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For all the girls who want a six and a half foot tall winged man to swoop in and tell them that they’re fated mates.
(Me too.)
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ONE

Luna

Let’s pumpkin spice things up a bit, read the sandwich board out front, complete with a drawing of a coffee cup and a scone. I smiled, knowing my sister would love it. Girl was obsessed with all things pumpkin.

Flicking on the lights, I took in the space, inhaling the smell of sweets and coffee beans.

It was a smell that instantly made me feel like home.

But maybe that was just from all the hours I’d spent here, whipping up new confections. After all, it was my bakery—the Witches’ Brew. Years ago, I’d started it with the help of my sister. We had a pretty good thing going: I baked, and she did, well… everything else. I was probably biased, but she was the best barista in town. Willow never had to ask me twice when offering me a drink.

I loved this place. It was mid-October, and the entire storefront was decked out with Halloween decor. As soon as the air chilled, I’d started decorating. Pastels, because who said Halloween couldn’t be cute? Bats were taped to the front windows, little paper ghosts hung from the ceiling, and orange string lights lit up the outside. Those barely scratched the surface of how in-depth my theming went.

Though once the season got in full swing, decorations were the last thing on my mind. I’d barely been able to keep my sugar cookies in stock the last few weeks. The Pleasant Grove townsfolk were constantly selling me out of the adorably frosted, spooky designs. Pumpkins, bats, black cats… the only limit was my imagination.

Luckily, in a town of witches, that wasn’t too hard.

The sun hadn’t even risen yet, but like always, I was here, ready to turn the ovens on and lose myself in a batch of cookie dough and a bowl of frosting. The refrigerated display case was empty, ready for me to fill it.

Of course, it helped that my commute to work was a whopping one minute since I lived in the one-bedroom apartment over the bakery in downtown Pleasant Grove. This morning, I’d pulled on a pair of jeans and a pink t-shirt that said Boo, You Whore with an adorable ghost on it. My pale blonde hair was pulled back and braided into two French braids. I’d only applied a light application of makeup on this morning to cover the dark circles under my eyes.

Even with the nippy October air, I hadn’t bothered with a coat—one of the biggest perks of living right downstairs. Plus, I tended to overheat being in the kitchens all morning.

Grabbing my apron and sliding it over my head, I started my prep work in the kitchen. With the flick of a wrist, drawers and cabinets were opened, objects flying around me and settling onto the countertops.

I let myself get lost in a flurry of flour, sugar, and butter as the aroma of freshly baked goods slowly filled the air. Thank god for industrial mixers—they were practically better than magic. Maybe. It was close.

By the time I’d looked at the clock again, it was almost seven, and the bakery case out front was full. While I made fresh baked goods every day, I also kept a stock of popular items in our large fridges.

The tinkling of keys in the door alerted me to my sister’s presence, and I attempted to brush some of the flour off my apron.

Willow finally shuffled into the kitchen, blinking back a yawn. “She’s alive,” I said with a hand flourish that made the air whoosh past her.

“Coffee,” she muttered, dropping her stuff. “I need coffee.” My sister was wearing a green sweater dress with tan heeled booties, and had left her light brown hair down, letting it fall in loose waves around her face.

I’d always loved her hair, given my own was stick-straight. Even with copious amounts of product, it would never hold a curl. Still, I hadn’t given up yet. One day, something would work, right? Until then, I’d just be jealous of hers.

Willow went out front, fumbling with the coffee machines. When she came back into the kitchen, it was with two steaming mugs in her hand. She handed me one, and I took a small sip, careful not to burn myself.

The floral tang of the lavender latte exploded on my tongue, the sweet flavor overriding my taste buds. Delicious. Swiping my tongue over my lips, I caught the leftover foam before setting the mug down.

“That’s better,” she groaned, eyes shut as she took a long drink from the mug.

“Not getting much sleep, Wil?” I asked, teasing her.

“Shut up, Luna,” my sister muttered, though there was no bite to her tone.

“Is your new houseguest keeping you up?”

She looked into the cup of coffee, her cheeks pink as I grinned.

At the beginning of the month, Willow had adopted a black cat named Damien. I’d encouraged it since she’d seemed lonely lately, living in our childhood home all alone. Only later the next week, she’d surprised me by showing up with a dark-haired man with the same name on her arm to our town’s annual Pumpkin Festival.

I wasn’t dumb. I could put two and two together. Clearly, there was magic behind it. But why hadn’t she asked me for help? The idea still stung, though she hadn’t approached the coven, either. But that was Willow. Headstrong and determined. A trait the Clarke girls both shared.

Even if she’d been avoiding the topic of conversation about what had happened altogether, something was happening between them. I could feel the change in her heart.

She cared about him. And wasn’t that the most dangerous thing of all?

My sister was quiet, so I just carried on. “I’m just happy you finally agreed to go to the bar with me.”

I’d bought a new dress recently, and I desperately needed to let loose. I loved my job—loved my life—but I wanted to forget about everything for one night. Wanted to get happy drunk and dance my ass off in the Enchanted Cauldron.

