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Early Praise for Dearly Departed


“Chip Pons is delivering a love story to die for. . . . The author puts queer love on full display.”


—E! News


“Listen, I’m always sat for a Shadow Daddy, but Hayden Harlow took that chair out and had me on my knees with one effortless shadow flick. . . . Dearly Departed hits every mark a paranormal romance obsessionado like me could ever wish for.”


—Elena Armas, New York Times bestselling author of The Spanish Love Deception


“Dearly Departed perfectly blends cozy, small-town romance with Greek mythology in a poetic exploration of grief and love. Come for the beautiful prose, stay for the spicy times with shadows!”


—Sara Raasch, New York Times bestselling author of The Entanglement of Rival Wizards


“Chip weaves a beautiful story full of lessons on loving, letting go, and all the good that can find us when we’re not even looking.”


—Lana Ferguson, USA Today bestselling author of The Mating Game


“Pons crafts together a story of yearning, grief, healing, passion, and the unexpected joys hidden beneath the shadows. Hayden and Levi are to die for.”


—Julian Winters, USA Today bestselling author of Last First Kiss


“Shadow Daddy is the love interest you didn’t know you needed! Not only is Dearly Departed sexy as sin, funny as hell, and so goddamn charming, it’s also incredibly heartfelt and one of the most genuine portrayals of grief I have seen in a romance novel. . . . THE romance book of 2026.”


—Sara Cate, New York Times bestselling author of the Salacious Players’ Club series


“An underworldly delight! These characters gripped my heart with their stunning capacity for love, all rendered with Chip Pons’s clever, deeply empathetic voice. The ultimate grumpy-sunshine romance.”


—Rachel Lynn Solomon, New York Times bestselling author of Business or Pleasure


“Deliciously escapist and refreshingly grounded . . . Perfect for fans of small-town romance looking for a supernatural twist.”


—Rosie Danan, USA Today bestselling author of Fan Service


“A small-town romance with incredible banter and so much joy.”


—Jenna Levine, USA Today bestselling author of My Roommate Is a Vampire


“Filled to the brim with witty banter and unbridled joy . . . Pons delivers an at times poignant and belly-laugh-brilliant romance between the perfect opposites-attract couple. . . . Dearly Departed knocks it entirely out of the park! A must read!”


—Peyton Corinne, USA Today bestselling author of Unsteady


“Funny, sexy, poignant . . . Dearly Departed is all of these things! I’ll be thinking about Hayden and Levi for a long, long time.”


—Jen DeLuca, USA Today bestselling author of Well Met and Haunted Ever After


“A warm hug of a novel, full of queer joy, with characters that leap out of the shadows and capture your heart. Chip Pons deserves all the flowers for this small-town story bursting with love and life.”


—Edward Schmit, author of The Open Era


“Chip Pons fully delivers on his irresistible premise with a love story that lingers long in the memory, and a world you will long to revisit.”

—Zac Hammett, author of See You at the Finish Line


“Chip Pons redefines ‘sex god’ with this raunchy and emotional romantic epic. I fell hard for Levi and Hayden, and their heartfelt story left me shattered and begging for more. With its god-level spice and super-smart twists on Greek myth, Dearly Departed takes queer romance to exhilarating new heights. In a word: legendary.”

—Josh Winning, author of Be Still My Unbeating Heart


“Only Chip Pons can take the Greek god of death himself—complete with seductive shadows—and make him fall mortally in love. . . . A tender yet passionate story that shines a light on the darkness in us all so love can bloom!”


—Matthew Hubbard, author of The Last Boyfriends Rules for Revenge


Praise for Winging it With You


“Emotional, sexy, and deliciously fun . . . I can’t wait for everyone to get their hands and hearts on this book.”


—B.K. Borison, #1 New York Times bestselling author of First Time Caller


“Checks all my reader boxes: sharp prose, dimensional characters, heart-clenching romance, reality TV setting, and dialogue made of dreams! Contemporary romance magic!”


—Christina Lauren, #1 international bestselling author of Love and Other Words


“What starts out as romantic role-play becomes love that will upend their lives.”

—Los Angeles Times


“Everything you’d ever want a rom-com to be—fun, sexy, and overflowing with heart. I’m #Thasher and Chip Pons’s biggest fan.”


—Hannah Grace, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Icebreaker and Daydream


“Chip Pons writes with such heart and honesty—it’s impossible not to fall in love with his characters. . . . Chip Pons is the fresh voice in romance we’ve needed!”


—Sarah Adams, New York Times bestselling author of Beg, Borrow, or Steal


“Equal parts wanderlust and whimsy, this is a story about what happens when love refuses to stay behind the scenes.”


—Town & Country


“The ideal romance novel to read if you crave adventure, thrilling challenges, opposites-attract romance, and relatable and easy-to-love characters.”

—BookRiot


“The traveling romance you’ve been waiting for.”

—Culturess


“The MM rom-com everyone is talking about . . . The perfect beach read that will leave you with the warmest of feelings.”


—Gays Reading


“The perfect beach read for gays headed to Provincetown, Fire Island, or other relaxing summer getaways.”

—Queerty


“Winging It with You definitely takes the reality TV/fake-dating rom-com into new territory.”

—them


“Plenty of steamy sexual chemistry and lively writing brilliantly buoyed up by a refreshingly sharp sense of humor.”

—Booklist


“[A] hilarious and endearing rom-com.”

—Library Journal


“Readers looking for their next swoon-worthy romance will want this book on their TBR.”

—NetGalley’s Bookish


“Pons nails the erotic charge between his leads, and the far-flung backdrops add to the appeal.”

—Publishers Weekly


“Heartfelt and hopeful—a truly dreamy love story! Asher and Theo are electric, and their indomitable joy will have you cheering for them from the very first page and long after you read the last.”


—Lyla Sage, New York Times bestselling author of Lost and Lassoed


“I was immediately hooked. . . . If you’re looking for a sexy, entertaining rom-com, this is your next escape.”


—Sidney Karger, author of Best Men and The Bump


“Grab your passport and Pons’s hand—falling in love is an adventure in this steamy, heartfelt romance that will have you rooting for Asher and Theo from the first page to the last.”


—Erin Connor, author of Unromance
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To anyone wading in the seams of grief—the shadows are not forever. You will find the light you need, one that feels like coming home.

And to my mother, whose strength taught me how to carry the weight of my own shadows, and whose love taught me everything else.
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Hayden

THE THING ABOUT death is that it doesn’t give a damn.

Not about your unfinished business, your best intentions, or the laundry you swore you’d fold last Thursday and didn’t. Death arrives unsentimental and on time, like it always has.

