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Chapter One



I'm still lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling and trying to make sense of everything that's happened since my van broke down, when I hear a soft knock at the door. It's so quiet I almost think I imagined it, but then it comes again, a little more insistent this time. I push myself up, wondering if it's Mara coming to check on me before breakfast, or maybe even Rhea with some cryptic comment about fate. But when I open the door, it's Ella standing there, her blonde hair dry and combed back from her face, her hazel eyes wide and luminous in the hallway's dim light.

"Can I come in?" she asks, her voice barely above a whisper. She's changed out of her wet clothes into a loose white cotton dress that makes her look both innocent and ethereal. "I'm sorry about before—running away like that."

I step aside, letting her enter. Part of me knows I should probably say no, that things are already complicated enough with Mara. But there's something about Ella that pulls at me, something vulnerable and electric all at once.

"It's okay," I say, closing the door behind her. "You were upset."

The room feels different somehow. I didn't light any candles, but there's a warm, flickering glow coming from somewhere. I glance around, confused, and notice that the old-fashioned wall sconces I hadn't paid much attention to before are now lit, casting a golden light that seems to curve around Ella's body like an invitation. The inn is old—maybe Mara has them on some kind of timer? But the way the light plays across Ella's skin, highlighting the curve of her cheek, the hollow of her throat, seems too perfect to be coincidental.

"I wasn't thinking straight," Ella says, taking a step toward me. Her eyes are strange—there's fear in them, yes, but also a glowing need that makes my breath catch. "But that doesn't mean I didn't mean it."

"Mean what?" I ask, even though I know exactly what she's referring to.

"The kiss." She takes another step closer. I can smell her now, a mix of pond water and something floral, like lilacs. "I meant that. I just... I got scared. I always get scared when I feel something real."

I swallow hard. "Ella, I don't think⁠—"

"You don't have to think," she interrupts, her voice gaining strength. "That's the problem with thinking. It gets in the way of feeling." She reaches out, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw. "And I feel something when I'm around you. Something I've never felt before."

"We just met," I remind her, but I don't move away from her touch. Her fingers are warm against my skin, sending little sparks of electricity down my neck.

"I know," she says with a small, sad smile. "Crazy, right? But there's something about this place... something about you..." She looks around at the candlelight, which seems to be growing brighter, more golden. "Don't you feel it?"

I do. That's the thing—I do feel it. This strange connection, this pull toward her that makes no logical sense but feels as real as the floor beneath my feet. It's the same thing I felt with Mara, but different somehow. Where Mara feels like warm earth and home, Ella feels like fire and flight.

"I don't want to be alone tonight," she says, her eyes finding mine again. There's something raw and honest in them now, a vulnerability that cuts through all my hesitation. "Please, Joseph. I've been running for so long—from my wedding, from commitment, from myself. I'm tired of running."

I should say no. I should think of Mara, of the connection we shared just hours ago. I should remember that Ella is clearly going through something complicated, that she's vulnerable and possibly not making the most rational decisions. But as she steps closer, the light playing across her skin, highlighting the delicate curve of her collarbone visible above the neckline of her dress, rational thought becomes increasingly difficult.

"I don't want to take advantage—" I begin, but Ella shakes her head, cutting me off.

"You're not," she says firmly. "I'm here because I want to be. Because when I kissed you in the hallway, it was the first thing that's felt right in months." She takes a shaky breath. "Because when I'm near you, I don't feel like running anymore."

She steps even closer, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from her body. Her eyes are wide and honest, a mix of determination and uncertainty that's somehow more seductive than any practiced move could be.

"I just want to feel something real," she whispers. "With someone real."

And then, before I can respond, she's climbing onto my lap, her knees on either side of my thighs, her hands coming up to cradle my face. There's a moment of hesitation, her eyes searching mine for any sign of rejection. When she finds none—because how could she, when every cell in my body is screaming for her touch—she leans in and kisses me.

This kiss is different from the one in the hallway. That was impulsive, almost desperate. This is deliberate, a conscious choice. Her lips are soft against mine, tentative at first, then more insistent as I respond. My hands find her waist, steadying her on my lap as the kiss deepens.

Ella makes a small, needy sound in the back of her throat and presses closer, her body melting against mine. She's trembling slightly, her fingers gripping my face like she's afraid I might disappear if she lets go. There's a franticness to her movements, an urgency that's contagious.

"Joseph," she breathes against my lips, my name a question and an answer all at once.

My hands slide up her back, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin cotton of her dress. She arches into the touch, her body impossibly pliant yet strong. The candlelight catches in her hair, turning the damp blonde strands to gold.

"Are you sure?" I ask, pulling back just enough to look into her eyes. I need to be certain, need to know this isn't just her running from something else.

"I've never been more sure of anything," she says, and though her voice breaks, there's a certainty in her eyes that convinces me.

I kiss her again, more deeply this time, and she responds with a hunger that matches my own. Her hands move from my face to my hair, fingers tangling in the strands, tugging just enough to send sparks of pleasure-pain down my spine. My own hands explore the curves of her body, learning the dip of her waist, the flare of her hip, the soft weight of her breast through her dress.

Ella gasps when my thumb brushes over her nipple, the sound swallowed by our kiss. She pulls back, her eyes dark with desire, and reaches for the hem of her dress. In one fluid motion, she pulls it over her head and tosses it aside.

She's not wearing anything underneath. The candlelight plays across her naked skin, highlighting the curves and valleys of her body. She's beautiful, all soft angles and golden skin, her breasts full with rosy nipples that harden under my gaze.

"Your turn," she says, her voice husky as she reaches for the buttons of the flannel shirt Mara lent me.

I help her, shrugging out of the shirt once she's undone the buttons. Her hands immediately go to my chest, fingers splaying across my skin, exploring with a curiosity that's almost reverent.

"You're so warm," she murmurs, leaning in to press a kiss to my collarbone.

I tilt her chin up for another kiss, deeper and more demanding than before. Her naked skin against mine is intoxicating, the heat of her seeping into my bones. My hands roam her back, her sides, cupping her breasts and feeling the weight of them in my palms.

Ella makes those small, needy sounds again, each one going straight to my groin. She shifts on my lap, the friction making us both gasp. Her fingers fumble with the button of the borrowed jeans, and I lift my hips to help her slide them off, along with my boxers.

