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VICTORIA
When the bell jingles over the door at Baker Books, I peek around the corner of the fantasy section just to see who’s come in. It’s been horribly slow today. All the kids have already bought their required reading for the summer, and everyone seems more invested in the sunshine outside than the books inside. It’s a bit of a respite though. When I took this job, I had the idea that everyone was buying ebooks nowadays. But Baker Books gets much busier than I’d imagined. Still, the first warm days of summer must be its slowest, I bet. The guy walking into the store now is older, handsome in kind of a weathered way, with graying brown hair. I tend to avoid male customers if I can. They always want to flirt, even when I can see the wedding ring sparkling right there on their finger. This man looks like he’s just browsing, so I continue shelving in Fantasy. The hype over the new Swords of Saturn book has only just begun to die down, but I still suspect that the copies I’m carefully shelving won’t remain there long.
When the bell dings again, I glance around the corner and grimace. The customer this time is a familiar one. Much too familiar. He’s good looking too, objectively speaking. He has a narrow face and a mop of carefully mussed up hair and wears wire-rim glasses. If you look closer though, there’s something just a little bit off about him. He looks about twenty years older up close than he does far away, and he never quite looks you in the eye. None of that really means anything, but the guy is creepy whenever he comes by so that colors my impression of him.
“Creepazoid at twelve o’clock,” Allie whispers as she passes by me, fixing her name tag to her t-shirt.
“I know it,” I mutter under my breath.
I’ve been working at Baker Books for two years and this guy, who we generally refer to as “Creeper” or “Creepazoid,” really makes my day worse whenever he shows up.
When I graduated from college and discovered that there was nothing out there for an English major that I actually wanted to do, I was pretty freaked out. I’d just studied what I was most interested in studying, which was books and English Lit. I didn’t think much about the future. Then, I graduated and realized that I didn’t want to teach. I like to write, but I’ve never felt very confident in my writing. Sometimes I think, I should try to go into publishing. But when I found an insanely cheap apartment that’s actually pretty nice and got a full-time job at the bookstore, I realized this was all exactly what I needed. I’m happy to be around my books all day, and I love introducing customers to books that I think they’ll enjoy. I also adore hearing back from repeat customers once they’ve read things. It happens much more often than I’d imagined. People are quite loyal to their favorite bookstore. The truth is, I love working here.
But Creeper makes it awful whenever he comes in.
He hits on everyone and holds us up talking for far too long. He’s generally awkward and creepy as hell. We all hate him but he hasn’t done anything bad enough to warrant any kind of talking to from Becca, our manager. I wish he would though. I wish he’d do something awful enough that we had to ban him. Every time he comes in, I feel a sense of dread.
I try to lay low now, staying near the back. I generally enjoy shelving more than working the front register, but today I’m especially grateful that I’m in the stacks right now. Maybe I can manage to avoid him.
When I feel two hands on my shoulders, I jump about a mile. Nobody who works here does that, and I pull away and turn, clutching several copies of Swords of Saturn Book 5 to my chest.
It’s Creeper, of course.
“I’m sorry to startle you,” Creeper says. “I wondered if you could help me find a book?”
I take a deep breath and sort of brace myself. I try to assume the best about people and because I have no choice but to deal with this guy, I start to wonder if I’m maybe exaggerating his creep factor. Maybe he’s just one of those socially awkward people who has no idea how he comes off and he doesn’t mean to be bothering us at all. Maybe he thinks he’s being friendly. With hope in my heart that his intentions are better than we’ve given him credit for, I sum up my capacity to withstand cringey behavior and smile at him.
“Sure. What are you looking for?”
The guy makes a point of leaning forward to look at my nametag, “Ah, Victoria,” he says. I could swear I’ve told him my name before, but maybe he’s just trying to be friendly again. “You’ve helped me before.”
“Yes, I definitely have,” I say, laughing a little nervously.
“I’m looking for a book…”
I bite my lip, hoping against hope, that he truly is looking for a book I can help him find and not just here to ogle and make us all uncomfortable. On the other hand, I’m pretty sure he’s staring at my chest.
“I know it has a blue cover!” He says brightly. He grins at me as if we’re old friends and I smile as genuinely as I can manage. Perhaps this will be my good deed for the day.