That way, I didn’t think about the dreams haunting my sleep—the vision of those golden eyes that I just couldn’t shake off.

But mostly, deep down, the feeling that something was missing in my life.

Willow relaxed at the subject change, running her fingers through her hair. “Me too. It’ll be fun. Sorry I’ve been so MIA lately.”

I waved her off. She’d given up everything to help me start my dream. We’d bought it together, but she’d taken on both running the storefront and playing barista until we’d been making enough to hire staff. So, I didn’t blame her for taking some time for herself.

Sometimes I still felt bad for moving out and leaving her in the big house that our parents had left us, but I’d wanted to feel like an actual adult instead of letting her take care of me. And I didn’t mind living alone much, especially considering that I saw most of our little town’s residents every day. The Pleasant Grove residents couldn’t resist one of my scones, and I’d happily take their money to do what I loved.

“I’m okay here. Plus, I have Eryne.” We’d hired the short-haired ginger last year as a barista. She was an enormous help, especially when Willow was busy with ordering supplies and bookkeeping. Lately, she’d been closing the bakery down on her own, letting me head upstairs since I’d been up before the sun.

Secretly, I thrived in the night. I always felt like I had my best ideas when the moon was still high in the sky.

Like it somehow called to me.

To the magic in my veins.

Or maybe it was just the only time I felt comfortable letting it free.

I’d always been different. For as long as I could remember, I’d always had strange dreams. Hazy visions of moments that hadn’t happened yet. Things that didn’t quite make sense.

And I knew things. Things I couldn’t explain.

What sort of witch didn’t even understand her true magic?

A sorry excuse for one. One who could have become a powerful seer but had chosen something safe instead. Something comfortable. Something that felt like home.

That was how I’d chosen to become a baker.

Flicking my fingers to pull a cookbook off the shelf with magic, I moved my finger in the air to swipe through pages till I landed on the recipe that I was looking for.

“What are you doing?” Willow asked, watching me rumble through cupboards, using my powers to pull out bowls and then the flour, sugar, and everything else I needed.

“Making another batch of scones.”

I didn’t normally make lemon lavender scones—my favorite—during October, but Willow’s coffee had inspired me, and maybe it would settle the restlessness in my gut.

That, and drinking a lot of alcohol tonight.

Shrugging, Willow left me to it, tying on her apron before heading back out to the front to serve the citizens of Pleasant Grove, who’d be arriving as soon as we opened the door at eight sharp.

After dumping all the dry ingredients in my bowl, I tried not to think about my dream from last night. The one that always started the same way. A flash of dark hair. Golden eyes. Mighty wings that unfurled in front of me. A palace that I was sure I’d never seen before.

A shiver ran down my spine. Those eyes had always followed me. Sometimes, in the darkness or when I was alone, I thought I’d see them looking back at me.

And yet, when I looked again—they were gone.

I had a feeling I’d see them again. I always did.
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TWO

Zain

Crossing my arms over my chest, I stared down at the group of demons who were supposed to serve as my advisors. Not that they were doing much in the way of advising right now. Instead, they were all telling me what to do, ignoring my thoughts completely.

We were gathered in my study, standing around the large, scaled map I had of the demon realm. With magic, we’d overlaid a map of the human world. Thanks to my brother using his powers to teleport in and out of the place, I knew exactly where to look.

“I’m going to go get her,” I declared. “Surely, that would be easier than this nonsense.” Lowering my brow, I waved my hand at the five of them.

I was tired of debating it. Tired of ignoring the pull I felt towards her.

Lilith frowned at me. “And you think that will work?” Her dark hair framed a pair of curved onyx horns, and the pair of leathery wings she used to fly—making her my perfect spy— sat closed on her back.

I’d recruited her two centuries ago, rescuing her when a group of much larger demons had been intent on beating her into a bloody pulp in an alley.

All because she’d been looking for work—and refused their advances.

Sometimes, I still saw her as that small teenager, not the woman she’d become.

The weapon I’d honed her to be.

Lightning cracked outside. “Why wouldn’t it?” I tried to temper down my annoyance.

The group didn’t even flinch, used to my outbursts by now.

Of course they were. Like Lilith, I’d picked them all up off the streets. They’d all had a fight in their eyes, perseverance that didn’t quit. So I’d convinced them each to work for me and earned their loyalty until I knew they would never betray me.

“You really know nothing about women.” Asura snorted, picking at a few of the scales on her snakelike skin, her yellow slitted eyes blinking at me. There was venom in her veins, thanks to her heritage, though she hardly ever used it.

“As evident by the two-to-one ratio of men to women in this group,” Lilith added on, her tone matter-of-fact and giving no room for argument. As if there wasn’t a reason they were all here, by my side. “On second thought, maybe we should encourage him to fetch her faster. Then we wouldn’t be put in this position all the time.”

Talon shook his head as if amused by the two women’s musings but properly kept his mouth shut.