Which is why I respect it. Death, at least, keeps its calendar.

The sign above the door reads HARLOW AND SONS FUNERAL HOME, the lettering engraved into weathered oak. Classic and reliable, like the kind of place people trust to handle their loss with care.

It’s a convenient fiction, really. The name. People trust a “family business” more than they’d trust a solo owner with no apparent ties to the living. I’ve kept it for the irony. Not a single son in sight. Just me, my impeccable filing system, and a very successful centuries-long act of pretending not to be Hades.

The only company I keep are the shadows that trail me. Mostly invisible to mortals, but tangible enough to raise goosebumps when I pass.

So, when I step into my office this morning and find a sunflower arrangement mocking me from my prep table, my first impulse is to banish it from existence. Fire feels . . . poetic.

They look like they belong in a summer commercial. Bright petals dancing in a sunflower field, practically begging for someone to frolic through them, hand in hand with a romantic interest who will probably ghost them on Tinder within a day.

This is a funeral home, not a Hallmark movie set.

I drop my bag onto the worn leather chair by the door and give the flowers a death glare. Their sickening optimism feels like a personal affront. This is where people come to mourn. Where we honor the dead with the dignity they deserve. Once, that used to mean something, as the person who had to remember what everyone else wanted to forget.

I can practically hear my former self sneering in the background. This is what you’ve become, Hayden?

The thought makes my jaw tighten.

“Irene!” I call out.

Irene Beaumont appears in the doorway, coffee in hand, looking like she could run a Fortune 500 company. Instead, she’s chosen to manage my day-to-day with ruthless efficiency. I’m not sure if she’s seen me at my worst, but she’s definitely seen me at my least charming. She doesn’t seem to mind.

Her dark eyes gleam with amusement. “Morning to you, too.”

I gesture dramatically toward the flowers like they’ve committed a felony. “Care to explain?”

Her lips twitch. “They arrived for the Masterson funeral. I assumed you approved them.”

“Do I look like someone who’d sign off on this”—I gesture again at the bouquet, searching for the right word—“this . . . monstrosity?”

Irene takes another sip of her coffee, completely unshaken. “Maybe the florist thought your life needed some brightening.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I assure you, my life is sufficiently illuminated.”

“Then take it up with the man himself. I’m sure he’ll appreciate your feedback.” Irene places a neat invoice on my desk. “His shop is just down the street. Levi Wilder. Always smiling, exceptionally cheerful . . .” She pauses, smiling knowingly. “You’ll get along famously.”

There’s something close to comfort in our rhythm, in her unflappable calm. Forty years and she’s never once asked why I don’t age, why the shadows trailing sometimes flicker too long. Irene is the only mortal I’ve ever met who seems to understand that some truths don’t need to be spoken aloud. She doesn’t know what I am, not really. But she somehow gets me anyway and that unspoken comprehension has kept us both content to leave certain doors closed.

She disappears into her office, leaving me alone with my resentment . . . mild, manageable, familiar. Irene, despite all her exemplary qualities, is unfortunately never wrong. Which is precisely why I find myself moments later stepping onto the frozen sidewalk, invoice in one hand and the offending sunflowers clasped begrudgingly in the other.

As I head to the florist’s, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in a frosted shop window. Sharp-angled face, dark hair, exactly the type of profile one might expect carved into marble or immortalized in bronze. Both of which, to be fair, have happened. But those days of eternal grandeur are memories now, left behind when I traded the underworld for . . . the Garden State.

The gods got temples and hymns. I get invoices and headstones. It’s a downgrade I still haven’t learned to make peace with. No one here knows what I am . . . or who I was. And I’d like to keep it that way.

My reflection shifts, shadows trailing just behind me. Faint echoes of a purpose I can’t quite shake. Ever present, loyal in the way only ghosts and mistakes tend to be.

I try to ignore the bitter twist in my chest. There’s no point dwelling. The Immortal Retirement Act was a mistake born of good intentions and misplaced trust. One I can’t undo.

Though I’ve tried . . . 

The truth is I’m still not entirely sure how permanent this “retirement” is. I didn’t bother reading the fine print or asking the right questions at the time, but centuries later, the doubt still curls relentlessly at the edge of my mind. We were told the Act was irreversible, sealed in thread and decree. But if the world can forget its gods, who’s to say the laws binding the Act can’t unravel, too? Maybe nothing is as final as they’d have us believe.

In any case, here I am, stuck in this existence as Hayden Harlow, a god reduced to paperwork and forced mortal mundanity.

When I arrive at Full Bloom, the bell chimes, jarringly, and inside, it’s an explosion of color. Tulips, peonies, ivy climbing everything. A visual representation of all that I despise.

And there he is.

Of course it’s him. Levi Wilder is standing behind the counter like some sun-kissed warning sign.

His hair is the first thing I notice. Shocking red and unruly in a way that feels intentional. Like it’s never once obeyed a comb and never been asked to. It’s longer around his ears and curls upward slightly at the nape of his neck, catching the light like copper set on fire. His freckles, plenty of them, scatter across his nose, cheeks, and collarbones, glowing as if the sun took the time to dot him by hand.

He’s tall, broad shouldered, and radiating light like it’s his job. There’s a kind of maddening ease to the way he moves. Fluid, confident, unhurried. A vivid flame at the heart of this floral chaos.

Normally, this type of man would repulse me. Or at the very least, test the limits of my patience. All that golden-hour charm and openhearted sincerity. It’s too much.

But when Levi glances up from a mess of wrapping paper, green eyes wide and unbothered, like I’m just another person wandering into his corner of the world, I feel something shift in my chest. The unmistakable weight of being seen. Not the passing glance I’ve grown used to, but real attention. The kind that lingers. The way sunlight is when you’ve trained yourself to see in the dark. For a heartbeat, I’m not invisible, and something inconvenient hums just beneath the surface. Curiosity, maybe. Or perhaps the early symptoms of a migraine.

“Morning!” he says, utterly unaware . . . or uncaring . . . of my irritation.

I drop the sunflowers on the counter with the subtle grace of someone about to start an argument. “Mr. Wilder?”

“That’s me,” he says, grin in place. “But . . . it’s Levi. No formalities here.”

“Hayden Harlow. From Harlow and Sons Funeral Home. We ordered lilies.”

Something in his posture shifts. “Oh, I know who you are,” he assures me, reminding me just how small Stonevale really is.

I blink, momentarily taken by surprise. People in this town rarely acknowledge me beyond polite necessity. Certainly never with recognition this casual. This . . . personal.

Levi continues without pause, his eyes lingering on mine a beat longer than they should. “I was actually going to call about the lilies. The arrangement was for Ruth, right? Ruth Masterson?” He doesn’t ask like a supplier, but a neighbor confirming a fond memory.

