quickly he could run away.

      I fought to keep my smile from faltering as I wished him goodbye, then put the rose in a vase and rushed up the stairs to my bedroom. I’d had plenty of people-ing for one day and was eager to crash onto my bed for a bit while my parents socialized with their friends. As I pushed my door open, my small black cat, Mochi, scrambled from where she had been hiding near the door to a new safe spot: underneath my computer desk. I was surprised to find my bed already occupied by Levi and Zara, who were laughing and chattering among themselves. Levi had his closed laptop in his arms, as he always did, and was hugging it as if it were his security blanket.

      “Am I interrupting something?” I teased.

      “Oh yeah,” Zara laughed, dramatically pulling Levi closer. “Raven, get out of your own room so that we can have our privacy!”

      Levi laughed dryly, then grinned up at me.

      I plopped on the bed. “You two are acting real suspicious right now.” I knew Levi didn’t swing that way, so it was all in jest. Still, I wiggled my way between the two of them dramatically. “Don’t think I’m not watching you both.”

      “Why are you trying to get between our passionate love, Raven?” he said flatly, opening the computer.

      Zara slammed his laptop shut, causing him to flinch, and pouted. “Levi, can’t you stop being a nerd for one second and just be in the moment!” She took out her cell phone. “I can’t believe you both have graduated! Let’s document the occasion. Selfie time!”

      I moved in closer as she took the picture, my eyes trailing over to the pictures on my wall that featured Zara, Levi, Jayson, and myself. In the chaos that was high school, the four of us had banded together to create our own form of creative magic in the madness. Zara and I were musicians, while Jayson was a talented artist, and Levi used his analytical brain to teach himself coding. He’d created two of his own video games. Levi was the only guy in our school who planned to attend an Ivy League school. He’d be moving across the country and attending Cornell University soon. Meanwhile, I’d be attending nowhere, having hidden the college acceptance letters I received from my mother so that my parents would allow me to take a gap year.

      “Raven!” Zara cried. “You’re not even looking at the camera!”

      I turned to face her phone and forced a smile. In the reflection of her screen, I saw her roll her eyes before plastering on a grin and snapping the picture.

      “I’m gonna miss you crazies,” she said, lowering her phone. “Levi, why didn’t you have your own graduation party? You could’ve used your dad’s pool for a pool party!”

      He shook his head. “I’m staying with Mom right now. Besides, the only people I’d want to invite are already here.”

      Levi shot me a sly look. “Although, I don’t think Raven’s too fond of pools.” His smirk made it clear he was teasing me.

      “Oh, that’s right!” Zara let out a laugh. I knew they both were reflecting on the time I almost drowned in swim class.

      Levi grinned. “I had to get her out because our lifeguards suck and you were too chicken. Who’s gonna keep Raven safe when I’m gone?”

      “I guess Raven will have to step up her game,” Zara shrugged.

      I’d miss having Levi around, but truthfully Levi and I had never been exceptionally close, even though he was my only friend in the same grade as me. Freshman year had been lonely before I befriended Zara during my sophomore year. Technically, we were rekindling an old friendship. Our parents had been friends since we were in diapers, and our childhoods had been filled with playdates, but we lost touch after going to different middle schools. I was glad to still have Zara and Jayson nearby to keep me company, as they wouldn’t be graduating until next year. We would be there for each other in whatever came next, supporting each other if the world tried to knock any of us down.

      “I love y’all, but I’m tired,” I admitted.

      “Are you really gonna kick us out?” Zara pouted.

      “I don’t have to kick. I could gently nudge you toward the door if you prefer.” I tapped her shoulders lightly with my index fingers, barely pushing her, and snickered.

      With one last exaggerated pout from Zara, my friends left me to crawl into bed like the people-drained and sleep-deprived zombie I was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Raven

          

        

      

    

    
      Outcast once said that roses really smell like boo-boo. Thanks to my summer job, I felt those lyrics deep in my soul.

      Working at The Bloom Room flower shop during my gap year before college was supposed to be chill. I never would have guessed that the cute and fluffy rabbits hopping around the garden during my job interview weren’t just part of the shop’s cozy aesthetic. No, they worked here, too, providing a key ingredient in the special fertilizer we sold. And it was apparently my job to mix it.

      Shelves lined the walls of the tiny backroom I was cramped in. They were cluttered with gardening tools, bottles of plant nutrients, and bins labeled with handwritten tags.

      The stench of the room made my nose scrunch so prominently I’m sure it looked as if it was trying to recede into my skull, and my poor lungs were staging a rebellion. But I was no quitter. I was the queen of making the best out of a bad situation. As a brand-new adult, I refused to screw my first job up. I’d find those sunshine and rainbows that my principal has told us about. This job was my first step in funding my way out of this bland town.