His twin brother, Thorn, stood at his side. The two were practically mirror images of each other, and both served as my guards.

Not that I felt I needed either of them—I was powerful enough on my own to take down any demon in the entire kingdom. Except for one.

And once I had my queen by my side, her power joined with mine? No one stood a chance of overthrowing me or trying to take the crown that was rightfully mine.

But I need her here first. The thought refocused me.

“Look. You all agreed with the plan.” I growled, my fist slamming down on the edge of the table. I didn’t want any other distractions or diversions from the current topic of conversation. “How is this any different?”

“That was when Damien was going to bring her back,” Kairos said, doing his best to appear nonchalant.

“And how long am I supposed to sit around and wait?” Baring my teeth, I did my best not to resort to my base instincts. “How long do you want me to sit here, watching the kingdom fall apart? We need her.”

The statement was on the tip of my tongue, but I held it back. I need her. For more reasons than they even knew.

I was too unstable, my body needing to find its other half.

“Yes, you need her power,” Asura remarked, “but you also need her to come willingly. If you are to be united…”

I gritted my teeth, anger pursing through me. “I know.”

The bond would only work with what was freely given. Not taken. Fuck. Shadows darkened the room as I paced across the wooden floor. I needed to get my emotions under control before the power surging in me was set free. Before an outburst of mine led to someone getting seriously hurt.

As if I didn’t need more reasons to want her here. But it wasn’t an option anymore.

Damien’s first mistake was finding her and not immediately surrendering her to me. Not bringing me the witch who the fates had foretold as mine.

Rubbing at my temples, I held back my groan despite no one chiming in again. “I can’t wait any longer. Now. I must go now. I’ll bring her back kicking and screaming if I have to. She’ll understand in time.”

She would sit on the throne next to mine, wearing the crown I had made for her, my ring on her finger.

I dared them all to challenge me on that. They could disagree on everything—but not on the fact that she had been made for me.

Lilith’s voice was hesitant when she chimed in once again, her red eyes—the most common color amongst demons—flaring. “If I may, Zain.” Holding in a growl, ignoring how feral I felt, I nodded at her. Urging her to speak. “You need to woo her.”

“What?” I blinked, surprised. That was not what I’d expected.

“Win her over. Make her fall in love with you, and then ask her to come back with you. Her loyalty is just as important as her place by your side.”

“But that takes time.” I furrowed my eyebrows. “Time we don’t have.” I waved a hand at the map in front of me. The one that showed all the demons I’d one day rule over. “I don’t need her to love me.”

No. I didn’t need love. I’d learned that a long time ago. Love would only hurt you.

I just needed her to be by my side. Worse case, I could give her a bargain. A demon’s deal. It was tricky magic, but it could work.

“But you do need her to agree to come back with you. To not hate you.” Lilith shrugged her shoulders as she picked at her pointed fingernails, which were painted a blood red shade. “I’m just saying. It’s not the worst plan.”

Kairos nodded in agreement. “She has a point.”

If it was possible for me to glare daggers at them, that was what I would currently be doing.

As it was, I was trying to decide why I kept these idiots around.

Probably because, despite it all, they were the closest thing I had to friends. Because I trusted them, I’d recruited each one of them to my side for a reason, and I knew they were right.

Muttering, I let loose a curse under my breath. “I’m going tonight,” I said, finally, not acknowledging their suggestions. We’d do it my way, and then they’d see.

Everything would be fine once I had her by my side. Once she agreed to be mine.

I waved my hand, dismissing all of them as I studied the map once more, my eyes clouding over with red.

Exhaling deeply, I tried to ignore the pent-up frustration in my veins. How long could I ignore my father’s summons? He’d want a report—want to know what I was up to—but I couldn’t reveal my plans.

Not yet.
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She’s here.

The thought struck me as soon as I stepped foot inside the bar. I could sense her before I could see her. The knowledge that the girl I had been waiting for was in the same room as me was almost overwhelming. Every nerve of my body was instantly alert—searching.

The bar was dingy and yet somehow charming. I could sense power and magic in these humans, these witches, but it was faint—nothing like the raw, untapped potential of the demons.

But then I sensed him. The one being I didn’t wish to see tonight.

My brother.

Damien was sitting at the bar, nursing a glass of amber liquid, his eyes focused on the dance floor. On the brunette witch dancing beside a blonde, their bodies pressing against each other and laughter spilling from their lips. Laughter I shouldn’t be able to hear from this distance away—given I was still just inside the door, shadows cloaked around me, hiding me from view.

He wouldn’t be happy to see me, either. To know I’d disrespected his request for more time. Damien had wanted until the end of the month, and this witch was the reason. His mate. He wanted more time with her.

But I needed her. The blonde whose entire being seemed to light up this room, her smile already warming a piece of my cold, dead heart.

She was nothing like what I’d imagined.

Not that I’d allowed myself to imagine her in all the miserable, lonely years of my existence. I’d waited centuries for her, and even in the darkest of days, I’d known that the knowledge of her was too tempting a fantasy to fall into.