Now we're both naked, skin to skin, and the sensation is overwhelming. Ella's body is a study in contrasts—soft and hard, yielding and demanding. She rocks against me, creating a delicious friction that has me gripping her hips, guiding her movements.

"I need you," she whispers, her voice breaking with desire. "Please, Joseph."

I roll us over so she's lying on her back on the bed, her hair spread out around her like a golden halo. The candlelight makes her skin glow, highlighting the flush that's spread from her cheeks down to her chest. I hover over her, taking a moment just to look, to memorize the sight of her like this—open, vulnerable, wanting.

"You're beautiful," I tell her, because it's true and because the words feel necessary in this moment.

Her eyes fill with something that might be tears, but she blinks them away, pulling me down for another kiss. This one is slower, deeper, a conversation without words. Her legs wrap around my waist, pulling me closer, and I can feel the heat of her against me, wet and ready.

"Are you protected?" I ask, the practical question feeling almost jarring in the midst of this dreamlike encounter.

Ella nods, her hand slipping between us to guide me to her entrance. "IUD," she says, her voice a breathless whisper. "I'm clean, too. You?"

"Clean," I confirm. I was tested after my last relationship ended six months ago, and there's been no one since. Until Mara last night. Until Ella now.

The thought of Mara sends a pang of guilt through me, but it's quickly overwhelmed by the sensation of Ella's body opening to me as I push inside her. We both gasp at the feeling, her walls tight and hot around me. I hold still for a moment, letting her adjust, watching her face for any sign of discomfort.

But Ella is already moving, her hips lifting to take me deeper, her hands gripping my shoulders with a strength that surprises me. "Don't stop," she urges, her voice breaking on each word. "Please, don't stop."

I couldn't if I tried. The feeling of being inside her is too good, too right. I begin to move, finding a rhythm that makes her moan, her head falling back against the pillows, exposing the long line of her throat. I bend to kiss it, tasting salt and something sweet that's uniquely Ella.

Her fingers dig into my back, leaving marks I'll feel tomorrow, but I don't care. All that matters is this moment, this connection that feels both brand new and somehow ancient, like we've done this dance before in another life.

"Joseph," she gasps, my name a prayer on her lips. "Oh god, Joseph."

I increase the pace, driven by the sounds she's making, by the way her body responds to mine. Her legs tighten around me, pulling me deeper, and I can feel her starting to clench around me, her release building.

"Let go," I urge her, my voice rough with desire. "I've got you."

She does, her body arching off the bed, her inner walls pulsing around me as she comes with a cry that sounds like relief and wonder all at once. The sight of her like this—abandoned to pleasure, completely open—pushes me over the edge too. I bury my face in her neck as my own release crashes through me, wave after wave of ecstasy that leaves me trembling.

We stay like that for a long moment, connected, breathing hard, neither of us willing to break the spell just yet. Finally, I roll to the side, bringing Ella with me so she's nestled against my chest. Her skin is flushed and glowing in the candlelight, her eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction.

"That was..." she begins, then stops, apparently unable to find the words.

"Yeah," I agree, because I don't have the words either.

She traces patterns on my chest with her finger, her touch light and thoughtful. The candlelight seems softer now, less urgent, bathing the room in a gentle, golden glow. Outside, the world continues—birds singing, the occasional sound of a car passing on a distant road—but in here, time seems suspended, held in the amber light of the room.

"I don't usually do this," Ella says after a while, her voice quiet. "I know everyone probably says that, but it's true. I've only been with two other people before you, and one of them was David—my fiancé." She pauses, her finger stilling on my chest. "Ex-fiancé."

I run a hand down her back, feeling the delicate knobs of her spine. "You don't have to explain."

"I want to," she says, shifting so she can look at me. "I want you to understand that this wasn't... it wasn't about running away from him. Or not only that. It was about running toward something too." She touches my face, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw like she's trying to memorize it. "Toward this. Toward you."

"We just met," I remind her again, but the words lack conviction. It feels like I've known her much longer, like there's a connection between us that defies logical explanation.

"I know," she says with a small smile. "Crazy, right? But sometimes you just know." Her expression turns more serious. "When I was standing in that bridal room, looking at myself in the mirror in that ridiculously expensive dress, I had this moment of clarity. I realized I was about to marry someone I liked, someone who was good on paper, but not someone who made me feel... this." She gestures between us. "Not someone who made me feel alive."

I understand what she means. For years I've been going through the motions—work, sleep, the occasional date that never went anywhere. But since arriving at the Wishwell Inn, everything feels heightened, more real somehow. It's not just the sex, though that's been incredible. It's a feeling of possibility, of potential, that I haven't felt in a long time.

Ella settles back against my chest, her body relaxing completely against mine. Her breathing slows, becomes deeper, and I realize she's falling asleep. Just before she drifts off, she murmurs something against my skin.

"What's that?" I ask, stroking her hair.

She tilts her head up, her eyes already heavy with sleep but earnest. "I said, I feel safe," she repeats. "For the first time in years, I feel safe. Here, with you." Her voice breaks on the last word, and I tighten my arm around her, pulling her closer.

"Sleep," I tell her, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "I've got you."

She smiles, a small, contented curve of her lips, and settles back against me. Within minutes, her breathing has evened out into the deep rhythm of sleep, her body warm and trusting against mine.

I lie awake, watching the candlelight play across her skin, thinking about the strange turn my life has taken in the past twenty-four hours. Yesterday at this time, I was just a delivery guy with a van full of packages. Now I'm lying in a bed at the mysterious Wishwell Inn with a beautiful woman asleep on my chest, and another beautiful woman somewhere downstairs who I also shared an intimate connection with.

It should feel wrong, or at least complicated. And maybe tomorrow, in the harsh light of day, it will. But right now, with Ella's breath warm against my skin and the candlelight bathing the room in a golden glow, it feels like I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be. Like all the random events of my life—every decision, every wrong turn, even my van breaking down in the storm—were leading me here, to this inn, to these women, to this moment.

I close my eyes, letting sleep creep up on me. Just before I drift off, I could swear I hear a whisper in the room, a voice that sounds like neither Mara nor Ella nor Rhea, but somehow all of them combined:

"Welcome home, Joseph. We've been waiting for you."