      I spun around to grab a box of labeling stickers from the shelf, knocking over a stack of plastic pots and a bag of compost. With a sigh, I slid to my knees to clean up my mess and tugged my hot-pink rubber gloves farther up my arms

      I’d gotten my nails done for graduation, and even though the ceremony was two weeks ago, I was determined to milk the cute nails for all they were worth. After the floor was clean, I paused to peek out the small, round window set high in the wall. The view offered a sliver of the rows upon rows of flowers in the outside garden. Through it, I watched my boss and coworkers mingle with customers amid sunshine and vibrant splashes of colors from the blooming flowers.

      I couldn’t wait to be out on the garden grounds more often. I loved nature and picked this job specifically so I wouldn’t be inside all summer. I’d only had the opportunity to work on the garden grounds once before.

      This job’s not so bad. I told myself. I’m getting paid. I can still peek at this lovely view. And, I have my music.

      The plus to staying inside the storefront, slumped over a desk, mixing a turd tonic for the tulips, and people-watching from a window was the fact that I could do it all with my headphones in. If there was one thing I loved more than nature, it was music. Music was magic—it had gotten me through the hardest parts of life, and it could easily get me through this summer.

      I bobbed my head to the beat of an old-school song as I refocused on the compost. At least my gloves were pretty. I’d ordered cute protective gloves the moment I’d learned the dirty details about my job. The pink floral pattern matched my nails and my dress, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to do this job without them. The texture of the compost alone would be a sensory overload, and I didn’t even want to think about the germs that could reach me if the disposable gloves that my boss offered me ripped.

      I glanced over at my cell phone, which I had placed strategically out of range of the poo, and said, “Hey, Siri” to get the screen to wake up. I checked the time. Eleven thirty. My best friend Zara was supposed to start her shift ten minutes ago. She was late, and therefore, I had no one to distract me from my misery.

      I peeked out of the window again, scanning the grounds for Zara, and dropped my compost turner from my hands when I saw him enter the outdoor portion of our shop.

      My mouth fell open in shock. It was the man from my graduation ceremony. The man that all the girls in my class had been so in love with. I was shaken because I swore up and down that, for the past few weeks I’d seen this man everywhere: in my rearview mirror as I drove my car, a couple of aisles away from my mom and me at the grocery store, and even at Treble Makers, the local music shop when I stopped by to chat with my old instructor. And now, here he was again, at my summer job.

      Zara had teased that I had an admirer, but I wasn’t so sure. I’d jokingly suggested that stalker might be a more accurate term, and she’d laughed, saying she wouldn’t mind being stalked by him. I had given her a playful eye roll; I’m not one for confrontation, but the truth is, nobody wants to be stalked, no matter how hot the stalker might be. Yet he’d never approached me; he’d simply become an unnaturally handsome background figure in my life. A sexy shadow just out of reach.

      In conclusion, he could be stalking me, or I could be living in the world’s smallest town.

      He was wearing all black—a black leather jacket, dark denim jeans, a black band tee, and sunglasses. His ensemble reminded me of an outfit from the movie Grease as if he’d stepped out of a stage play. Totally ʼ50s inspired and not a nice match for the ninety-degree summer weather. How was he not baking in the heat?

      He paused under the shade of a tree and scanned the rows of potted plants. In his black band tee, I couldn’t help but think he didn’t fit the profile of our typical customer. We served young families and old ladies, not guys who looked about my age. It was almost as if he was looking for someone. Was he looking for me?

      I allowed my mind to humor Zara’s assumption, and I wondered if he was interested in me. For a brief moment, I wanted to be out on the grounds where he could find me but quickly pushed the thought out of my head. I had Jayson, and we were three months strong.

      My so-called admirer glanced toward my window, and our eyes locked. Even though I was just a pair of peeking eyes, I caught a flicker of recognition in his face. My skin warmed with embarrassment when I realized he’d seen me staring like a creep. Was I the stalker?

      His eyes softened, and a hint of a smile curled the corners of his lips as if he’d found exactly what he was looking for. That smile sent a jolt of unexpected attraction through me. I muttered a curse under my breath and quickly looked away, willing my pulse to slow down.

      By the time I dared to glance back at the window, he was exploring the garden, and I returned to bagging up my smelly concoction, ignoring the flutter of nerves lingering in my chest. I got back into the flow of work, dancing to my music and belting out tunes in a sorry attempt at elevating my natural alto voice to soprano pitches.

      The door swung open, and I quickly shut my mouth, slipped off my gloves, and pulled off my earbuds as my boss, Tim, entered the room. He was in his early forties, with a receding hairline and large, thick glasses atop his thin nose. He was originally from Scotland and held a slight accent. Always stiff and serious, I wondered what made him want to run a flower shop. He was the exact opposite of his flowery wife, who must have dreamed up the idea and put her husband to work on the practical aspects. My cheeks burned with the heat of my own embarrassment.

      “Hey, Tim,” I said, offering a sheepish smile. “I was just … uh … singing to the flowers.”

      He raised an eyebrow, his eyes scanning the tiny room cluttered with everything imaginable—except flowers.