I clear my throat, regaining my composure. “Correct,” I say flatly.

He nods, more gently now. “She used to get sunflowers every week. Even in the dead of winter. Said they made her think of her mother.” He gestures to the bouquet between us. “So, I made a judgment call.”

The words land like a rock in a still pond.

His familiarity with the dead catches me off guard. Like he knew her.

But despite that, despite everything reasonable in me that says he was trying to do something kind, I can’t let it slide.

“That’s . . . touching,” I say, slower now, more measured. “But we honor the dead by respecting the traditions that hold space for the grief of their loved ones. Not by turning their funeral into a celebration of your personal anecdotes.”

He lifts his brows but doesn’t argue. “I wasn’t trying to disrespect the family. I just thought,” he says, his eyes shining with the kind of enthusiasm that makes me want to hurl myself into traffic, “something bright might help people breathe a little easier. Funerals can be so heavy.”

“That’s the assignment,” I snap before I can stop myself, suddenly unsure why we’re even having this conversation. “Funerals aren’t meant to be a spectacle.”

Levi’s expression softens into something more teasing. “Maybe they should be,” he says. “Life’s messy and vibrant, even at the end. Why not reflect that?”

“That’s not your call to make.” And even I’m surprised at how harsh it sounds aloud.

A pause. He nods, a little more serious now. “Understood.”

I exhale. “Just . . . please don’t take creative liberties with my orders again.”

He presses his lips together, as if trying not to smile. “Fine. But when everyone walks in thinking they’ve stumbled onto the set of CSI: Funeral Home, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

A twitch of a smile threatens. Almost. “I’ll . . . keep that in mind.”

We lapse into silence. But something about him still lingers. The way he looked when he said her name. The ease of it. Like he belongs to this town in a way I never have.

I came here to fix a mistake. And found Levi Wilder instead . . . a complication disguised as sunlight.

Which is annoying.

At best.

I grab the invoice and turn to leave. Behind me, Levi is already back to trimming stems, humming softly, hair falling languidly over his eyes as if nothing about this conversation got under his skin. The bell jingles again when I pull the door shut behind me, but this time it feels like it’s mocking me. Damn sunflowers. Damn life.

• • •

I HANG MY coat on the rack, the soft thud of it almost too loud in the empty room, and sit down behind the desk, reaching for the invoices from earlier. My shadows swirl lazily at the edges of the room, as if settling back into place. I can’t shake the thoughts of Levi. Life’s messy and vibrant. I try to shove them aside and focus on the task at hand.

But then the sharp, insistent ding of the service bell echoes from the front desk, immediately followed by the pointed sound of someone clearing their throat.

I glance irritably at the clock. Apparently, Irene isn’t here to save me this time.

Fine. I stand up with a quiet sigh and step reluctantly into the front room.

That’s when I notice her. She’s standing at the counter, fidgeting with a crumpled flyer, the edges bent and soft from being handled too many times. There’s something about her that feels familiar, raw. Her shoulders are tense, and her eyes, red rimmed and glossy from holding back tears, tell me everything I need to know.

A husband, maybe? Or a sibling. Her grief is so heavy, I can almost taste it. It hangs on her like a cloud, suffocating and thick. There’s something ancient in her pain, something I’ve seen etched into a thousand faces, but it still twists in my chest every time.

“Can I help you?” I ask, my voice quiet, professional. I don’t let my empathy slip into my tone, though I can already feel it pulling at me. She looks up, startled, as if she wasn’t expecting someone to actually be here.

“I . . . um . . .” Her voice catches for a second, and she struggles to maintain her composure. “I was looking for information about pre-arrangements. For . . . when the time comes.”

I nod knowingly. She’s here to take the first step toward something that feels impossible to face.

“Pre-planning services. It’s simple.” I slide the forms over to her. “Just fill these out, and we’ll take it from there.”

The pen slips from her fingers. I stoop; our hands brush. Hers is cold and shaking. One of my shadows lifts as if to listen and then settles, slow.

“Take your time,” I say, and whatever professional detachment I keep in reserve thins at the edges.

I watch her complete the forms, her eyes never once meeting mine. She’s trying so hard to keep it together.

When she’s done, I nod as she slides the forms to me. “You’re doing all the right things.”

The woman exhales, the slightest bit of relief settling in her shoulders. I can’t make her pain go away. But I can give her a little peace, a little space to breathe.

“Thank you,” she whispers and turns to leave. The door clicks shut and my shadows retreat with her, as if to honor her sorrow.

I sit at my desk again. The woman is gone, but her sorrow lingers. Somewhere in the back of my mind, Levi’s voice whispers again, bright and blasphemous. Life’s messy and vibrant.

He says it like life will always remember him. Like he’s never known what it’s like to be forgotten. Maybe that’s why he unsettles me. Because when he looked at me, it felt like that wasn’t something he’d be capable of.
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Levi

MY MOTHER TAUGHT me that soil has layers. The good stuff sits on top, dark and a little dangerous, but what matters is how it holds together underneath. Life’s a lot like that, too.

That’s what I’m thinking about while I sift through a fresh delivery of loam in Full Bloom’s back room. It’s rich and damp, practically begging to grow. I love the smell. Practical and honest, like a fresh start if nurtured.

“So,” comes a voice behind me, thick with sarcasm. “You sure this dirt isn’t your soulmate?”

I don’t need to turn around to know who it is. Ezra. My soil supplier slash casual hookup slash reminder that comfortable isn’t always exciting. Safe, easy, ridiculously good-looking, with just enough tattoos to hint at a trouble that’s nonexistent. The human equivalent to vanilla ice cream.

Even though he owns the supply store, he insists on delivering himself. Once, when I asked why, he shrugged and said: “Some things are worth the drive.”

I didn’t press, but part of me wonders if I’m that thing and whether that’s supposed to make me feel special . . . or guilty.

We have an arrangement. Simple, no complications. Ezra’s like that. Easygoing, with a smile that could make you forget your name.

But lately it feels hollow. I toss a handful of dirt back into the bin. “It’s black gold, my guy. Show some respect.”

Ezra raises an eyebrow, clearly amused. “You say that every time I drop off a batch. At this point, I’m starting to wonder if you’re running a secret dirt cult in here.”

I roll my eyes, wiping my hands on my apron. “If I were, you’d be my high priest.”

Ezra laughs. “Hell yeah, I would. But, for real, what’s got you deep in thought back here? Everything okay?”

I hesitate. “It’s nothing,” But as I say it, my thoughts drift back to him. Hayden Harlow. My pulse spikes just recalling his scowl.