But maybe that's just a dream already starting to form as I slip into sleep, Ella's weight anchoring me to this strange, wonderful reality I've stumbled into.
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Chapter Two



I wake up with sunlight streaming through the curtains and my arm stretched across an empty space where Ella's warm body should be. For a moment, I think I might have dreamed the whole thing—the storm, the breakdown, the inn with its three mysterious women who all look at me like I'm some long-lost treasure they've been searching for. But the sheets beside me are still warm, and there's a lingering scent of lilacs that tells me Ella was definitely here. Definitely real.

I sit up slowly, running a hand through my hair as I try to make sense of everything. A day ago, I was just a delivery guy with a van full of packages and a life as bland as unseasoned chicken. Now I've slept with two different women who both made me feel things I've never felt before, in a place that seems to exist somewhere between reality and dream.

"What the hell are you doing, Joseph?" I mutter to myself, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed.

On the bedside table, I notice a folded piece of paper. I grab it, expecting a note from Ella explaining her disappearance, but it's blank. Just a sheet of creamy white paper, as if someone started to write something and then changed their mind.

I get up and stretch, my muscles pleasantly sore in ways that remind me of last night's activities. The borrowed clothes from Mara's "friend" are still scattered on the floor where Ella and I discarded them in our rush to get to each other. I pick them up, noticing that my own clothes from the storm aren't here. Mara had said she hung them by the fire, so they're probably downstairs.

After a quick trip down the hall to the bathroom—which is blessedly empty, sparing me any awkward encounters—I return to my room and get dressed in the borrowed jeans and flannel shirt. They still feel a little strange on my body, like they're carrying the memory of someone else. But they'll do until I can get my own clothes back.

My stomach growls, reminding me that I haven't eaten since Mara's stew last night. The thought of her cooking makes my mouth water, but it also brings a twinge of guilt. What happened with Ella wasn't planned, but does that make it any less of a betrayal? I'm not sure what Mara and I are to each other, if anything, but it feels like there should be some kind of rule about sleeping with two women in the same house within the span of a few hours.

But then, nothing about the Wishwell Inn seems to follow normal rules.

I head downstairs, trying to decide what I'll say if I run into either Mara or Ella. Or worse, both of them together. But the hallway is quiet, the only sound my own footsteps on the wooden floor and the distant chirping of birds outside.

The inn looks different in the morning light—less mysterious, more solid. The wood panelling glows amber in the sunshine, and dust motes dance in the beams that slice through the windows. It's beautiful in a lived-in way, like a place that's been loved for generations.

I follow the sound of clinking dishes to what I assume is the dining room, but when I turn the corner, I find myself instead in a large, open space that must serve as the inn's common area. The room is bathed in morning sunlight that pours through tall windows, transforming ordinary dust into gold particles that hang suspended in the air. A massive stone fireplace dominates one wall, currently cold but ready to roar back to life when needed. Comfortable-looking sofas and armchairs are arranged in conversational groupings, and bookshelves line the walls, stuffed with volumes that range from contemporary paperbacks to what look like ancient leather-bound tomes.

The room is empty except for one person. Rhea.

She's curled up in a window nook, her red hair pulled up in a messy bun that somehow looks both careless and perfect. She's wearing an oversized black sweater that slips off one shoulder, revealing pale skin marked with a constellation of freckles. Her legs are tucked under her, clad in those fishnet stockings I noticed last night, and her fingers are smudged with what looks like charcoal. She's bent over a sketchbook, her face a study in concentration, lips slightly pursed as she works.

A mug of coffee sits on the windowsill beside her, apparently forgotten, wisps of steam no longer rising from its surface. The sunlight catches in her hair, setting the red strands on fire with gold and copper highlights.

I hesitate in the doorway, not wanting to disturb her. There's something almost sacred about the scene—the artist at work, unaware she's being observed. But as if sensing my presence, she looks up suddenly, her green eyes finding mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch.

For a long moment, neither of us speaks. There's a strange tension in the air, like the moment before lightning strikes.

"Good morning," I finally say, my voice sounding unnaturally loud in the quiet room.

Rhea doesn't respond immediately. She looks at me like she's seeing something beyond me, through me, into some other reality only she can perceive. Then she blinks, and the strange intensity is replaced by something more guarded.

"Morning," she says, her voice low and smooth. "Did you sleep well?"

There's something in the way she asks the question—a hint of knowledge, perhaps, or just my own guilty conscience projecting. I wonder if she knows about Mara, about Ella. If all three women have compared notes on the strange man who showed up during the storm.

"Yes," I say, which is true enough. "The bed was comfortable."

Rhea's lips curve into a small smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "This place has a way of ensuring you get exactly the rest you need." She closes her sketchbook, but keeps one finger between the pages, marking her place. "Are you looking for breakfast? Mara went into town to get supplies. Said something about your van."

"Oh," I say, both relieved and disappointed to hear that Mara isn't here. "I guess I am hungry."

"There's coffee," Rhea offers, gesturing toward what I assume is the kitchen. "And probably muffins or something. Mara always leaves food."

I nod my thanks but don't move toward the kitchen. Instead, I take a few steps into the room, drawn to the window nook where Rhea sits bathed in sunlight. "What are you working on?" I ask, nodding toward her sketchbook.

A shadow passes over her face—something like fear or uncertainty. "Just sketches," she says, her fingers tightening on the book. "Nothing serious."

But there's a tension in her body that suggests it's more than "just sketches." I move closer, curious despite myself. "May I see?" I ask, expecting her to refuse.

To my surprise, she hesitates only briefly before nodding. "I suppose you should," she says cryptically. She scoots over in the window nook, making space for me to sit beside her. "But try not to freak out, okay?"

"Why would I freak out?" I ask, settling into the space she's made. The window seat is smaller than it looked, forcing us to sit close enough that our thighs touch. Rhea smells like turpentine and something earthy, like forest after rain.

She doesn't answer my question, just takes a deep breath and opens her sketchbook. The first page shows a landscape—the Wishwell Inn viewed from a distance, nestled among trees with a storm brewing overhead. It's beautifully rendered, the charcoal capturing both the solidity of the building and the violence of the approaching weather.

"This is really good," I say, genuinely impressed. "You're talented."

Rhea makes a noncommittal sound and flips to the next page. This one shows a close-up of hands—large, masculine hands with prominent veins and long fingers. They're holding what looks like a steering wheel, the knuckles white with tension.

"My hands," I say, recognizing them with a jolt. "Those are my hands."

Rhea nods, her expression unreadable. "Keep going," she says, flipping to the next page.

