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THE ENVELOPE DID NOT belong. It sat on the warped wooden table of the Quillen family estate, vibrating with a low, rhythmic hum that Liora could feel in her teeth. The ancestral manor was empty now, stripped of its grandeur, leaving only dust motes dancing in the pale shafts of afternoon light. Her family had spent generations hiding, constantly packing up and moving at the first whisper of suspicion, but this was different. She had been left behind to clean up the ruins of her old life. When she had first picked up the heavy parchment envelope, she expected her deceased aunt’s handwriting. Instead, the elegant, flowing script on the front was entirely unfamiliar, written by an anonymous benefactor who seemed to know exactly who she was and what she needed.

Her hand hovered an inch above the paper. The envelope pulsed once, twice, in rhythm with something deep in her chest—that same strange resonance she had felt whenever her grandmother spoke of the old world. She could pull back. She could leave the envelope on the table, walk out to her battered moving truck, and drive into the unknown without looking back. Instead, she opened it.

The deeds inside were real. It was for a house and a coffee and tea shop in Oakhaven, a town she hadn't been to since she was a teenager. When she used to help her grandmother with the coffee and tea shop. It was nestled far from the suffocating gaze of the magical councils. Liora let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Her fingers trembled as she folded the paper and tucked it into her pocket. For the first time in her life, she had a place that was truly hers. A place where she might finally stop hiding.

She turned to the final crate on the floor, packing her most precious magical artifacts with practiced care. First went the jars of enchanted tea leaves, then her grandmother’s hidden grimoire, its leather cover worn soft by decades of secret reading. The book remained closed, but she knew the weight of the secrets inside. Finally, she adjusted the tight, restrictive binders beneath her shirt. The fabric pressed hard against her back, keeping her iridescent lavender wings painfully flattened. They twitched in protest, a constant reminder of the physical cost of blending into the human world. Pixies were rare, and rare meant hunted. For a brief moment, she closed her eyes and imagined a life where she could let them spread, catching the wind without fear.

The drive to Oakhaven was a test of endurance. Her battered moving truck groaned with every mile, the steering wheel shaking in her hands. By the time she pulled onto the quiet, sun-drenched suburban street, the sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, painting the sky in shades of bruised purple and gold. The air in Oakhaven tasted different. It was thick with the scent of ozone and ancient forests, a heady combination that made her skin tingle. She backed the truck into the driveway of her new home, a charming but slightly weathered Victorian house that seemed to watch her with quiet curiosity.

Directly across the driveway stood another Victorian house, grander and painted in dark, elegant tones. As Liora attempted to shift the heavy truck into reverse to align it with the porch, the gear shift stuck. She slammed her hand against the steering wheel. With a harsh groan of metal, the truck jerked backward, the rear bumper clipping the wooden mailbox with a loud, splintering crash.

"Son of a pixie," Liora swore colorfully, her voice echoing in the quiet neighborhood. She drove forward and finally got it backed in, killed the engine, and slumped against the seat. Her heart hammered against her ribs, not just from the accident, but from a sudden, intense sensation. Her hidden wings twitched uncontrollably beneath her binders, fluttering in a frantic rhythm that made her gasp. It was a reaction to the house next door. The air between the two properties hummed with a strange, magnetic energy.

She glanced toward the neighboring windows. Behind the sheer curtains of the dark Victorian, she caught the distinct outline of four shadows moving with predatory grace. Someone was watching her. She could feel the weight of an intense gaze pressing against her skin, making her hairs stand on end. Shaking off the unease, Liora climbed out of the truck and walked up the creaking steps of her new porch. Her key stuck in the old brass lock. Gritting her teeth, she leaned close and whispered a small cantrip, a tiny spark of pixie magic that hissed against the metal. The lock clicked open.

The entryway was dark and coated in a thin layer of dust. Liora began unloading her life, carrying the lighter boxes inside, her mind racing with the realization of what she had done. A silver mark etched into the wooden doorframe caught her eye. She paused, tracing the carved lines with her index finger. It was a crescent moon crossed by a single flame—the exact same symbol that appeared on page after page of her grandmother's forbidden journal. Her breath caught. This house wasn't a random gift. It was connected to her family’s past in ways she couldn't begin to comprehend.

She returned to the truck to tackle the heaviest crate, the one marked with protective runes. It was filled with lead-lined containers of pixie dust and ancient stones, heavy enough to break her back if she wasn't careful. As she hoisted the wooden crate to the edge of the truck bed, her muscles strained, and the binders around her chest tightened painfully. She was alone, suffocating under the weight of her secrets, struggling to survive in a world that didn't want her to exist.