To let myself bathe in her light was more than I could ever hope for.

Even if every piece of me wanted to throw her over my shoulder and carry her out of here, to sink my teeth into the creamy, tender flesh of her neck and mark her as my own.

I wanted to bury my nose into her hair, to bring her scent into my airway until I could smell nothing but her. Until I’d memorized every piece of her being.

She was real. She was here.

My instincts were on over-drive, my thoughts too muddled with her to think clearly. If anyone got too close to her… I growled, my lips curling over my teeth as the thought occurred to me. No. I couldn’t let anyone else touch her or let her go home with anyone else.

She was mine.

So I watched her. Like a predator stalks his prey. Like a feral beast in heat.

Waiting until the time was right to swoop in and claim her as my own.
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THREE

Luna

Ghoul’s Night.

I loved how ridiculously into Halloween this town was, and especially that our only bar did these themed nights every so often. There was a special drink menu with spooky drink concoctions, and the speakers were playing classic Halloween hits like I Put a Spell on You and The Monster Mash. For a town of witches, sometimes it was a little too kitschy. But I was happy, and after a few songs spent dancing with my sister—and the two drinks I’d already consumed making me happy and carefree—I headed back to the bar.

Willow might as well have the time alone to dance with her man. She was trying to play it off that there was nothing between them, but the way they looked at each other… it was obvious what was growing between them. It didn’t take a seer to tell that.

Damien was nothing like I’d ever imagined, and yet, he was undoubtedly perfect for her. And the way he’d watched her with a heated stare and the possessive growl when someone else had tried to move in on her? Hot. I fanned myself just thinking about it.

He was like a hero out of my romance novels, and I was decidedly envious. At one point, maybe I’d imagined that I’d find that too.

Not that I’d never been with a man before—I was no virgin and enjoyed sex. But relationships? That wasn’t something I’d ever found for myself. Maybe it was because I’d never really been interested in anyone else in town. Most of the guys here I had known since diapers. No thanks.

I still had time, though. At twenty-five, what was the rush? There were years left where I could have fun and mess around before I needed to think about meeting someone. Find a man I loved and wanted to start a family with.

A man who looked at me like that.

But if anyone deserved love and a happy ending, it was Willow.

After our parents had died in an accident, she’d graduated college and come back to town, forsaking her own dream to help me start mine. The Witches’ Brew wouldn’t have existed without both of us. Willow had always been skilled at brewing potions, and she translated that into brewing the best coffee drinks in our entire town. I wasn’t biased, either. Everyone came in the mornings to get a drink from her.

Her recipes were magical. I’d loved our time being in business together, even if it was coming to a close. I could sense it. Willow liked to say that I was a seer, but I’d never really thought of myself like that.

All thirteen witches in my coven had a special ability given to us at birth. Mine was Precognition. Seeing the future in my dreams.

It should have been useful, but I rarely understood the premonitions, which made me feel slightly worthless.

What good was a gift if you couldn’t use it?

And yet… I had a good feeling about tonight, like I was supposed to be here, for whatever reason.

Brushing the thought away, I turned my gaze away from the dance floor. From my sister and her dark-haired suitor, who were still dancing close together. The bar, thankfully, wasn’t as loud, and it had been easy to flag the bartender over to get a drink. I’d chosen a stool in the middle, giving me an equal view of the place and both ends of the counter.

Swiveling back and forth, I took another sip of my drink. It was probably straight sugar, but it was pretty, which basically fulfilled my only two requirements for alcohol.

Only—holy hell. Goddess, I’d never seen anyone who looked like that. In fact, I’d never believed in the tall, dark, and handsome stranger stereotype before. And yet, the man standing at the other edge of the bar was equally all three. He must have been ten years older than me, at least in his mid-thirties.

He looked almost familiar in a way that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Although all it would take would be one touch…

My mouth watered, even as there was a part of me that wanted to do a one-eighty and run. That saw the beautiful man and thought, turn around, Luna. Look the other way, and don’t go over there.

But I’d never been good at listening to my intuition. No matter how good it was. It was one thing to see the future, and it was another to let that rule my life. Anything could happen, so why worry about it? There were plenty of times it hadn’t come true or had played out in completely different ways than I’d thought.

If I could foresee the ending of a fling before it even started, was it even worth pursuing it? Maybe not, but it’d been so long since I’d had an orgasm given to me by anyone other than myself. Even the battery-powered wand I kept in my night-stand drawer wasn’t the same anymore. I craved the connection. Craved intimacy. Something more.

So what was the harm? I didn’t have to see the future.

The man sipped from his glass of amber-colored liquid, and I slid off my stool, my feet hitting the floor before I’d even made my decision yet.

I’d always been the girl who kept looking forward. Asking myself what was next. I’d been asking that for the last year. I loved my life in Pleasant Grove, the bakery I ran with my sister, and having all of my coven at my side.

But something was missing.

Orgasms. Yes, that was definitely it.