Ezra’s not buying it. “Bull. Spill.”

I sigh and glance over at him. There’s that look again. Half playful, half concerned, like he’s carefully navigating some invisible line, trying to decide whether or not to push further.

I give in. “Hayden Harlow came in yesterday. He had opinions about sunflowers.”

Ezra’s brows shoot up immediately. “Harlow? The funeral director? What’s he got against sunflowers?”

“You tell me,” I reply, dragging a hand through my hair. “You’d think I committed some kind of sin by sending sunflowers to the funeral home. He was . . . kind of intense about it.”

Ezra laughs softly, leaning comfortably against the counter. “Well, to be fair, intense seems to be that guy’s default setting. I swear, he’s been in town forever, and I still know nothing about him.”

“No one does,” I agree, flicking potting soil off my sleeve. “Some towns get myths, we get Hayden Harlow. He practically invented ‘mysterious loner.’”

Ezra snorts, nudging my shoulder playfully. “And here you are, pissing off the most intimidating man in Stonevale. Bravo.”

“Mmm. Thanks,” I deadpan. “Love that for me.”

Ezra heads toward the door but turns back. “You’re still coming to the happy hour, right? Or are you skipping to write poetry about tall men in suits who scowl for a living?”

Stonevale has more bake sales, mixers, and obligatory social gatherings than any town could possibly justify, and I’ve got less than forty-eight hours to summon my good-citizen grin before the next one.

I chuckle, but it’s hollow. “I’ll be there.”

Ezra shrugs, that mischievous glint in his eye. “You better. It’s the only place in town where the wine’s as free-flowing as the gossip.”

I laugh knowingly and wave him out.

Our town has a way of wrapping itself around your heart. Brick buildings, hand-painted signs, neighbors who wave and immediately text the group chat. Charming, picturesque, predictable . . . like Ezra.

Which is why I opened the shop right in the center of Main Street, a florist shop that’s as much community gathering spot as it is business. Weddings, funerals, last-minute “please forgive me” bouquets, I see it all. It’s not glamorous, but it feels important. It feels like mine. Between that and the Stonevale community garden I’ve been dreaming about for years now finally inching toward reality, I like to think I’m doing my part to keep our sleepy New Jersey town thriving.

Most nights I’m buried in grant applications and plot sketches long after the shop closes. Half my kitchen table is a war zone of sticky notes and to-do lists.

The problem? Some days it’s a lot. The shop, the greenhouse, the planning meetings and endless paperwork. I love every piece of it, but there are mornings I wonder if I’m piling too many bricks onto my own shoulders, daring myself to see how much I can carry before I start to crack. The work is comforting, though. My phone buzzes with a text from my mom: Saw this article about “The Healing Power of Ritual.” Thought of you. Three heart emojis, like that makes it lighter. I stare at it a moment too long before pocketing the phone. I can’t bring myself to reply. Not right now. Because if rituals worked, things might be different.

I pull out my notebook, trying to shake off the feeling. Flowers are easier. Predictable in their unpredictability. Water, light, growth. Done. People don’t work that way.

Take Hayden Harlow, for example.

Everyone in our small little town knows of him. The funeral director who keeps to himself and never shows up at community events. I’d heard whispers for years but never actually met him until now.

His blunt voice cuts through my mind, like it’s still hanging in the air, sharp and lingering. The way he carries himself, all rigid formality, as if the world owes him something. I glance down at my dirt-covered chinos and worn boots, the contrast between us suddenly feeling glaring. He and I couldn’t be more different.

But there’s something else. Something underneath the surface. I don’t know why I care, why it even matters. I’ve met enough men with walls as high as his and learned the hard way not to waste my time trying to climb them. And the look he gave me when he left the shop?

It was like I’d touched a nerve. Which is why the next morning I slip out of the shop with a single lily tucked under my arm, the funeral home looming ahead.

As I approach the front door, I hover for a moment, my heart pounding in my chest as if I’m about to confess some great sin.

I glance around the empty building before slipping inside, my footsteps muffled against the polished floors, and make my way toward what I assume is Hayden Harlow’s office. There, on his desk, I gently place the lily, its pastel petals striking against the dark wood. The note follows. I slip it in next to the flower, pressing it there as if I’m making some kind of offering.

Small. Maybe insignificant. Still necessary. Like laying a flower on a grave or flipping a penny for whoever comes next. I step back, leaving the office as quietly as I came, and as I walk back to the store, I feel lighter.

Maybe it’s because I’ve done something to balance the scales. Or maybe it’s imagining Hayden’s face when he finds the flower. A flicker of surprise.

Something that might even make him come back.

• • •

IF YOU’D TOLD me I’d spend the day obsessing over a funeral director with the emotional range of a cinder block, I would have laughed. Yet here I am, elbows deep in compost, replaying every terse word Hayden Harlow has grumbled. At the grocery store I stare blankly at the spice jars; at the hardware store I somehow buy twice as many pots as I need.

It isn’t a crush. God no. Crushes are soft, morning glories up a trellis. This is a weed through concrete. Stubborn. Loud. Unkillable.

By the time I sit down to dinner with Dominic and Elijah, I’m desperate for a distraction.

But unfortunately for me, my poker face needs work.

“You’re suspiciously quiet tonight,” Dominic says as he swirls his wine. Thick eyebrows frame eyes that have perfected the art of looking both amused and unimpressed. Today he’s wearing another one of his flawlessly tailored sweaters, this one patterned just enough to signal his disdain for the ordinary. It’s a skill, really, and he’d be the first to tell you.

Dominic Hart’s been my best friend since childhood. Back when he ran our high school yearbook committee like his personal gossip column and dressed like he was too good for this town. Now he’s Stonevale’s top real estate agent. Granted, he might be Stonevale’s only real estate agent, but the distinction matters deeply to him.

With a mere three-day age difference, we’ve shared everything. Secrets, first crushes, awful hairstyles. Oh my god, the awful hairstyles. And when he married Elijah, it felt like Elijah had always been part of our messy chosen family, sliding into place like the puzzle piece we didn’t know was missing.

“I’m fine,” I mutter, poking at my pasta, hoping neither of them will press the subject.

Elijah, older by a decade and effortlessly polished, leans forward, his sleeves rolled haphazardly up his forearms. His beard is neatly trimmed, and a touch of silver at his temples accentuates how unfairly well he’s aging. He watches me closely over his martini.

“You’re fine?” He lifts an eyebrow he’s weaponized over a career teaching at Stonevale College. “Sweetheart, you’ve asked me how my day was four times already. That’s not fine. That’s . . . concerning.”

“Maybe I just genuinely care about your life, okay?” I shoot back. “Wild concept.”