Then, the heavy front door of the neighboring house swung open. Liora froze, her hands gripping the rough wood of the crate. A massive, rugged man stepped onto the porch across the driveway. He was tall and powerfully built, with a relaxed alertness that made him look like a wolf pausing at the edge of a clearing, scenting the wind. Even from a distance, she could see his golden-amber eyes locked onto her, flashing with an intensity that sent a jolt of pure electricity straight to her core. The neighborhood seemed to pulse with a hidden, supernatural heartbeat that matched her own. As the man began to walk toward her with slow, deliberate steps, Liora realized with sudden clarity that her quiet suburban life was over before it had even begun.
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THE SUMMER HEAT PRESSED down like a living thing, thick enough to make the air shimmer above the asphalt. Liora Quillen gripped the rough edge of the heaviest crate and tried to coax it toward the tailgate of her battered moving truck. The wood had been scorched with protective runes that kept her grandmother's collection safe, but they did nothing to lighten the load. Sweat slid between her shoulder blades and caught against the tight fabric of her binders. Her wings pressed harder against the restraint, a reminder that she could never truly relax.

Her muscles burned. The crate shifted an inch, then stuck again. She had almost decided to drag it the rest of the way when a shadow fell across the truck bed.

"Here, let me." The voice was deep and warm, like gravel smoothed by a river. Before she could answer, two large hands reached past her and lifted the crate as though it weighed no more than a grocery bag. Liora looked up and found herself staring into golden-amber eyes that seemed to catch every stray ray of sunlight. The man was tall, powerfully built, with tousled chestnut hair and a short beard that framed a mouth already curving into a gentle smile. Riven Calder. She had seen him watching from the porch across the driveway, but up close the effect was sharper.

The moment his fingers brushed hers, something inside her sparked. Her wings twitched violently beneath the binders, sending a sharp jolt of pain down her spine. Riven's nostrils flared. His pupils widened until only a thin ring of gold remained. He inhaled once, slow and deliberate, and every muscle in his shoulders locked tight. The crate trembled in his grip before he steadied it again.

"Thanks," Liora managed, her voice a little breathless. "I was starting to think I'd have to bribe the truck for help."

His gaze swept over her lavender hair, the iridescent sheen of her skin, then lingered on the pulse that fluttered at the base of her throat. He said nothing for a long moment. Then he cleared his throat and nodded toward the open front door.

"No need. I've got it."

He carried the crate across the driveway with an easy, predatory grace that made the summer heat feel even heavier. Liora followed, trying to ignore the way her heart pounded against her ribs. She had spent years hiding her true nature. One afternoon in this new neighborhood and already her carefully constructed defenses were cracking.

The foyer was cooler, though still coated in a fine layer of dust. Riven set the crate down with surprising care and straightened. The small space suddenly felt smaller. He filled it with his presence the way a storm fills the sky.

"I'm Riven," he said at last. "Live next door with the guys. Thought we should introduce ourselves before you got the wrong idea about the neighborhood."

"Liora Quillen." She wiped her palms on her jeans and offered a small smile. "And I already have some ideas. Four guys living in one Victorian house? Either you're running a very dramatic book club or the universe decided my first day here needed extra flavor."

A low laugh rumbled out of him. The sound settled somewhere low in her belly. Before either of them could speak again, the front door across the driveway opened once more. Three figures stepped into the sunlight.

Solair Vesper moved with the quiet precision of someone used to being watched. His jet-black hair caught the light in artful waves, and his piercing blue eyes flicked over every detail of Liora. Ashveil Nocturne followed, silver-white hair stark against his pale skin, crimson eyes tracking the movement of her throat with unsettling focus. Dashiel Thorn brought up the rear, blond hair falling over one eye as he grinned like the day had been arranged purely for his amusement.

"We heard heavy lifting," Dashiel announced, voice bright and teasing. "Figured we'd offer neighborly services before you decided we were the kind of guys who let a lady struggle alone."

"More like we couldn't resist the view," Ashveil added, the corner of his mouth lifting in a slow, dangerous smile. His gaze had not left the pulse point beneath Liora's jaw.

Solair remained a step behind the others. His nostrils flared once, almost imperceptibly, and something like surprise flickered across his face. He exchanged a quick glance with Ashveil. The look lasted only a heartbeat, but it carried the weight of an
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