It's my face in profile, the line of my jaw, the curve of my nose, the slight furrow between my brows as I concentrate on something unseen. The likeness is uncanny—she's captured not just my features but something of my essence, the way I hold myself, the way I see the world.

"How...?" I begin, but Rhea shakes her head slightly and turns another page.

Page after page reveals more drawings of me—my eyes, my hands again, the back of my head, my full face from different angles, my body in various poses. Some are just quick sketches, others more detailed studies. In one, I'm standing in rain, my face tilted up to the sky, water streaming down my cheeks like tears. In another, I'm asleep, my face peaceful, vulnerable in unconsciousness.

"Rhea," I say, my voice barely above a whisper. "How do you have these? We just met last night."

She turns to the last page, which shows me sitting exactly as I am now, in this window nook, sunlight on my face, looking at her with confusion and a hint of wonder.

"I drew these last week," she says, so quietly I almost miss it. "All of them. Before you ever arrived."

I stare at her, trying to process what she's saying. "That's impossible."

"I know," she agrees, her green eyes troubled. "Believe me, I know. But it's true." She runs a finger over the drawing of me sitting in the window seat. "I woke up last Monday with your face in my head. I couldn't get it out. So I drew you, thinking it would help. But it just... it just made it clearer. More detailed. Like you were coming into focus."

I look back at the drawings, seeing them in a new light. There's a progression in them—the earlier ones are vaguer, less defined, while the later ones capture me with photographic precision.

"I've never experienced anything like this before," Rhea continues, her voice gaining a slight edge of desperation. "I mean, I get inspiration, creative bursts, sure. But not... not like this. Not a real person I've never met just appearing in my mind like you were always there."

"Maybe you saw me somewhere," I suggest, searching for a rational explanation. "Maybe I delivered a package to you once, or we passed on the street."

She shakes her head firmly. "No. I would remember." She taps one of the more intimate drawings, where I'm sleeping. "And I definitely never saw you like this before last night."

The implications of what she's saying are too strange to fully comprehend. Either she's lying for some reason I can't fathom, or something truly inexplicable is happening in this inn.

"I thought I was losing my mind," Rhea says, closing the sketchbook and setting it aside. She picks up her coffee mug and takes a sip, grimacing at the coldness. "I was drawing a man I'd never met, over and over, like some kind of obsession. And then you showed up on our doorstep during the storm, looking exactly like the man in my drawings." She laughs, but the sound is hollow. "How is that possible, Joseph? How did I know you were coming?"

I shake my head, having no answer for her. "I don't know," I admit. "It's... it's like something out of a movie or a book. Not something that happens in real life."

"And yet here we are," Rhea says, gesturing to the two of us sitting together in the sunlit window. "You, exactly as I drew you. Me, still trying to understand what it means."

There's a vulnerability to her now that wasn't there last night in the hallway. Last night she seemed mysterious, almost otherworldly. Now she just seems like a woman grappling with something beyond her understanding.

"Would you..." she begins, then stops, looking uncertain. "Would you sit for me? Let me draw you for real, not just from my mind?"

The request surprises me, but I find myself nodding. "Sure," I say. "If it would help."

Relief washes over her face. "It might," she says. "At least it would give me something concrete to compare these to." She gestures to the sketchbook. "To see if what I drew from my mind matches what you really look like, down to the details."

She reaches for a fresh sketchbook on a nearby table, this one larger than the one she was working in before. She opens it to a blank page and picks up a piece of charcoal, then looks at me critically, like she's seeing me for the first time.

"Turn toward the light," she instructs, her voice taking on a more professional tone. "And tilt your chin up a bit."

I do as she asks, feeling self-conscious under her scrutiny. The sunlight is warm on my face, making me squint slightly.

"No, not like that," Rhea says, putting down her charcoal. Without warning, she reaches out and places her hand on my jaw, adjusting the angle of my face. Her touch is cool and sure, artist's hands that know exactly what they want. "Like this," she says, her voice softer now.

Her fingers linger on my skin longer than necessary, and I feel a jolt of something—recognition, desire, connection—pass between us. Her green eyes widen slightly, and I know she feels it too.

"Hold still," she whispers, her face now much closer to mine than it was a moment ago. I can see the golden flecks in her green irises, the dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose, the slight chapping of her lower lip where she's been biting it in concentration.

Neither of us moves. We're frozen in a tableau of artist and subject, her hand still on my jaw, our faces inches apart. I can feel her breath, warm and coffee-scented, against my lips. The air between us seems to thicken, charged with something electric and inevitable.

My eyes drop to her mouth, and I see her tongue dart out to wet her lips nervously. The gesture is unconscious but deeply erotic, and I feel a stirring of desire that seems inappropriate given everything that's happened in the past twenty-four hours. But I can't deny it's there, this pull toward her that feels both new and familiar, like déjà vu.

We're not kissing, not quite, but we're sharing breath, sharing space in a way that's almost more intimate. I can feel the slight tremor in her hand where it still rests on my jaw, hear the quickening of her breath that matches my own.

Just as I think we might close the final distance between us, Rhea pulls back suddenly, her hand dropping from my face as if burned. She turns away, busying herself with her sketchbook, but not before I see the flush that spreads across her cheeks.

"Sorry," she murmurs, not looking at me. "I got... distracted."

"It's okay," I say, my voice rougher than I intended. "So did I."

She glances at me then, a quick, almost furtive look that holds equal parts want and wariness. "This is all very strange," she says, and I'm not sure if she means the drawings, the near-kiss, or the entire situation at the Wishwell Inn.

"Yeah," I agree, leaning back slightly to give her space. "It is."

Rhea takes a deep breath and picks up her charcoal again, visibly collecting herself. "Let's try again," she says, her voice steadier now. "Just... try to hold still this time. And maybe we should both try to focus on the drawing, not... not anything else."

I nod, resuming my pose without her having to touch me again, though part of me wishes she would. The sunlight continues to pour through the window, warming my skin and illuminating the dust motes that dance between us like golden sparks from a fire that hasn't quite caught.

As Rhea begins to sketch, her hand moving sure and swift across the paper, I can't help but wonder what else she's drawn that might come true. What else might be waiting for me at the Wishwell Inn, where storms bring strangers and art predicts reality. And most of all, I wonder if I'll ever want to leave.
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Chapter Three



The evening settles over the Wishwell Inn like a heavy blanket, wrapping everything in a soft twilight that makes the old wood panelling glow amber. I'm sitting alone in the common room, nursing a cup of tea that Mara left for me before she disappeared again, thinking about the strange day I've had. From Mara's touch last night to Ella's desperate kiss this morning to Rhea's uncanny drawings this afternoon—my head is spinning with the impossibility of it all. My van seems like the least of my problems now, a distant concern from another life.