He looked like he would deliver, too. His dark hair was cut shorter on the sides but still long enough on the top that there would be something to hold on to. And the way he stood at the bar, all cocky and assuming, spoke to something in me.

Would he like it rough? I bit my lip, letting my hips sway as I walked towards him.

I’d zeroed in on him like I was in a trance. But who could blame me? Handsome strangers rarely showed up in our town. I liked to blame the wards that the founders had put up around the town, keeping non-magical folk out of our little community, but it was more than that.

Maybe it was the realization that Willow was moving on. She was out there on the dance floor, dancing with Damien. Her something more.

That was the funny thing about fate. It hit you when you were least expecting it. Maybe I’d never see him again. But maybe… I could see where it went. Even if it would only last a little while.

“Hi,” I said, adjusting my lavender colored dress. The skirt was sewn to look like a spiderweb, with each seam coming to a point.

Why come to a themed night at The Enchanted Cauldron and not dress on theme? Ghoul’s Night was the quintessential spooky night at the bar, but I’d never been a witch who loved the color black or jewel tones. Pastels were more my speed.

The dark-haired man raised his eyebrow as he looked at me like he was appraising me. Just one look and a shiver ran through me. Up close, he was absolutely delicious. I’d never met a stranger I’d been so instantly attracted to, but I couldn’t deny how my body vibrated as I stood next to him.

“Hello.” His voice was deep—a baritone I didn’t hear often from the men in this town. It was hot. Sexy, even. I bit my lip as I slid onto the stool next to him, setting my drink down on the counter.

“Come here often?” I asked, taking a sip of my poisoned apple martini.

He chuckled, the deep sound reverberating through me. “No. This is a first.”

“Ah.” I wasn’t even trying to hide the fact that I was staring at him. “Are you just passing through?” Pleasant Grove was well-warded, after all. Since normal humans had no clue that magic or witches even existed, most patrons here were magical themselves.

“You could say that.”

“What else could you say?” I raised an eyebrow.

“That I’m looking for something.”

“And did you find it?”

He looked directly at me, those dark eyes—almost black— practically peering into my soul. “I think I did.”

“Oh.” I took another drink, bobbing my head. “That’s good.”

The handsome stranger set his glass—now empty—down on the bar. “Yes. Yes, it is.” He flashed me a dazzling smile, offering his hand to me. “Hi. I’m Zain.”

“Luna,” I answered, putting my hand in his to shake it. Just one touch and it was like an electric shock to my system. Or maybe that was my fingertips tingling from the contact.

Just one touch… The future was hazy but warm. And maybe that was enough. The not knowing was the exciting part.

“It’s nice to meet you, Luna,” Zain murmured, kissing my knuckles.

The alcohol must have been affecting my system more than I thought because I giggled. I actually giggled. Was I drunk? I peered at my glass. I had a good buzz going but didn’t think I’d consumed that much.

Looking back up at the Zain—my handsome stranger—I got lost in his eyes. His hand reached out, cupping my cheek as he peered at me with unabashed curiosity.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, the thumb of his finger tracing my cheekbone.

Maybe the copious amounts of blush I always wore would hide the flush that ran to my face, even as a part of me preened at his words.

“Thank you.” I dipped my head before finishing my drink. I’d never been so bold before, but there was something about him… Something that intrigued me. Something that I wanted to get to know more about.

“Do you… want to get out of here?” I murmured, placing the glass back down on the bar.

“Yes,” he agreed.

And when he slipped his hand in mine, everything just felt… right.
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I’d always thought Pleasant Grove at night was magical, and the waning crescent moon in the sky was like a calming balm to my racing thoughts. That warm fuzziness in my chest hadn’t faded, and whatever it was from—him or the alcohol—I decided I didn’t care.

Shoving my hands in my pockets before I did something dumb—like let my powers free or grab his hand again—I enjoyed our leisurely pace. We passed some of my favorite businesses in downtown, places I’d spent my whole life frequenting. Most of the shops in town had the most ridiculous puns as names, but I loved it.

Where else could you find magical artifacts next door to the most recent witch fashions?

“Is this your first time here?” I asked, looking over at the man walking by my side. The streets were quiet, given the hour of the night, but our walk felt comforting and unhurried. “In Pleasant Grove, I mean.” He’d said he hadn’t been to our bar before, so I was guessing it was his first time here, too.

He nodded his head.

“Hm. Is it prying if I asked how you got through the wards?” I tilted my head, watching him.

“I suppose not.” Zain mused, but I noticed he didn’t answer my question.

His presence was unusual. But that wasn’t too strange, given that most people in this town were witches. But it was different—a sort of power I could almost feel, down to my bones—something I’d never encountered before.

Except… His presence felt familiar, too. Like—

“What?” He murmured, turning his head to meet mine. “You’re staring.”

My heart skipped a beat in my chest. “Nothing.” I shook my head, shaking off the feeling.

We’d reached the end of Main Street, and if we kept going, we’d reach the residential streets of town. A few blocks over was my childhood home, the one my parents had left to Willow and me when they’d passed away.