Dominic snorts. Elijah tilts his head. “Oh, honey, you really don’t.”

“Fine,” I relent, leaning back in my chair, feeling the tension settle deep in my shoulders.

“It’s nothing major, but a guy came . . .”

Elijah interrupts, gasping dramatically and gripping Dominic’s arm for support. “Oh. My. God. Levi Wilder has met a man? Hold my tenure.”

“Can you keep it down?” I hiss, but I can already feel my face heating up. “Some guy came into the shop the other day to yell at me about sending sunflowers for a funeral.”

Dominic’s eyes narrow in amused disbelief. “Levi Wilder, florist and scandal maker. Sunflowers at a funeral? Please tell me you didn’t.”

“It was a small amendment to an order, dick!” I protest. “And it was a damn good one. Who looks at sunflowers and thinks, Ugh, joy? Psychopaths, that’s who.”

“For a funeral?” Dominic interrupts again, his tone unconvinced. “Clearly, Mr. Grumpy didn’t appreciate your brand of vitamin D.”

I groan, throwing my head back in exasperation. “Why does everyone have such a fucking hang-up with sunflowers? I already got the same lecture from him.”

Dominic chuckles softly. “Does Mr. Grumpy have a government name, or are we workshopping?”

“Hayden Harlow,” I admit grudgingly.

Elijah’s head snaps up, eyes narrowing. “Wait. Hayden Harlow? The funeral director?”

Dominic blinks. “Stonevale’s recluse? Thought he was more of a local myth. Like Bigfoot, but with better posture.”

Hayden does have that whole tortured poet thing going on.

“Oh, he’s very much real,” I confirm, dragging a hand down my face.

Elijah grins. “Most people call him Stonevale’s Most Eligible Bachelor.”

“Most people?” Dominic cuts in. “Or just you?”

“Exactly.” I nod in agreement. “Does he come with a warning label?”

“Both of you, hush. Levi’s out here getting sunflower lectures from a town legend. I need details.” 

“He’s . . . tall. And serious. Painfully serious. The kind of guy who survives exclusively on espresso and existential dread.”

Dominic nods sagely. “So, your exact type, then?”

“Exactly his type,” Elijah echoes.

I groan loudly. “He’s not my type. He’s moody, difficult, and scowls all the time.”

“Moody, difficult, and scowly?” Dominic smirks. “Oh, babe, that is your type.”

Elijah taps the table knowingly. “Levi, you’re blushing like a baby gay at his first Pride.”

“I am not—”

“You absolutely are,” Elijah cuts in gleefully. “Dominic, our dear Levi has a proper grumpy crush. I give it a week before he’s picking out pet names and joint dental insurance.”

Dominic laughs loudly. “Two days, tops.”

I bury my face briefly in my hands. “You’re both assholes.”

Dominic leans back smugly. “Let me guess. You left him apology flowers, didn’t you?”

My eyes widen. “How do you . . . ?”

Dominic sighs dramatically. “Levi, please. You have, like, three moves total, and flower-based apologies are easily your favorite.”

“That, or strategic sexual diplomacy,” Elijah adds helpfully.

“Oh my god,” I groan, burying my face in my hands. “We’re definitely circling back to this running list of my moves you’re keeping.”

Elijah grins, leaning in conspiratorially. “It’s actually more of a spreadsheet at this point. Very thorough.”

Dominic nods solemnly. “Color coded and everything.”

I groan again, louder this time. “Please, for the love of all things holy, let’s change the subject.”

Dominic shrugs dramatically. “Fine, but I’m coming to happy hour tomorrow. You’ll need emotional support when Mr. Existential Crisis inevitably shows up.”

Elijah sighs dramatically. “I can’t believe I’m missing this for a work seminar. Academia hates me.”

“Rain check on the chaos?” I ask, smiling weakly.

“Always,” Elijah promises, raising his glass.

Dominic lifts his own in agreement. “To Levi’s questionable romantic choices. May they forever entertain us.”

“Fuck you both,” I say warmly, clinking glasses.

“Oh, honey,” Dominic purrs, patting my hand sympathetically. “We’ve been there, tried that . . . you know exactly how it went.”

Elijah sips his wine. “Ah yes, the infamous night two bottoms realized they have absolutely no idea what to do with each other.”

Dominic gasps, clearly offended. “Excuse me, I am versatile.”

His husband gives him a pitying look. “Sure you are, sweetie. And I’m still a twink.”

We burst out laughing, the kind of full-body, chest-aching laughter that only comes from a lifetime of shared embarrassment and closeness. It hits me how deeply I love these two. How completely lost I’d be without their unwavering support. Family isn’t always who raised you. Sometimes it’s who heckles you over pasta and wine until you can’t breathe.

Maybe tomorrow’s happy hour will help me forget Hayden.

Or . . . it’ll just make things worse.
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Hayden

I STAND IN MY kitchen, arms crossed, contemplating a plumber’s backside.

Centuries spent watching civilizations rise and fall left me laughably unprepared for the exquisite boredom of Greg versus faucet. 

He emits a series of muffled curses and heavy sighs alongside the squeal of a wrench meeting stubborn metal.

Mortals shrug at these minor setbacks, never clocking the endless cycle of tedious tasks eating away their lives. And I, with all the time in the world, waste it like this. Idle and helplessly observing.

I hate it.

“Almost finished?” I ask, checking my watch. Eight thirty-two. City hall looms and Greg’s battle with the sink is now a threat to punctuality.

Greg emerges, sweaty and sheepish, like he’s been wrestling a hydra instead of a copper pipe. “Just one more minute. Should be good.”

“Should be,” I echo, calm but doubtful.

He catches my tone and offers a reassuring if uncertain smile. “I’ve got this.”

I nod. What else can I do?

Greg returns to his struggle, grumbling softly under his breath. The wrench shrieks again, sending a shiver up my spine. The days of summoning silence with a mere thought feel like a distant memory. Now even peace is beyond my grasp.

Perhaps that’s what terrifies me more than leaks or lateness. How easily the world moves on. A drip, a delay, and I’m irrelevant. Forgotten.

Seby mews and curls back on the sofa, his molten amber eyes blinking in either sympathy or annoyance. I’m not overly affectionate—I’ve never been one to coo or fuss, can you imagine?—but he tolerates me when I stroke his storm-cloud-gray fur. Our relationship is built upon mutual respect and an unspoken agreement: I buy the obscenely priced tuna; he sits with me in companionable silence while I work.

My eyes find the clock again. Eight thirty-eight. I can’t afford to be late. Not when every minute at city hall might be the difference between being forgotten forever . . . or not.