I've barely seen any of the women since Rhea's portrait session ended. Mara returned from town with groceries but quickly vanished into the kitchen, emerging only to hand me this tea with a soft smile that made my stomach flip. Ella is nowhere to be found—probably avoiding me after our encounter this morning. And Rhea retreated to what she called her studio after finishing her drawing, mumbling something about needing to process.

So here I am, alone with my thoughts and this cooling tea, watching shadows lengthen across the floor as day surrenders to night. Outside, the world has that deep blue quality that comes just before true darkness, making the windows look like paintings of night rather than actual openings to the outside.

That's when it happens. The soft, warm lamps around the common room flicker once, twice, and then go out completely. The sudden darkness is so complete that for a second, I think I've gone blind.

"Hello?" I call out, setting my cup down carefully on what I hope is still the side table next to me. "Mara? Is this a power outage?"

No one answers. I blink rapidly, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Slowly, shapes begin to emerge from the darkness—the hulking silhouette of the fireplace, the ghostly outlines of furniture. And then, one by one, candles begin to light themselves throughout the room.

At least, that's what it looks like. Tiny flames appear on candles I hadn't even noticed before—on the mantelpiece, on bookshelves, on side tables. The common room transforms into a cave of flickering golden light, shadows dancing on the walls like living things.

"Mara?" I call again, standing up. "Rhea? Ella? Is anyone there?"

Still no answer. The silence is thick enough to touch.

I move cautiously through the room, heading for the hallway. Maybe the breaker box needs to be reset, or maybe this is just some quirk of an old building. But the self-lighting candles... that's harder to explain away.

The hallway is also lined with candles, their flames casting just enough light to navigate by but not enough to feel secure. The shadows seem deeper here, more substantial somehow, as if they're made of something denser than mere absence of light.

That's when I notice the portraits.

During the day, they seemed like ordinary paintings—a bit old-fashioned and somber, but nothing special. Now, in the wavering candlelight, they're transformed. The faces seem more alive, more present, their painted eyes gleaming with an inner light that has nothing to do with the candles.

And they're watching me.

I freeze, feeling a cold sweat break out along my spine. The painted woman to my right, dressed in what looks like Victorian clothing, has her eyes fixed directly on me. I take a step to the left, and her gaze follows. Not just a trick of perspective or the flickering light—her eyes actually move.

"This isn't real," I mutter to myself, but my voice sounds thin and unconvincing even to my own ears.

I continue down the hallway, trying not to look at the portraits, but it's impossible not to feel their gaze on me. There must be dozens of them lining the walls, men and women from different eras, all watching my progress with silent intensity.

"It's just the candlelight," I tell myself. "Just shadows moving across static images."

But I don't believe it, especially when one of the portraits—a stern-looking man with a bushy beard—seems to frown more deeply as I pass, his painted brows drawing together in disapproval or warning.

I quicken my pace, not sure where I'm going but needing to get away from those watching eyes. The hallway seems longer than I remember, stretching on into darkness with just those pools of candlelight marking the way like breadcrumbs in a dark forest.

Finally, I reach a door I don't recognize. It's partially open, a warm glow spilling out from inside. I hesitate, hand on the smooth wood. I should probably find Mara or one of the others, let them know about the power outage (if they don't already know). But curiosity pulls at me stronger than caution.

I push the door open wider.

It's an office, or a study perhaps. A large oak desk dominates the room, its surface scattered with papers, books, and a few curious objects I can't identify from the doorway. Bookshelves line the walls, packed with volumes of various sizes and apparent ages. A comfortable-looking leather chair sits behind the desk, and two smaller chairs face it, as if ready for visitors or consultations.

Like the rest of the inn, this room is lit only by candles—a dozen or more of them in various holders, casting a warm, golden light that makes the wood paneling gleam. There's a fireplace on one wall, cold now but ready for use.

It looks like a private space, not somewhere guests are meant to wander into. I should probably back out, close the door, pretend I never saw it. But something draws me in—the same pull I've felt since arriving at this strange inn.

I step inside and close the door softly behind me. The room feels immediate, as if whoever uses it has just stepped out momentarily and might return any second. There's even a cup of what looks like tea on the desk, still giving off faint wisps of steam.

Moving closer to the desk, I see that the papers scattered across it are covered in handwriting—some in neat, careful script, others in hurried scrawls as if the writer couldn't get the thoughts down fast enough. There are diagrams too, strange symbols and lines connecting in patterns that make no sense to me.

At the center of it all is a leather-bound journal, open to a page filled with that same urgent handwriting. I know I shouldn't read it—this is clearly someone's private workspace, their private thoughts. But as I lean closer, a phrase catches my eye: "The Wishwell Inn defies all rational explanation."

Before I know what I'm doing, I'm sinking into the leather chair behind the desk, pulling the journal closer, angling it to catch the candlelight.

"The Wishwell Inn defies all rational explanation," I read again, the words sending a chill through me despite the warmth of the room. "After three months of residence and research, I am forced to conclude that the building itself exists in a state of quantum uncertainty, both part of our world and separate from it. The laws of physics bend here, time flows differently, and reality itself seems malleable."

I flip back a few pages, looking for the beginning of this entry.

"May 15 - I have confirmed my initial suspicions about the location of the inn. It sits directly atop a confluence of leylines—those invisible channels of energy that crisscross our world. Ancient civilizations built their sacred sites on such confluences, recognizing their power. The Wishwell Inn is no exception, though I doubt its original builders knew what they were doing. Most likely they were drawn to this spot instinctively, feeling its power without understanding its source."

This is getting weird. Leylines? Quantum uncertainty? It sounds like something from a sci-fi novel, not notes about a quaint country inn. But after what I've experienced in the past twenty-four hours—Rhea's precognitive drawings, the intense connections I've felt with all three women—I can't dismiss it outright.

I continue reading, flipping forward to more recent entries.