Just help the guy, a voice in my head says. Be nice.
“Blue cover,” I say, nodding. “Well...it would be good to have more to go on?”
“I believe it’s about a whale…”
“Moby Dick?” I say hopefully.
“No…”
Jesus Christ.
“What’s your favorite book?” He asks. He’s doing that thing where he’s smiling but looking just past me. He reminds me of a skeleton somehow.
“Ah, oh I don’t know. Who can pick just one?” I chuckle and Creeper chuckles with me. For a second there, it does feel normal. “I like ah...fantasy. A lot.”
He keeps me talking for awhile and I make a real sustained effort to figure out what book he’s looking for until he finally gives up and leaves. He stood too close to me the entire time, and his gaze really weirded me out. When it’s done, I decide to take an unscheduled break since I’m not covering the register. I go to the break room in the back and pour myself a cup of coffee, plopping down at the table and angry scrolling Instagram on my phone without actually looking at anything.
I come away from Creeper still unsure if he’s deliberately messing with me or if he doesn’t know any better. Which means that I don’t know if I should feel guilty for kind of hating his guts. Anyway, I tried. He walked away thinking that he’s on good terms with Victoria from Baker Books.
He’ll probably ask for me next time he comes in though. Yikes.
“Are you okay?” That’s Winny popping in. She’s supposed to be covering the front register, but now she’s leaning and looking at me with concern. “Did he do anything?”
“I mean no, not really,” I say, shrugging. “He just…”
“Creeps you out.”
“Yeah, kinda. He held me up for ages.”
“Next time it happens, you can grab me, if you want,” Winny says. “To help? If I’m available. Then it’s two on one. It might get rid of him quicker. And you’d have some support. I’ll keep my eye out for him though if I see him.”
“Oh, thanks Winny,” I say. “That would be great. I’ll keep it in mind.”
“If he never finds the imaginary book he’s always looking for, he might switch to Amazon.”
“From your lips to God’s ears,” I say sighing. Winny heads back and I drink some coffee, just taking a minute before I head back out on the floor.
I’m starting to wonder if I should try a spell to get rid of the Creeper, since following the rules isn’t helping at all. My aunt was a witch, and technically, my mother was too, and I have some experience. It’s more of a hobby than anything, but every once in a while the idea that I might be able to use magic to solve a problem comes to me as an afterthought. It can be pretty useful on occasion. I can’t think of any spells I know off hand that would help, but maybe I’ll consult my books.
Using magic can be dicey. That’s one of the reasons I don’t bust it out very often. But it’s definitely an option.
I feel a little better about having magic as a hypothetical alternative and I start to calm myself down. The rest of the day passes calmly enough. I’m only working until four today. When I finally clock out and wave goodbye to Winny, I’m not thinking of Creeper at all. I go outside and head to my car and the weather is still warm and pleasant out. The parking lot behind Baker Books is small and shared with a couple of other businesses. That means the employees go with street parking, which I’m used to at this point. This area of Pasadena is popular, but it’s not packed enough that I have much trouble finding a space within a few blocks, and being that it’s Southern California, the weather is almost always good for walking. Most of the time, I rather like taking a nice walk around the neighborhood where I work, just blocks from the downtown area of Pasadena.
But today turns out not to be one of those days because the Creeper has decided to follow me.
I see him appear on the first corner east of El Portal Avenue. It’s a quiet street. There’s hardly anyone around. He just seems to pop up from behind a tree a couple of blocks down as I’m walking. I only notice because my earbuds get tangled up and I happen to turn my head and see him way down there behind me.
At first, I don’t think anything of it, even though the sight of him when I didn’t expect to see him really does startle me. So the Creeper is out on the street. He’s allowed to walk around. I don’t assume he’s following me.
Until he starts following me.
He stays back a couple of blocks, but he’s there, hanging around, waiting to see me get in my car. When I start up my car and pull out and get away for a couple of blocks, I think I’m in the clear.
Then I see a red car a little ways behind me and Creeper is driving.
Now I’m starting to get legitimately scared. It might be a coincidence, I think, as I keep driving. But given his previous behavior, I just don’t think it is.