Turning in a different direction, I headed towards the gazebo in the middle of town. He slipped his hand back into mine.

“Where are we going?” Zain asked, keeping pace with me as we kept our fingers interlocked. I kept my powers tampered down, willing myself not to look into his future.

Our future? If we had one. For once, I didn’t want to know how it would end. I just wanted to enjoy the night. Besides, the warm fuzzy was a good feeling. I wanted to sink into it.

The entire square had a faint glow thanks to the orange lights strung around the gazebo. On Halloween, the entire block would bustle with trick-or-treaters, laughing children, and families of witches, but tonight, it was empty.

Dropping our hands, I plopped down on the grass, looking up at the stars. Zain laid down beside me, his knuckles pressing up against mine.

“I’ve always thought this was the best spot in town for looking up at the stars,” I whispered. This moment felt intimate—almost precious. “You can see so many constellations here.” Cait, my cousin, loved astrology and had taught me about all of them when we were younger. I could name most of the star formations visible in our sky easily now.

When the city was upgrading to modern lights years ago, they’d created local ordinances that no lights could point up towards the sky, preventing light pollution. It was incredible because on clear nights like tonight, it felt like you could see an entire galaxy—a world beyond our fingertips. If I stretched my fingers up, I could almost imagine them.

“It’s wonderful.”

I rolled onto the grass so I could look at him. He’d thrown one arm behind him, resting his head on it, but kept his eyes pointed upwards, giving me the perfect view of his undeniably handsome side profile. That powerful jaw, beautiful eyelashes —it should be illegal, actually, how long they were—and I wanted to run my fingers through his dark hair. It looked soft. But I kept my hands to myself. God, he was gorgeous.

“So…” I wiggled my fingers through the grass, feeling the magic of the world all around me. “Should we ask each other questions or something?” I hoped the darkness would hide the blush on my face. “I didn’t bring you out here with ulterior motives anything.”

He looked amused, giving me the nod of his head. “What do you want to know?”

Everything. But I couldn’t exactly say that. I traced patterns in the grass instead of looking into his eyes. “I don’t know. Do you have any siblings?”

“One. That I know of, at least.”

There was bitterness in his voice, and it made me frown. “Older or younger?” I asked.

“I think it’s my turn to ask something now.” A chuckle slipped from his lips.

“Oh. Right.” Returning to my back, I looked up at the stars. “Ask away.”

“What do you do?”

A laugh burst out of me. Unexpected but… exhilarating. Because he truly had no idea who I was. And in this tiny town, that wasn’t something I experienced very often. A chance to be just Luna. Not a Clarke daughter who had lost her parents. Not Willow’s sister, who needed protecting. Not the baker who smiled at everyone each morning. Just me. I was all of those things, and yet, I was so much more.

“Is that not a normal question to ask?” He was frowning when I looked over at his face.

“No. Yes. Of course it’s normal. It’s just that no one’s ever asked me it before. Everyone knows me in town. I run the local bakery.”

“Ah. And you like it?”

“My question,” I reminded him, poking at his arm. It was firm. Hard.

I’d never taken the time to properly appreciate a man’s arms before, but then again, no one had ever worn a suit quite like he did. Black shirt, black suit coat—no tie—and black slacks, and he was mouthwatering. Delicious. Was I still drunk?

“Older or younger?” I repeated, still curious.

“He is younger than me, but we didn’t grow up together.” He paused, seeming to hesitate. “There’s quite a few years between us.”

“Oh.” I fiddled with the hem of my dress. “I’m the younger sister,” I offered, even though he hadn’t asked. Our insistence on who asked the next question felt more like playing than it did insistence, anyway. “My sister is three years older than me, but after our parents died, it felt like she kind of took over their role of taking care of me. She helped me open the bakery and runs it with me. Even though I know that’s not really what she wants to do.” A deep sigh escaped me.

Even in the last few years, it felt like she was constantly putting me first when all I wanted was for her to prioritize her own dreams. Maybe now that Damien had come into her life, she would actually do that. If I was being honest, I envied that. The having someone part.

He hummed in response. “But you like it? Your job? Baking?”

I sighed, tracing the constellation of Cassiopeia in the sky with my eyes. “Sometimes.” I looked over at him, and he raised an eyebrow. Go on, I liked to think it meant. And I did. “I love baking. I always will. Making something from scratch—that first bite when everything has paid off, and you’ve made something delicious—it’s my favorite thing. But lately, I feel like I’ve been missing something. Like maybe it’s time for something new.” It was a truth I hadn’t offered to anyone—even Willow.

But with him, with this stranger, it felt easier to admit.

“And you want that?” His fingers brushed against mine, and I wanted him to hold my hand again. The warm tingling feeling had faded, and I missed it.

“Maybe. But I feel guilty, too.”

“Why?”

“Because this was the dream that I chose. And how selfish is it for me to change my mind? Willow—my sister—she gave up everything for me. Her life. A career of her choosing. And now, I just…” I shook my head.