"June 3 - The inn's most remarkable property, I've discovered, is its ability to align guests with what they most deeply desire. Not what they think they want, but what they truly need on a soul level. I've observed this phenomenon repeatedly. Guests arrive, often by seeming coincidence or misfortune—a wrong turn, a breakdown, a storm forcing them to seek shelter. They intend to stay only briefly but find themselves lingering, drawn into the inn's embrace. And then the changes begin.

"The inn seems to identify what I can only call a person's true desire—their authentic path, their real self, the connection or purpose they've been missing—and then systematically brings it into their awareness. Not by magic or mind control, but by creating conditions where they can no longer ignore or deny what they truly want. Some find this process exhilarating; others find it terrifying. It forces confrontation with the lies we tell ourselves about who we are and what we need."

I sit back, my mind racing. It fits. It fits too well to be coincidence. Mara taking me in during the storm, the immediate connection between us. Ella running from her wedding and ending up here, confronting her fear of real intimacy. Rhea drawing my face before she ever met me, forced to acknowledge a connection she can't rationalize.

I turn the page, eager for more.

"The three women who live here permanently—Mara, Rhea, and Ella—seem to be both facilitators and beneficiaries of the inn's power. They arrived as guests, each running from something, each denying some essential truth about themselves. The inn held them here, refusing to release them until they confronted their true desires. Now they remain by choice, helping others through the same process.

"I believe they are still in transition themselves. Mara, the nurturing soul who denies her own needs; Rhea, the visionary who fears her own power; Ella, the free spirit who runs from genuine connection. They help others find their path while still walking their own."

My hands are shaking now. This is too specific, too accurate to be the ramblings of some eccentric researcher. Whoever wrote this understands the women in ways that would be impossible without some deeper insight—or some truth to these claims about the inn's nature.

I flip to the most recent entry, dated just a week ago.

"I believe the inn is preparing for something significant. The energy has been building for weeks—I can feel it in the walls, see it in the behavior of the women. They're restless, expectant. Mara bakes constantly, preparing for a guest who hasn't arrived. Rhea draws the same face over and over, a man she's never met. Ella walks the perimeter of the property each dawn, like a sentinel waiting for a signal.

"Someone is coming—someone important to all three of them, and to the inn itself. I cannot predict what will happen when he arrives, but I sense it will change everything. For them, for him, perhaps even for the nature of the Wishwell Inn itself."

I close the journal with trembling hands, feeling like I've been punched in the gut. This was written before I arrived. Before my van broke down in the storm. Before I stumbled upon this inn that I'd never heard of before.

The inn aligns guests with what they most desire. The women were waiting for someone—for me—though they didn't know it consciously. Rhea's drawings weren't inexplicable; they were the inn's way of preparing her. Mara taking me in without question, Ella's immediate connection to me—it wasn't coincidence or chance.

It was what they truly wanted. What I truly wanted, though I didn't know it.

The realization hits me like a wave: the women aren't having breakdowns or acting irrationally. They're finally connecting with their true desires after what sounds like years of denial and running. And somehow, impossibly, I'm part of that desire for all three of them.

But what about me? What is my true desire that the inn is aligning me with? A connection I never found in my ordinary life? A purpose beyond delivering packages? Or something else entirely?

The candles flicker suddenly, as if disturbed by a draft, though the air in the room is still. I feel watched again, though there are no portraits in this room. Just the weight of something ancient and patient, observing my realization with what feels like satisfaction.

I should be terrified. I should be grabbing my still-damp clothes, finding my van keys, and getting the hell out of here, broken-down van or not. This isn't normal. None of this is normal.

But instead, I feel a strange calm settling over me, a sense of rightness I've never experienced before. Like I've been walking in the wrong direction my entire life, and now I've finally turned around to see where I should have been going all along.

I carefully replace the journal exactly as I found it and stand up. Whoever wrote these entries—and I realize I still don't know who that might be—has provided the missing piece I needed to understand what's happening here. Not fully, not completely, but enough to stop fighting it.

The candles dim slightly as I move toward the door, as if the room is acknowledging my departure. I pause with my hand on the doorknob, looking back at the desk with its scattered papers and open books.

"Thank you," I whisper, not sure if I'm thanking the unseen author of the journal or the inn itself.

The door opens silently under my touch, and I step back into the hallway. The portraits still watch me, but their gaze seems less menacing now, more curious, as if they're wondering what I'll do with the knowledge I've gained.

I make my way back toward the common room, each step feeling more certain than the last. The women of the Wishwell Inn are coming to terms with their true desires. And so, I realize with a mixture of terror and exhilaration, am I.
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Chapter Four



I'm still standing in the hallway, processing what I've just read in that mysterious journal, when I feel it—a change in the air, a shift in the shadows cast by the candles lining the walls. I turn slowly, half-expecting to see another portrait with living eyes watching my every move. Instead, I see Rhea. She stands at the end of the hallway, a single candle held in her pale hand, its flame dancing in the subtle draft. The light catches her red hair, turning it into a crown of fire around her face, and for a moment, she doesn't look entirely human—more like some ancient goddess come to judge the living.

"You found it," she says, her voice so soft I almost miss it. "The office."

I straighten up, feeling like I've been caught doing something forbidden. "I was looking for someone to tell about the power outage," I explain, though it sounds weak even to my own ears.

Rhea moves toward me, each step deliberate, the candle flame swaying with her movement. She's wearing that oversized black cardigan again, but it's slipped off one shoulder completely now, revealing pale skin scattered with freckles like constellations. Her eyes—those intense green eyes that seemed to see through me this morning—are different in the candlelight, darker, more mysterious.

"There is no power outage," she says, stopping a few feet away from me. "The inn does this sometimes. Especially when..." She trails off, her gaze dropping to the floor briefly before finding mine again. "Especially when things are changing."

"Things like what?" I ask, though I have a feeling I already know the answer after reading that journal.

Rhea's free hand rises to her throat, fingers playing nervously with one of her silver necklaces. "Things like you being here," she says. "Things like what's happening between all of us." She swallows visibly. "Things like what I think is about to happen between you and me."

The air between us feels charged, electric. I remember our almost-kiss this morning, how we pulled back at the last second. There won't be any pulling back this time—I can feel it, and I think she can too.

"Come with me?" she asks, and though it's a question, there's a certainty in her eyes that tells me she already knows my answer. She extends her hand, the one not holding the candle, palm up, waiting.

I take her hand. Her skin is cool against mine, but that same jolt from this morning passes between us at the contact. She inhales sharply, her fingers tightening around mine.

"Where are we going?" I ask, though again, I suspect I know.