Finally, Greg straightens again, an uncomfortable look spreading across his face. “Still leaking,” he admits, as though it’s a personal failure. “Looks like it might need a different tool or something. Trickier than I expected.”

Trickier. The understatement nearly draws a smile from me. “Understood,” I say, though inside I’m sighing deeply. “Perhaps we should reschedule?”

“Yeah,” he says too quickly. “Tomorrow morning work?”

“Perfect,” I reply with a polite nod, and I escort him out. He apologizes again, and I wave it off with practiced ease, closing the door behind him.

With him gone, I regard the sink that’s mocking me with its persistent drip.

I sigh. Resignation is the only luxury left.

Exactly what I never wanted. Precisely what I’ve been given.

• • •

STONEVALE CITY HALL is where bureaucracy goes to die politely. A squat, stubborn building of cracked stone and faded plaster. Inside, stale coffee, ink, and quiet desperation mix. Fluorescents buzz, posters promote dated bake sales and missed tax deadlines, and the wall clock ticks with irritating slowness.

And here I thought I’d known the deepest reaches of hell.

I move down the narrow hall toward the familiar office, its door slightly ajar. Three women sit behind the counter like sentinels, their floral blouses neatly coordinated but oddly out of place, methodically rearranging paperwork without any real purpose.

The Fates themselves, who traded golden threads of destiny for the endless entanglement of mortal red tape . . . or at least, that’s their assignment these days. For reasons known only to them, they’ve made tormenting me their pastime. Another maddening reminder of everything I left behind.

The Act never touched them; they chose this office. The heavens are empty and Olympus is out of reach. Paperwork is all that remains.

“Only seven minutes early today, Hayden,” Constance teases. Once the spinner of destinies, she’s now content to spin me in endless circles. “Feeling unwell?” Her fingers move constantly as if they still crave thread.

My jaw tightens. Punctuality is one of the few remnants of order I still cling to.

“My apologies,” I say evenly, setting my briefcase down with deliberate precision. “I’ll correct the lapse.”

Lorraine sighs theatrically, her eyes glittering with mischief. Once the measurer of lifespans, she now specializes in gauging exactly how much bureaucratic nonsense I can withstand. “Imperfection has its charms, you know.” Her eyes flick up and down like she’s mentally taking measurements of everything . . . my patience included.

Agnes, eyes as sharp as the scissors she once wielded to cut mortal threads, doesn’t look up. “Charm expires,” she mutters, pen scratching against paper.

“Well,” I begin firmly, pushing the worn copy of the Act forward, “I’m here now. Let’s proceed.”

Constance and Lorraine exchange an amused glance, a silent conversation I’ve grown all too familiar with. It’s the “we have eternity, what’s your rush?” look.

“I imagine you’d like this done quickly,” Lorraine muses. “But you know us, Hayden. Eternity demands patience. Bureaucracy, more.”

“I’ve had centuries of patience,” I counter, flipping through the worn pages. “There must be some hidden clause. An ambiguity older than Olympus.”

Lorraine raises an eyebrow, unimpressed. “Trust me, dear, if such ambiguity existed, we would have uncovered it by now.”

“Maybe,” I concede, “but I can’t shake the sense you missed something.”

Agnes finally looks up, her gaze piercing. “You’ve been chasing shadows for centuries, Hayden. Haven’t you considered . . . letting go?”

My jaw clenches. “Letting go?” It’s just a game to them. Another endless round of amusement at my expense. If I stop tugging at the knot, I accept vanishing. And if I’m seen tugging by the wrong mortal, well. Their scissors haven’t dulled.

Agnes shrugs lightly, her voice dangerously gentle. “Accepting mortality. It might set you free.”

Free? The word tastes bitter. Freedom was never mine to begin with. Their riddles always sound like mercy, but I’ve learned better. They don’t give comfort. They nudge.

I take a steadying breath, forcing down the shadows that pulse restlessly at my feet. “It felt free until the three of you decided my eternity should consist of paperwork and absurdity.” 

“Mortality is tedious,” Constance agrees mildly, folding her hands. “Welcome to the human experience.”

I shake my head. “I did not sign up for the human experience.”

My brothers so casually surrendered eternity without a backward glance. They left me alone with the Act’s aftermath, their absence cutting deeper than exile. To be forgotten by mortals was one thing. By family? Unforgivable.

Lorraine slides a sign onto the counter: BACK IN 10 MINUTES. “Perhaps next week,” she says, pleased with herself.

I run a weary hand over my face. “Or today . . .”

Agnes leans back in her chair, her eyes gleaming sharply. “You’re clever, Hayden, but cleverness won’t untangle this knot. It’ll only pull it tighter.”

“Then I’ll keep pulling. Same time next week?” I place my worn copy of the Act back in my briefcase and close it with a quiet click.

Constance folds her arms. “Same time, Hayden. Good luck.”

I turn to leave, their voices fading behind me, but not quickly enough to miss Lorraine’s amused farewell: “Maybe next time you’ll get what you want.”

“Or not,” Agnes adds softly, laughter trailing me out.

I step out of city hall, the heavy wooden door closing firmly behind me. With every step, my anger curdles into weariness, a new wave of doubt creeping into my bones.

Another wasted trip. Another loop in a maze with no exit.

Maybe Agnes is right.

Maybe it’s time to let go.

But even as the thought surfaces, I bury it deep. Because if I stop fighting now, there will be nothing left of me. Just an empty god-turned-man forgotten by history, overlooked by family, stranded forever in the gray space between both worlds.

Stonevale is the kind of peaceful small town most people would choose for themselves as a fresh start.

Except Stonevale isn’t my fresh start; it’s a holding pattern. An eternal limbo.

The whole town feels like it exists behind glass. I see the warmth, hear the laughter, but remain on the other side, untouchable. The people nod and smile, chatting about nonsensical things like weather and cinema showings, blissfully unaware of the ancient being who walks among them, disconnected from their gentle little lives. I’m merely a shadow in their periphery. And maybe that’s all I’ll ever be.

Acknowledged, yet never fully known.

I pause briefly outside the local bakery, inhaling the comforting blend of cinnamon and sugar. Too inviting. I move on quickly, resisting the urge to linger. It’s safer that way. Familiarity breeds connections I can’t afford.

Turning the corner on the street that leads back to the funeral home, I spot a woman walking her dog. She offers me a bright smile, friendly and casual, tightening her grip on the leash as her companion strains toward me. “Good morning,” she says cheerfully.

“Morning,” I reply, barely meeting her gaze.

I feel her smile falter, a tiny shift that’s quickly covered by a few loving words toward her dog. I’m not intentionally being cruel. It’s preservation. If mortals knew who I really was . . . well, protecting them from that truth just seems easier.