      “To the fertilizer,” I clarified. “To get it ready for the flowers … just a little motivation … um … hey, do you know where Zara is?”

      “She called off sick today.” His eyes had a strange, distant glaze, unfocused and glassy as if he were lost in thought or had just woken from a dream. He was looking in my direction, but his gaze seemed to pass right through me, unfixed and vacant.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, sealing a completed bag of fertilizer as he closed the door, pulled up a stool, and sat across from the table where I was working.

      He cleared his throat, then paused before responding, his expression hard to read. “Raven,” he finally said, “I need to talk to you.”

      I straightened my back, patiently waiting for whatever news he wanted to give. This wasn’t just his normal awkwardness. He seemed … different. Off. And there was something strange about his eyes.

      I’d only been working at the shop for a few weeks, and while most of my time had been confined to this very back room, I’d never gotten any complaints from Tim. He put up with my solo musical concerts and was generally encouraging of my work. He said all new people get the least fun jobs at first and that I’d be in the garden in no time. Maybe he was finally ready to let me spend more time outside. Zara and I had started on the same day, and he’d already allowed her to start assisting customers.

      I smiled at him, hopeful for some sunshine. “Of course! Let me know what you need.”

      He scratched his head and looked away. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to let you go.”

      His tone was not harsh or cold, but overly formal and robotic. The words hung in the air, heavy and unfamiliar. Let go?

      My smile faltered, confusion replacing it. “Go … where?”

      His statement echoed in my mind, refusing to fully sink in. After a few moments, realization set in.

      “Why?” my voice cracked.

      He shifted uncomfortably, avoiding my gaze. “You’re just not the right match. It’s not just about your work, Raven,” he began, his tone strained. “I can tell that you work hard. It’s just ... I’m not sure you’re the right fit. You don’t know much about the product, you have no customer service skills, and this is a fast-paced environment. Maybe you need to get a little more experience.”

      “More poo-mixing experience?” I quipped. This was so out of the blue. I’d been a model employee for the three weeks I’d been here. I’d never shown up late or called in sick, and I’d never even complained about mixing fertilizer. “How am I supposed to gain experience doing anything else if you keep me locked in a back room?”

      “You don’t know much about the flowers,” he said. “You spend all day with your headphones in, singing, lost in your mind. Plus, I have put you on the sales floor before. You are so young. I noticed that customers seemed to avoid going to you for help.”

      “I’m eighteen,” I said. “Zara is the same age as me, and you have her on the sales floor.”

      Zara and I had gotten summer jobs at the flower shop together to keep each other company during my gap year before I went off to college. By sticking around town for just one extra year, I’d save money to help pay for school and I’d go to college alongside my best friend and my boyfriend, which sounded a lot more fun than going alone.

      “Yes, but Zara looks older. Customers seem to trust her.” He scratched his head again, and I listed off all the reasons it was illegal to fire someone in my head: race, sex, sexual orientation, religion, disability. No one thought to list: looking young.

      “And she doesn’t dress like this,” he gestured with his arm up and down, and I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the glossy metal plant pot. My afro puffs were dyed purple at the tips, and I was wearing a bright pink dress with floral accents in a retro cut that I liked to call “cute and vintage-inspired,” but Zara liked to call “weird and ugly.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find another summer job,” he added.

      “I’ll gather my things,” I said. I might not have the most pride in the world, but my self-respect was certainly too high to grovel over a job mixing compost. I kept my voice steady despite the turmoil raging within.

      My former boss offered a sympathetic smile. “I’ll write you a recommendation letter!”

      With one last nod, I turned away, my steps heavy as I made my way toward the door, narrowly avoiding tripping over a small, white bunny as I made my way out. Even the bunnies were out to get me today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m not sure why I headed to my car. I wasn’t in any shape to drive. You need clear vision to drive, and with tears erupting from my eyes, I could barely see a thing. You also needed steady hands. I placed my hand on the steering wheel, focusing on my baby pink gel nails, and noticed they were visibly trembling.

      I was not okay. Not in the least! But at least my nails were cute.

      Even if I wasn’t a perfect match for the job, why was my typically polite boss so rude, taking jabs at my clothes, my hair, and my looks?

      I’d always been the type to give my all at everything I attempted, even a job mixing compost. Zara, ever the amateur psychologist, liked to theorize that my perfectionist tendencies stemmed from being adopted—she believed a part of me felt like I had to earn my place because I’d been abandoned at birth.

      Through my tears, I saw my so-called admirer approaching, a small pot of tulips in his hand. I tried to quickly fix my face, wiping my tears on my dress. I groaned at the honey-tinted makeup stain I’d managed to get on my dress.

      I truly was a certified hot mess. Was he coming over to me?

      No, I told myself. His car must be near mine. He had no reason to approach me.

      He was my sexy shadow. Nothing more.

      I wasn’t sure if I could handle this man speaking to me right now. I was in no mood to be spoken to.

      So why did my pulse quicken as he paused at
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