“I don’t think she’d feel that way.”

“What?” Even though his words rang true, they still felt shocking.

“Your sister. I’m sure she wants you to be happy.” He moved his hand over mine and gave me a reassuring squeeze.

My body instantly relaxed at his touch.

“Maybe.” I still didn’t know how I’d broach the subject with her, but maybe he was right. Of course, she wanted me to be happy. I’d never doubted that. But it was the rest of it I feared. Admitting I wanted something else.

Even if I didn’t know what that something else was.

“Your turn.” Letting go of my hand, he nudged my side.

“What?”

Zain shrugged. “To ask me another question.”

“Oh. Right.” His reminder distracted me from my thoughts. I appreciated the reprieve from my emotional spiral. “If you could do anything with your life, be anyone… What would you do?” Who would you be?

“That is…” He blew out a breath, furrowing his brow. “Difficult.”

I nodded. “Yeah. For me, too.”

“Growing up, I always knew the role I would fulfill when I got older. I resented it—watching all of my so-called friends get to have fun and screw around while I was stuck in lessons to learn what I needed to know. So I guess… Maybe I never thought about what I’d do if I had a choice.”

“And now?”

“Now, I think a normal, simple life is more than I could ever ask for.”

I couldn’t keep the frown off my face. “Doesn’t everyone deserve that?”

He gave a strangled sigh. “If only.”

“You do.” I turned my head so I could look squarely into his eyes.

I’d only just met him, but I knew that was true. He was lying with me in the grass after just meeting me, for goddess’ sake. There were a thousand things we could have been doing besides stargazing on a Friday night, but he was here. With me.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Twenty-five. But my birthday’s in a few months, so…”

I’d always loved having a winter birthday, and secretly, it was my favorite season. Even if Willow’s favorite was fall, with All Hallow’s Eve the perfect cornerstone of the month—I loved the Winter Solstice. Christmas, too, though we didn’t celebrate it. I loved it when the snow covered the world in a blanket of white. That was when it felt like time slowed down, and everyone stopped rushing around to focus on what really mattered.

“What’s your favorite season?” I asked, my mind on the snow.

He frowned. “Where I’m from, it’s mostly just hot.”

“Oh.” Where was that, exactly? He hadn’t mentioned, but I’d been to Florida before, and it was hot basically year round, so I wondered if he was somewhere in the south. “That’s sad.”

“Why?”

“Because I love the winter.” I thrust my arms out like I was making imaginary snow angels. “The snow, cozying up in front of a fireplace with the person you love… It’s the most wonderful time of the year.” I giggled, thinking of the song.

Turning my head to look at him, I found that during our questions, Zain had turned on his side, resting his head on one of his hands as he watched me.

“Have you ever been in love?” I asked, my voice in a low whisper, unsure why that was the question that popped into my mind.

“No.”

“What about you?”

“Hm?” I hummed in response, looking over at the furrowed expression on his face.

He directed my question at me. “Have you ever been in love?”

I sighed. “Maybe I thought I had been when I was younger, but… no. Just waiting for the right person, I guess.”

“And what kind of person is that?”

I looked back up at the sky, imagining that life. “Someone who will be by my side, no matter what life throws our way. Someone who will dance with me in the kitchen at 3 am when I can’t sleep. Who will be there for me whenever things get tough.” I smiled, thinking of my parents, letting the thoughts spill out. “Someone who will be a great dad. Who will throw our child in the air, no matter how many times they laugh, because he can’t bear to stop. I guess I just want someone to build a life with. Someone who will love me through all of it. Someone who feels like home.” Closing my eyes, I could almost picture it. The laughter. The love. The happiness there.

But I opened my eyes, and it was gone, just the moon and the stars blinking back at me.

“You want kids?”

“Yeah. I’ve always liked the idea of two or three if I got lucky enough. What about you?”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “I hope so.” Zain cleared his throat. “I don’t know if I’d be a great dad, though. I don’t exactly have an excellent role model.”

I wanted to wrap my arms around him. Tell him he was wrong. That he’d be a great dad. But what did I really know about him? Nothing.

We were just two strangers who’d probably never see each other again after tonight. But I liked tonight. I hadn’t felt this alive in so long. That happy thrumming in my veins couldn’t be wrong.

My knuckles brushed against his in the grass.

“What are you thinking about?” I whispered.

“Your hair,” he murmured, reaching out to tug at a strand. “It’s like moonlight.” His eyes flashed gold for a moment. I blinked, and they were back to normal.

I was just imagining it, like always.

“Oh.” I sucked in a breath, looking away. Shivering, I sat up. It was getting late, and the temperatures were dropping— plus, the heat that had flowed through me from my alcohol buzz was fading.

Wordlessly, Zain shrugged his coat off, placing the jacket around my shoulders. I slipped my arms through the holes, appreciating how big it was on me—and inhaling his scent that clung to the fabric. He smelled like spice and musk and something absolutely delicious that I couldn’t place, but I wanted to wrap my body in that smell. Bathe in it.