The funeral home appears ahead, offering instant relief.

Irene sits at her desk, a tower of paperwork piled neatly before her. She doesn’t bother to look up as I walk by. “Everything okay?” she asks in a tone that expects nothing but honesty.

“Fine,” I reply. “Just eager to get back to work.”

She nods, though I can feel her gaze follow me briefly. “Coroner reports,” she calls out. “Due by end of day.”

“Noted,” I murmur, already half inside my office.

My eyes fall on something unexpected: a single white lily.

Beautiful, but unsettling.

Beside it, a small piece of cardstock. One word, handwritten by only one man. I pick it up carefully, my fingertips grazing the surface as if it might burn me.

Sorry.

I exhale slowly, turning the note between my fingers, my eyes tracing the single word as though it might offer answers if I stare long enough.

It’s a simple flower and an apology.

But it feels like more.

Almost without thinking, I lift the lily from the desk. I turn it over, marveling at how something so simple can carry such weight. Levi chose this. To think of me, select something so delicate, so intentional. The petals brush against my fingertips. My shadows stir, then still. Mortals leave flowers at graves to be forgotten after a week. But this one isn’t meant for the dead. It’s for me. I’m utterly transfixed, caught in a moment I hadn’t anticipated, where the gesture itself becomes far more important than the flower.

This is why mortals are dangerous: One flower, and already I want to tell him the truth.

“Hayden.” Irene’s voice cuts through, and I jump, startled, nearly dropping both the flower and the card. My heart pounds as I look up to find her standing in my doorway, eyebrows raised.

“What?” My voice is sharper than intended.

She regards me evenly, her gaze shifting slowly from my face to the flower and the card held awkwardly between my fingers, then back up. Her expression remains unchanged, though I can practically hear her internal laughter.

“Your ten o’clock is here,” she says, slow. “To discuss the . . . casket delivery?”

We stare at each other, locked in a silent standoff. She knows exactly what she’s just witnessed. Me, Hayden Harlow, completely unguarded, distracted. I clear my throat, trying to regain composure.

“Right,” I say firmly, as if authority can erase the last few seconds. “Tell them I’ll be a moment.”

Irene’s lips twitch. “Take your time,” she says and disappears down the hall.

I exhale and run a hand over my face before placing the lily on my windowsill. Levi Wilder, all sunlit smiles and relentless optimism, has effortlessly breached my barriers. Yet, I’m intrigued.

Hope is dangerous for gods.

Even former ones.
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Levi

THE STONEVALE SMALL Biz Happy Hour is speed dating for people who’ve already dated. Or, whose parents went to prom together. My parents used to call it “networking,” but with free wine, it’s the kind of charming disaster Stonevale does best.

Dominic and I wait at the bar. He orders something needlessly complicated, while I stick to a safe red. In this town, you take the predictable route. Like passing by Mrs. Hensley’s bakery for the comfortable whiff of croissants you risk being served stale.

Dominic leans in, eyeing the crowd like a hawk. He’s always one cocktail away from half-heartedly setting someone up. He’s been forcing me to attend these events for years, insisting I “meet people,” as if I don’t already know everyone in town.

“I’m just saying, Levi,” Dominic smirks, “your dating life has the spice level of oatmeal. Live a little. Find someone who at least makes you want to check your phone obsessively.”

I snort. “Right, because nothing screams ‘healthy adult relationship’ like having your cortisol levels tied to someone else’s typing bubbles.”

“At least it’s interesting.” He sips. “Proud of you for chasing after a little unpredictability.”

I sigh, glancing around the room. A blur of familiar faces. Everyone’s got a story, a reputation, and that’s part of the problem. My love life is starting to feel like reruns of a sitcom that got canceled for being too bland, then picked up again in syndication just to spite me.

“I’m not chasing unpredictability, Dom,” I say, tracing the rim of my glass. “I just want something real.”

I wasn’t expecting to say that out loud. It feels like an admission, like I’m confessing something I’ve been too scared to fully accept. But lately, it’s the truth that keeps hitting me over and over. I’m tired of the one-night stands, the random hookups that leave me feeling empty at the end of the night. I want more. More than what I’ve been getting. But it’s hard to figure out where that more might come from. Damn, listen to me. A florist praying for perennials and wondering why annuals keep wrecking my plans.

Dominic doesn’t miss a beat. “You don’t find a husband at a two-dollar-beer happy hour, Levi,” he says with a grimace, appalled. “You find a good time, cheap booze, and maybe a pretty face to help you forget anything and everything.”

“Is that so?”

He takes a sip of his cocktail. “. . . or to ride.”

I wince. “Someone’s feeling exceptionally helpful.”

He grins, like he’s just cracked the code to my entire existence. “You know I’m right. And would you look at that . . . speaking of pretty faces,” Dominic adds, leaning in a little too eagerly, “check out who’s making his way over here.”

I follow his gaze, already aware of Ezra walking over.

“Great,” I mutter.

Dominic raises an eyebrow. “You’ve got that look on your face. The ‘I’m about to do something terrible, but it’ll make great brunch gossip’ look.” 

“Maybe I am,” I reply, turning back to my glass. “It’s not like I can avoid him forever.”

And just as I say that, Ezra materializes beside us, grinning like he’s just seen an old friend at a reunion instead of . . . what we actually are.

“Levi!” he calls out, his voice bright with that overzealous cheerfulness. “I had my doubts about you actually showing up this time.”

He pulls me into an embrace that lasts a beat too long. Ezra hugs like a Labrador who hasn’t seen a human in six hours. Enthusiastic, a bit smothering, and makes you wish you’d thrown a tennis ball first.

“Yeah, well,” I say, shrugging. “Small town, you know. Miss too many of these and they put your face on a milk carton and start a prayer circle.”

Ezra pulls back, still beaming at me like I’m the best thing that’s happened to him all day. “I’m really glad you came. Seriously.” He starts to leave, but I can see him lingering, until someone calls him from across the room and he’s gone as quickly as he came.

Dominic nudges me. “So, you and Mr. Fertilizer, huh? How long before he sprinkles you with his seed?” His eyes are sparkling like he’s uncovered a juicy plot twist.

I choke so violently on my wine I’m pretty sure I see stars. “Fuck, Dom! Warn a guy before you weaponize innuendo. I almost died just now!”

He grins wickedly. “Worth it.”

“You’re the worst,” I wheeze, grabbing a napkin to dab at my mouth. “You know it’s not going anywhere.”

Dominic raises an eyebrow. “I don’t know, bestie. You’re looking at him like you want to be looking at him. There’s something you’re not saying.”

