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  Chapter one
Famous Last Words


The thing about running a flower shop in the days before Valentine's Day is that everyone suddenly becomes a romantic. 
Or at least, they pretend to be one long enough to panic-buy roses and hope for the best.
I was not one of those people.
I finally locked the door of Blooms & Thorns, flipped the sign to CLOSED, and let out a relieved breath after Mrs. Pemberton came in asking for "something that says 'I'm sorry I forgot our anniversary but I remembered eventually, so that counts, right?'"
Spoiler: it doesn't count.
But I sold her the roses anyway because rent was due and my landlord had made it very clear that "vibes" and "aesthetic" were not acceptable forms of payment.
I turned back to survey my kingdom of thorns and petals. Blooms & Thorns wasn't fancy—just a narrow shop on Main Street in Starlight Springs. 
My front window displayed the kind of arrangements that made people stop and stare: moody, dramatic, more gothic romance than greeting card.
Which was very on-brand for me.
My phone buzzed. A notification from TikTok lit up the screen: Your video from last week hit 100K views!
Right. The one where I'd arranged a funeral wreath in real-time while deadpan explaining that "love dies too, so here's how to memorialize it with tasteful carnations."
The comments had been half people laughing and half people calling me a "bitter hag," which, fair. I'd been called worse by better people.
I scrolled through my feed while I swept up stray leaves and ribbon scraps. My algorithm had decided I needed to see every single "manifestation" and "love spell" video currently plaguing the internet.
"Summon your soulmate with this simple ritual!"
"Manifest true love by the full moon!"
"This spell brought my ex back in THREE DAYS!"
I snorted. Because of course the algorithm knew exactly how to annoy me: show me an endless parade of people who thought burning a pink candle and whispering at the universe would somehow fix their love lives.
Which gave me an idea.
A terrible idea, but those had always been my specialty.
I set my phone up on the counter, angled it toward my workspace, and hit record.
"Hi, I'm Maren, and welcome back to Blooms & Thorns, where we celebrate the full spectrum of human emotion—including the part where love is a capitalist scam designed to sell you overpriced roses." 
I smiled at the camera, the kind of smile that said I know exactly what I'm doing and I'm doing it anyway.
"Tonight, I'm seeing a lot of 'love spell' content on my feed, and honestly? I think we can do better. So let's perform one properly."
I pulled out the antique book I'd borrowed from Eloise St. James's shop three months ago and kept forgetting to return. Eloise owned the antique store down the street and had a habit of lending me "interesting" things—old vases, weird trinkets, books that looked like they'd been stolen from a Victorian manor.
This particular book was bound in cracked leather, and the pages smelled like dust and something faintly sweet. I'd been using it as an aesthetic set dressing for my videos, but I'd never actually read it.
Until now.
I flipped it open to a random page and skimmed the elaborate script. "Okay, so apparently, if you want to summon true love, you need: rose petals, a pink candle, and a sincere heart." I looked up at the camera. "Two out of three isn't bad."
I grabbed a handful of leftover rose petals from today's arrangement carnage and one of the pink taper candles I kept for ambiance, lit it, and set it on the counter.
"Now, according to this definitely-not-cursed book, I'm supposed to recite an incantation while focusing on my deepest desire for love." I held up the book and read aloud, my voice dripping with sarcasm:
"By the power of Saint Valentine, bind my heart to love divine. Let passion's flame and Cupid's dart guide the one who'll claim my heart."
I tossed the rose petals toward the candle. A few of them caught the flame and curled into ash, which was actually pretty visually satisfying.
"There," I said, brushing off my hands. "I've summoned love. Or I’m about to set off my smoke detector. Either way, this is about as effective as any other love spell on the internet, which is to say: not at all."
I blew out the candle, waved away the smoke, and grinned at the camera.
"Happy a few days before Valentine's Day, everyone. May your love lives be slightly less chaotic than your TikTok algorithms. Maren out."
I stopped recording, watched the playback, and cackled. It was perfect. Snarky, on-brand, and exactly the kind of content that would either go viral or get me accused of witchcraft.
Possibly both.
I uploaded it with the caption: 
Performing a love spell so you don't have to. You're welcome. #LoveIsAScam #ValentinesDay #FloristLife #Witchcraft #RelationshipGoals
Then I grabbed my coat, locked up again, and headed out into the February cold.
Main Street was quiet at this hour. A few streetlamps glowed against the snow, and the lights from Winter's Treats Bakery—run by Holly Winters and her impossibly charming boyfriend, Nick—cast warm golden squares onto the sidewalk. I could see them through the window, closing up for the night, Nick saying something that made Holly laugh.
They were sickeningly cute. 
I kept walking.
Across the street, Pages & Provisions—a bookshop—was still lit. I could see movement inside. Probably Callum, restocking shelves or doing whatever chronically grumpy bookstore owners did after closing on a weeknight.
I did not look too long. I did not think about the fact that I used to have a key to that shop. I definitely did not think about the way his laugh sounded or the way he used to make me coffee in the mornings before I opened Blooms & Thorns.