"My room," she says, her voice breathy, almost a whisper. "My studio. I want to show you... I need to show you something." There's fear in her eyes now, mixed with the desire—fear of her own feelings, perhaps, or fear of what will happen when we're alone together.

She leads me down the hallway, past the watching portraits whose eyes seem to follow our progress with knowing looks. The candle casts our shadows on the wall—elongated, distorted versions of ourselves that seem to move independently, reaching for each other in ways our physical bodies haven't yet.

We climb a narrow staircase I haven't seen before, the wooden steps creaking beneath our weight. Rhea's hand remains in mine, guiding me up into the darkness that the single candle barely penetrates.

"This part of the inn isn't used for guests," she explains over her shoulder. "It's just for us—me, Mara, and Ella. Our private spaces."

At the top of the stairs is another hallway, shorter than the one below, with just three doors. Rhea leads me to the one at the end, pausing with her hand on the knob.

"I've never brought anyone here before," she admits, her voice trembling slightly. "It's... it's very personal. Very private."

I squeeze her hand gently. "You don't have to show me if you don't want to."

She looks up at me, the candle flame reflecting in her eyes. "I do want to," she says. "That's what scares me. How much I want to."

Before I can respond, she pushes the door open and steps inside, pulling me with her.

The room is larger than I expected, with sloped ceilings that suggest we're in what was once an attic space. But what takes my breath away are the walls. Every inch of them is covered with artwork—paintings, sketches, charcoal drawings. Some are pinned directly to the wall; others are framed; still others appear to be painted directly onto the plaster. And they all share common themes: storms, with clouds swirling in violent patterns; bodies, mostly nude, captured in moments of passion or pain; eyes, dozens of them, watching from every corner of the room.

And me. My face, my hands, my body—rendered in various media, from different angles, in different states of dress and undress. Some show me as I was yesterday, soaking wet from the storm. Others show me as I am now, in borrowed clothes. And some show me as I've never been, at least not in this life—sleeping in a bed I don't recognize, standing in a garden I've never seen, laughing with an expression of joy I'm not sure has ever crossed my actual face.

"Rhea," I breathe, turning slowly to take it all in. "This is..."

"Obsessive? Creepy? Impossible?" she suggests, setting the candle down on a small table by the door. The room is already lit by dozens of other candles, their warm glow making the artwork seem to pulse with life.

"Beautiful," I finish, because it is. Despite the strangeness of seeing myself through her eyes, despite the impossibility of her having drawn me before we ever met, the work itself is stunning—raw, honest, powerful.

"I didn't understand it," she says, moving to stand beside me as I examine a particularly detailed drawing of my face in profile. "Why you kept appearing in my mind, in my hands." She holds up her fingers, stained with charcoal and paint. "I thought I was losing my mind. And then you showed up, looking exactly like the man I'd been drawing for weeks, and I..."

She trails off, taking a shuddering breath that makes the candle flames waver.

"And you what?" I prompt gently, turning to face her.

Her eyes meet mine, wide and vulnerable. "And I knew," she whispers. "I knew why the inn had been showing you to me. Why I couldn't get your face out of my head, my hands, my art." She steps closer, her body mere inches from mine. "It was preparing me. For you."

She reaches up, her cool fingers touching my face, tracing the line of my jaw, the curve of my cheek, the arch of my brow—just as she's drawn them dozens of times. Her touch is reverent, explorative, like I'm a sculpture she's created and is now touching for the first time.

"I've drawn every part of you," she says, her voice low and intimate. "Your hands, your shoulders, your back." Her fingers move down my neck to my collarbone, visible where the flannel shirt is unbuttoned at the top. "But I've never touched you. Not like this. Not until now."

Her hands move to my shoulders, down my arms, across my chest—mapping me through my clothes, comparing the reality to what she's imagined and captured in her art. I stand still, letting her explore, my breath coming faster as her touch becomes more confident, more possessive.

"You're exactly as I drew you," she murmurs, her eyes following the path of her hands. "But also different. Warmer. More real."

Her fingers find the buttons of my shirt, working them open slowly, deliberately. I don't stop her. I couldn't if I wanted to—which I don't. There's something hypnotic about her touch, about the look of wonder on her face as she reveals more of my skin.

When my shirt is fully open, she pushes it off my shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. Her eyes drink in the sight of my bare chest, and her hands follow, touching my skin directly now. Her fingertips trace the lines of my ribs, the dip of my navel, the curve of my hip bones above the waistband of my jeans.

"I've drawn this," she says, almost to herself. "A thousand times, I've drawn this. But I never knew..." She looks up at me, her eyes dark with desire. "I never knew how it would feel to touch you."

I reach for her then, unable to stand the one-sided exploration any longer. My hands find her waist, feeling the smallness of it beneath the oversized cardigan. She trembles at my touch but doesn't pull away.

"May I?" I ask, my fingers playing with the edge of her cardigan.

She nods, swallowing visibly. "Yes," she whispers.

I push the cardigan off her shoulders, letting it pool around her feet. Beneath it, she's wearing a simple black dress, thin-strapped and ending mid-thigh. The material is thin enough that I can see the outline of her body underneath—the small curves of her breasts, the indent of her waist, the slight flare of her hips.

"You're beautiful," I tell her, because she is. Not in the conventional, obvious way that Mara is beautiful, or the wild, vibrant way that Ella is beautiful. Rhea's beauty is subtle, ethereal, like a ghost or a dream made flesh.

She smiles, a small, shy curve of her lips. "So are you," she says. "I've captured that in my art, but it's different seeing it with my eyes instead of my mind."

Her hands return to my body, more confident now, tracing patterns on my skin that feel like they might be leaving marks, though when I look down there's nothing there but goosebumps rising in the wake of her touch.

"I want to see all of you," she says, her voice stronger now, more certain. Her fingers find the button of my jeans. "May I?"

"Yes," I say, my voice rougher than I intended.

She undoes the button, pulls down the zipper, her movements slow and deliberate. She hooks her thumbs in the waistband and pushes the jeans down, kneeling to help me step out of them. Now I'm standing in just my boxers, and it's obvious how aroused I am, the material tented by my erection.

Rhea looks up at me from her kneeling position, her green eyes dark with desire. "I've drawn this too," she says, her voice barely audible. "But I didn't know..." She reaches out, her fingers tracing the outline of my cock through the cotton. "I didn't know how it would make me feel to see it. To touch it."