Dominic’s got that look on his face. The one that says he’s not going to let me dodge the question. “It’s not about Ezra,” I say.

Dominic’s lips twitch. “So, your type has officially shifted to men who could keynote a TED Talk on coffins?”

“What? No, I . . . come on . . .”

But he’s already on a roll. “Trading fiddle-leaf figs for formaldehyde, then? Because that’s both niche and deeply, deeply concerning.”

Despite his absurdity, my heart trips over itself at the mention of Hayden. Like it’s been waiting for someone to drop his name just so it can malfunction publicly. I clear my throat, attempting to sound casual. “You’re being ridiculous. Hayden’s . . . not my type.”

Dominic pats my cheek . . . firmly. Like he’s slapping some sense into me. “Keep lying to yourself if you have to. But, honey? He’s gorgeous.” 

“I know,” I mutter.

“And intriguing.”

“Yup.” 

“And tortured in a hot way.” 

I groan. “I know, Dom. That’s the problem. He’s . . . too much. Too intense. Too everything.” 

Dominic’s expression softens just a little. “Ah. So he’s your type in every way that scares you.” 

I roll my eyes. “Something like that. I just . . . I’m not sure what I want.”

Dominic smirks, clearly pleased with himself. “Well, it’s not going to come from being confused. That’s the first thing I’ve figured out about this whole ‘finding your person’ thing.”

I’m about to respond when a cheerful voice cuts into our conversation. It’s Sophie Browning from Stonevale’s Office of Community Development, wineglass in hand and a bright, encouraging smile plastered on her face. She’s been a lifesaver throughout my whole community garden endeavor, always eager and genuinely invested in seeing it succeed.

“Levi! So glad I caught you.” Her eyes practically sparkle with excitement. “Just checking in on the grant paperwork. Need anything from me?”

I nod quickly, trying to focus on her over the messy feelings I’m still sorting through. “Everything’s good at the moment. But thanks . . . I really appreciate you checking in.”

“Of course! We’re all rooting for you.” She gives my arm an encouraging squeeze before moving off into the crowd. Her words pull me back to reality for a second. Between gossip and wine, I forgot there’s still a whole plot of land waiting for me to turn paperwork into soil. It’s chaos I actually signed up for, even when I have to remind myself that the exhaustion means it’s working.

Something’s actually growing, even if I can’t see it yet.

As she leaves, I spot Ezra a little too easily. He’s chatting with someone, his smile so wide it might qualify as a dental ad.

Dominic narrows his eyes.

“Alright,” he says, “you’ve officially hit your quota for deep conversation. I can practically hear your inner voice screaming for the subject to be changed.”

I let out an exaggerated sigh, dramatically clutching my chest. “Thank god. Let’s talk about anything besides my tragic love life, okay? The weather, taxes, literally anything.”

Dominic laughs, holding up a finger like he’s negotiating. “Fine, just one more question.”

I roll my eyes playfully. “Ask away.”

“Your parents still coming into town soon? You’ve had that impending-doom look for days. I need to prepare for how much of a buffering you’ll require with Mommy.”

My stomach somersaults into Olympic-level gymnastics. She’s already texted me a dozen times about their upcoming drop-in; the run-up to these visits always feels like prepping for a white-glove inspection. Clean, neat, completely fake. We’ve danced this one long enough to know the steps.

“So that deep conversation quota went right out the window, huh?”

He raises his eyebrows impatiently.

“Yeah, they’re still coming,” I confirm, forcing a casual shrug. “You know the drill. They’ll tour the shop, smile at everything, and avoid any topic heavier than a feather.”

Dominic’s expression turns sympathetic. “You know they love you, right?”

I wave him off. “They love the brochure version of me,” I say. “High gloss, low resolution. The one who keeps everything neat and tidy so they don’t have to deal with their own mess.”

Dominic leans back, dramatically feigning shock. “Wait, you’re not perfect? My entire worldview just shattered.”

I snort and take a long sip of my wine. “Ha-ha. But seriously, you know them. They need me to fill the gaps. To be their golden son. The stand-in and the understudy. It’s . . . fucking exhausting.” The mood is starting to dip dangerously close to therapy-session territory, so I shift quickly. “Anyway, it’ll be fine. We’ll laugh, talk gardens or birds or whatever latest hobby the parentals have glommed on to, and avoid reality like winners.”

“To avoiding reality!” He clinks, studying me a moment longer. “But you don’t always have to carry this alone, you know.”

My eyes flick involuntarily toward Ezra again. He’s laughing at something his conversation partner says, carefree and uncomplicated. Maybe that’s exactly why he’s appealing right now.

I stand without even realizing it, my brain hitting the eject button from this deep dive Dominic insists on taking. Sometimes ease feels like honesty. Or just habit.

“Um, hello?” he calls after me, clearly not fooled. “Look who’s running again!”

I turn back, flashing a sheepish grin. “Tonight? Absolutely.”

Dominic rolls his eyes. “Fine, fine. Go enjoy your questionable life choices. I only allow it because I unwaveringly support getting dicked down as a coping mechanism.”

I laugh, already turning toward Ezra. “Appreciate the understanding.”

Ezra spots me. “Hey, you,” he says warmly, nodding at the door. “Ready to escape?”

“More than ready.”

He doesn’t say anything else, just leads the way, his familiarity settling the anxious knots inside of me. I follow him, wondering if just winging it should be my official slogan.

But there’s still a heaviness that hangs over me. A weight I’m not quite ready to acknowledge. Not here.

Not now.

Ezra and I don’t say much, but the quiet feels full. I don’t think about what comes next . . . not the emptiness or anything else.

• • •

I DIDN’T PLAN to sneak out of Ezra’s place before sunrise, but here we are. Slipping away quietly has apparently become my signature move. Very on-brand for someone raised to avoid confrontation like the plague.

A few hours later, I’m at the counter in city hall, waiting for the clerk to finish processing my garden permits, when I spot him.

Hayden.

My stomach does that flip-flopping thing again and I’m acutely aware of how much my palms are sweating. He’s even more striking than I remember. Of course he is . . . frustratingly handsome even under city hall’s harsh fluorescents. The sharp angle of his jaw, the way his slicked-back hair falls freely, the intensity in his eyes that feels like it could pin you in place.

“You’ve had this paperwork for a week,” he says through clenched teeth. “If there’s another issue, tell me.”

The clerk, unfazed and meltdown proof, gives him the official Stonevale shrug. “Like I explained before, Mr. Harlow, the decision isn’t mine. You’ll need to take it up with management or fill out an inquiry form.”

Hayden pinches the bridge of his nose in a move I’ve dubbed “the Migraine Preventer.
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