Nope.
That was six months ago. Ancient history. I'd moved on.
Totally.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and nearly tripped over my own feet.
The video had 47,000 views.
In twenty minutes.
"What the…" I scrolled through the comments, which were already multiplying faster than I could read:
OKAY BUT THIS IS ICONIC.
She's so real for this.
I need her energy in my life.
Wait did the candle just flicker at the end or is that editing?
Why do I feel like she just actually cursed herself lmao?
I laughed and shoved my phone back into my pocket. Viral TikTok fame was not on my Bingo card for this week, but I'd take it.
I entered my apartment, made myself a cup of tea, and collapsed on the couch with the satisfied exhaustion of someone who'd survived a workday.
The last thing I remembered before falling asleep was my phone buzzing again.
100K views.
And climbing.

      [image: ]I woke up early to the feeling that something was wrong. 
Not wrong wrong, like someone-broke-into-my-apartment wrong. More like the air had shifted. Like the universe had leaned in a little too close and was breathing down my neck.
I sat up. My apartment was dark except for the streetlamp glow filtering through the curtains. Everything looked normal. 
I tried to fall back asleep, couldn’t, gave up, and decided with some few choice words to get the day started before sunrise.
By the time I made it to my shop, I discovered it was glowing.
Pink.
The front window of Blooms & Thorns was lit up like someone had installed a neon sign, except the light was soft and shimmering and definitely not supposed to be there.
"What the heck?"
Probably a wiring issue. Or maybe I'd left a lamp on. Or possibly I was having a stroke.
I unlocked the door to the shop and stepped inside.
The pink glow was coming from the counter. Specifically, from the spot where I'd performed the "love spell" earlier.
The candle—which I had definitely, absolutely, 100% blown out—was lit again.
And floating.
"Okay," I said. "Okay. This is…this is a gas leak. Or a hallucination. Or I'm having a very elaborate dream about candles."
The candle drifted higher, and the pink light intensified, filling the shop with a glow that made everything look soft and romantic and deeply, deeply unnerving.
And then he appeared.
Not gradually. Not with a puff of smoke or a dramatic entrance. One second, the shop was empty except for me and a rogue candle. The next second, there was a man standing in the middle of my workspace.
A man who glowed.
He was tall and dressed in robes that looked like they'd been stolen from a Renaissance painting. His hair was dark and swept back, his face angular and handsome in a way that made you think of marble statues and people who'd never had to worry about student loans.
But it was his eyes that really sold the "I am not human" vibe. They glowed faintly gold, like embers, and when he looked at me, I felt pinned in place.
"Maren Ashford," he said, and his voice sounded like it was coming from everywhere at once…and also thoroughly annoyed.
I did the only logical thing.
I screamed, a full-throated, glass-shattering, someone-is-definitely-calling-the-cops-now scream.
The glowing man sighed. "Please stop that."
I stopped, mostly because my lungs ran out of air. I backed up until I hit the counter and grabbed the nearest weapon, which turned out to be a pair of floral shears.
"Who are you?" I managed. "What are you? Why are you in my shop?"
He folded his arms, and the pink glow around him flickered like he was irritated. "I am Cupid. And you, Maren Ashford, have made a terrible mistake."
I blinked. "Cupid. As in—"
"The Roman god of love. Yes." He gestured to the book on the counter—Eloise's book, still open to the spell page. "You performed a binding ritual while mocking the very concept of love. Do you have any idea how insulting that is?"
"I… It was a joke. For TikTok. It wasn't real."
"The spell was real. The incantation was real. Your intention, however, was mockery." He stepped closer, and the air shimmered around him. "I have been dormant for centuries, summoned only by the truly desperate or the deeply reverent. And you…" His lip curled. "You summoned me for content."
"I didn't mean to—"
"Silence." He raised one hand, and the pink light flared. "You think love is a joke. A scam. Something to mock and dismiss. Very well. You will experience love's full power until you learn to respect it."
My stomach dropped. "What does that mean?"
Cupid smiled, and it was not a kind smile.
"From this moment until Friday, Valentine's Day, you are bound to me. Every emotion you feel will spark love in those around you. Joy will create infatuation. Sadness will bring reconciliation. Anger will ignite passion. You will become what you mocked: a vessel for love's chaos."
"That's…no. No, absolutely not—"
"The curse will end only if you fulfill one of two conditions: witness true love form without your magic's interference, or fall truly in love yourself—and have it reciprocated." He tilted his head. "If you fail, the magic becomes permanent. You will spend the rest of your life as a walking matchmaker, unable to control who falls for whom."
"This is insane. This can't be real."
"Oh, it's very real." The glow around him intensified one last time, blindingly bright. "You wanted to mock love, Maren Ashford. Now you'll learn what it truly means to wield it."
And then he was gone.
The pink light vanished. The candle clattered to the counter, extinguished. The shop was dark and silent again.
I stood there, gripping my floral shears, my heart pounding so hard I could hear it in my ears.
"Okay," I whispered and shook my head. "This is not okay.” 
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