I groan at the contact, unable to hold back the sound. Rhea stands in one fluid motion, her face inches from mine.

"I want you to see me too," she says. "All of me."

Before I can respond, she reaches behind her back and pulls down a hidden zipper. The black dress falls away, revealing her naked body. She's wearing nothing underneath, not even underwear.

Rhea is slim but shapely, her body a study in delicate curves. Her breasts are small but perfectly formed, tipped with pink nipples that have hardened in the cool air of the room. Her waist is narrow, her hips flaring out just enough to create a gentle hourglass. Her skin is pale, almost luminous in the candlelight, with freckles scattered across her shoulders and the tops of her breasts like stars.

"You're exquisite," I breathe, taking in the sight of her.

"Touch me," she says, her voice a command and a plea all at once. "Please, Joseph. Touch me like I've touched you."

I reach for her, my hands finding her waist, sliding up to cup her breasts. They fit perfectly in my palms, the nipples hard against my skin. Rhea gasps, her head falling back, exposing the long line of her throat. I bend to kiss it, tasting her pulse beneath my lips.

My hands explore her body as hers did mine, learning the feel of her skin, the curves and hollows, the places that make her gasp or moan when I touch them. She melts into my exploration, her own hands continuing their journey across my body.

When her fingers slip beneath the waistband of my boxers, I groan against her neck. She pushes the material down, freeing my erection. Her cool hand wraps around it, stroking once, twice, pulling another groan from my throat.

"I need you," she whispers, her voice urgent. "Now. Please."

I lift her, her legs wrapping around my waist, and carry her across the room to where a large blank canvas leans against the wall. I press her back against it, her naked body framed by the white surface, like she's about to become art herself.

"Like this?" I ask, positioning myself at her entrance.

"Yes," she breathes, her arms around my neck, her green eyes locked on mine. "Like this. Against my art. Against all the versions of you I created before I knew you."

I push into her slowly, watching her face as I do. Her eyes widen, her lips part, her breath catches. She's tight and hot around me, her body accepting me inch by inch until I'm fully seated inside her.

"Joseph," she gasps, my name a prayer on her lips.

I begin to move, finding a rhythm that makes her moan. Her legs tighten around my waist, pulling me deeper with each thrust. Her hands grip my shoulders, fingers digging into muscle, leaving marks I'll feel tomorrow.

There's something different about this encounter—different from my night with Mara, different from my morning with Ella. Those were passionate, yes, but this... this feels almost ritualistic. Sacred, somehow. Like we're participating in something ancient and powerful that's been set in motion by forces beyond our understanding.

Rhea seems to feel it too. Her movements have a deliberate quality to them, her eyes never leaving mine even as pleasure contorts her features. The candles around the room seem to burn brighter, their flames stretching toward the ceiling as our bodies move together.

"I knew," she whispers between gasps. "I knew you would come. I knew we would do this. I saw it. I felt it. I drew it."

She gestures weakly toward one corner of the room where, indeed, there's a sketch of two figures entwined just as we are now, their faces obscured but their postures unmistakable.

"The inn showed you," I say, understanding dawning even through the haze of pleasure. "It showed you what would happen. What we would become to each other."

"Yes," she moans as I hit a particularly sensitive spot inside her. "Yes, the inn. The inn knows. It always knows."

Our pace increases, driven by a need that seems both entirely human and somehow beyond us. Rhea's body tightens around me, her breathing becoming more erratic. I can feel my own release building, a pressure at the base of my spine that threatens to explode.

"Joseph," she gasps, her fingers digging deeper into my shoulders. "I'm going to⁠—"

"Yes," I urge her, driving deeper. "Let go, Rhea. I've got you."

She comes with a cry that sounds like relief and wonder all at once, her body clenching around mine in waves that trigger my own release. I bury myself deep inside her, my face in her neck, her name a groan on my lips as pleasure crashes through me.

For a long moment, we stay like that, connected, trembling with aftershocks, our breathing gradually slowing. I'm still holding her against the canvas, her legs around my waist, her arms around my neck. I can feel her heartbeat against my chest, rapid but steadying.

Finally, gently, I lower her to her feet, still supporting her as her legs seem unsteady. She leans against me, her head on my shoulder, her breath warm against my skin.

"That was..." she begins, then stops, apparently unable to find the words.

"I know," I say, because I do. There are no words adequate for what just happened between us—not just the physical pleasure, but the sense of connection, of recognition, of fate fulfilled.

I lead her to a small bed tucked in one corner of the room, layered with blankets and pillows in rich, jewel tones. We lie down together, Rhea curling against my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand over my heart. The candlelight plays across her pale skin, turning it golden, making the tiny freckles seem to dance.

"I've dreamed this," she murmurs, her voice heavy with approaching sleep. "Not just drawn it. Dreamed it. You, here, with me."

Her breathing slows, deepens, and I realize she's falling asleep. I pull a blanket over us, cradling her small body against mine, feeling protective and possessed all at once.

As Rhea sleeps, I stare up at the ceiling, at the shadows cast by the candles that still burn around the room. I think about the journal I found, about what it said regarding the Wishwell Inn and its power to align people with their true desires. I think about Mara, with her nurturing warmth and quiet strength. About Ella, with her wild energy and desperate need for connection. About Rhea, with her visionary sight and deep understanding of things beyond the ordinary.

Three women, so different from each other, yet all somehow connected to me in ways that defy logical explanation. Was it fate that brought me here? That made my van break down at exactly the right moment, in exactly the right place, during exactly the right storm? Was it the inn itself, with its mysterious ability to bring people to what they truly desire?

Rhea stirs in her sleep, mumbling something incomprehensible before settling again, her body warm and trusting against mine. Looking down at her, at the peace on her face that wasn't there when she was awake, I find I don't really care about the answers to those questions. Whether it was fate or chance or some magical property of the Wishwell Inn that brought me here, I'm glad it happened. Glad to have met these women, to have connected with them, to have perhaps found something I didn't even know I was missing.

The candles begin to go out one by one, not sputtering as if they've burned down, but simply extinguishing themselves as if someone is moving around the room blowing them out. But there's no one there—just me and Rhea, and the inn itself, settling around us like a protective embrace.

As the last candle flickers out, I close my eyes, letting sleep claim me. My last thought before drifting off is simple, certain: Whatever force brought me to the Wishwell Inn, I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be.
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