It spoke to something deep in my soul. Something I couldn’t name.

My handsome stranger stood up and offered me a hand up. “It’s late,” he said. “We should get you home.”

“Right.” Taking his hand, I let him pull me up from the grass, briefly brushing off my backside as he kept our hands intertwined. We headed back downtown, but before we got back to the bar, I tugged on his hand, pulling us to a stop.

“This is me,” I murmured, looking at the side door to my upstairs apartment and then back down at our hands.

“You live up there?” He asked.

I nodded. “Above the bakery. I wanted some privacy. It’s weird to live with your sibling when you’re in your mid-twenties.” That was the understatement of the century. Even if I loved Willow, sometimes it was exhausting fighting over who would take the trash out or do the dishes, or to stop hogging the laundry machine.

He chuckled. “I can see that.”

Clearing my throat, I looked back at him. “Do you want to come up?”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. We can have another drink, maybe.” I had a bottle of wine in the fridge. And I didn’t want to say goodbye. Not yet.

“Okay,” he agreed, and I started up the stairs, pausing at the top step. What was I doing?

Leading this man up to my apartment? Bringing him inside, so that… what? I hesitated as I unlocked the door, and when I looked up at him, there was a frown on my face.

Zain squeezed my hand, as if he sensed the conflict inside of me. “I can go.”

That was all it took. All my apprehension melted away. A reminder that this felt so right. Our future might have been hazy, but there was no grief in it.

“No.” I shook my head, my hand wrapping around his wrist. “Come in. Please. I want you to.”

He chuckled, following me into the apartment. “Okay.”

I led him into the living room, slowly sinking down onto the couch. Tucking my knees underneath me, I leaned my head against the fabric. I was still wearing his jacket. Part of me knew I should probably have given it back to him sooner, but it was cozy, and I hated relinquishing it.

Zain followed me, somehow looking completely out of place in my tiny apartment.

Selene brushed up against his leg, and Zain practically jumped. “What is that?”

I giggled. “That’s my cat.” I picked her up, holding her in my arms as she started to purr. “She’s friendly, I promise.”

Zain quirked an eyebrow. “And she just lives here?”

“Have you never seen a cat before?” I frowned. Where exactly had this man been living that he’d never encountered one?

Leaning down, he brushed a hand over her white fur. “Not like this one.”

“She’s been with me since I was little,” I said. “Every witch gets their familiar when their powers manifest.”

My lips curled into a smile as he scratched under Selene’s chin, and a loud purring sound emitted from her throat. “She likes you.”

She wasn’t the only one. I did, too.

“Huh.” He kept making the motion, even as Selene emitted a few happy chirps and purred away.

Finally, he joined me on the couch, sitting on the opposite side, so the only part of our bodies that touched were our knees.

“I had fun tonight,” I said, unable to wipe the smile off of my face as I bumped his knee with mine. “Thank you. It’s been a while since I enjoyed myself so much.” Maybe I needed to pick up hot, handsome strangers in bars more often.

The thought felt slimy. Was it because Zain was currently on my couch? Either way, I couldn’t imagine this night with anyone else but him. Something about him just felt right.

“Me too,” he agreed. “It was the best night I’ve had in a long time.”

I moved closer to him, leaning in slightly, wanting him to kiss me. Hoping he’d pick up on the signals I was dropping.

“I should go,” Zain murmured, brushing a hair off my forehead.

I frowned. “You don’t want to stay?” As far as I was concerned, a girl inviting a guy into her apartment was an explicit invitation for sex. But maybe he didn’t want to sleep with me. He hadn’t even so much as tried to kiss me. How old-fashioned was he? He was acting like the perfect gentleman. As much as I loved it, I also hated it. Because I really, really wanted to jump his bones.

“I need to get back.”

“Will I see you again?” I couldn’t help the hopeful tone of my voice.

He chuckled. “Would you like that, moonbeam?”

Moonbeam. The nickname lit me up inside, filling me with a strange warmth. “Yes.”

I hurried over to my counter, jotting my phone number onto a piece of scrap paper, and came back to hand it to him. “There.”

“What’s this?”

“My number, silly. So you can text me next time you’re in town? Maybe we can have a proper date.”

He picked up my hand, kissing the back of it. “Sure, Luna. I’d like to see you again.”

It wasn’t everything, but it was a start. Shrugging out of his coat, I handed it back to him. “Thank you for this.” Instantly, I missed his smell surrounding me, already mourning the loss. “I’ll be waiting by the phone.”

He gave me a weird look. “Waiting?”

“Just call me,” I said, laughing. Wherever he was from, it wasn’t around here.

Leaning up on my tiptoes, I kissed his cheek before he slipped out my door. The prickle of his scruff was rough against my lips, but I found I didn’t mind it. “Bye, Zain.”

“Goodbye, Luna.”

Later that night, wrapped up in the warmth of my sheets, I couldn’t stop smiling, already looking forward to the next time he came into town. I didn’t even realize that he’d never explained how he got through our wards.
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