When he follows me all the way to my house and pulls over a block away, I know it’s no mistake. I pretend like nothing is wrong because I’ve never been in this position before. I’m not sure how to handle it. When I get out of my car, I see him pull away again and drive off. Suddenly, I feel like a complete idiot. I should have driven in a beeline as far from my house as possible and tried to lose him. Instead, I led him straight to where I live and the thought is kind of terrifying. I should have known better, but nobody’s ever followed me like that. Not as far as I know.
I feel really rattled for the rest of the night and I hate it. When I’m making dinner, my hands are shaking and that sucks. I don’t deserve to feel like this just because some asshole feels entitled to me. A while back, I bought pepper spray because my best friend, Shea, convinced me I should. I thought it was a little excessive. Pasadena has always felt safe to me. I live near the college where the cheap apartments are, but I’ve never run into real trouble once. Now though, I dig the little pink pepper spray out of my underwear drawer. It takes me a while to find the instructions and give them a quick going over. I don’t want to screw up and spray myself in the eyes.
That night I text Shea and tell her what’s happened. She wants me to call the cops and request a patrol car drive around the block a few times at least, but I keep checking out the window and I don’t see that red car. I probably should take her advice, but for now, I watch Netflix under my blankets. My pepper spray is on my nightstand. I even test how quickly I can grab it a couple of times.
I don’t sleep very well.
    
I consider myself a morning person but when I wake up with my alarm, I feel that sense of dread again. It’s as if Creeper has come home with me and I hate that. It’s bad enough he makes work so unpleasant when he’s around. I try to distract myself with a podcast after I shower and dress. I make myself a microwave omelet and eat quickly before feeding my tuxedo cat, Gus. But I still feel a chill run down my spine as if something bad is happening. I should have researched spells when I got home last night, but I couldn’t even concentrate.
Goddammit, Creeper.
I can’t stop thinking about it, and when I drive to work, I keep looking for him following me. I even skip my usual morning stop at the good coffee place close to work because I’m afraid he’ll somehow show up there. If I can just get to work, I think to myself, I’ll feel safer. Which isn’t even true. I’m really mad at myself now for not researching spells. And I’m mad that he saw where I live.
When I get to work, I find croissants for everyone in the breakroom. That cheers me up a bit. Becca brings pastries sometimes to treat us. She’s married to the owner of the place, and she really knows how to treat her employees. I grab a cheap coffee from the breakroom (it’s not very good, which is why I like to stop on the way to work, but it’s passable) and eat my croissant and talk to Winnie about how the fifth book of Swords of Saturn stacks up to the expectation. We both think it’s building up to a giant climax and that the author may never finish writing it, but we still like it anyway.
By the time, I’m out on the floor, I’ve practically forgotten about Creeper. We’ve just gotten in a huge shipment of contemporary romance, which is my weakness, and it takes me a ridiculously long time to shelve it because I have to look at everything. Every time we get a shipment like this in, I remember how I used to be a snob about reading heady literature. But nowadays, I’ll read just about anything, as long as it catches my interest.
When I’m done shelving the romance section, I have six books put aside to buy later. It’s a good thing my employee discount is so good.
Just before my first break...everything goes sideways.
Creeper shows up again.
I happen to walk out in front near the register just as he walks in and I immediately feel a little afraid. The back of my neck gets hot as a jolt of adrenaline courses through me. That might be a total overreaction, I don’t know. But the guy did follow me home for God’s sake.
He’s holding a coffee from a place called Kitty Coffee which is my coffee joint where I like to stop every morning. He’s giving me that creepy smile, his thick, dark hair sticking out every which way on top of his head. It makes him look like a bit of a mad scientist, especially with his glasses.
“Victoria,” he says, leering as he walks up and stands too close to me. “You didn’t get a chance to stop by Kitty this morning. I know you usually like to get your usual pick-me-up. So I bought you a coffee. Your favorite. Americano with cream and stevia?”
I stare at the cup in his hand like it’s full of poison, and now, I’m so freaked out, I’m shaking.
This is what I get for trying to be nice. I feel like this is always what women get for trying to be nice to creepy dudes. We really should try to be ruder.
The only way this guy could possibly know that I stop by Kitty Coffee every morning is if he’s been following me every morning. Or at least several mornings. But he’s hassled other women here too. For all I know, he’s been following other people as well. The thought of this is just too scary. The guy isn’t just “creepy,” he’s a total stalker.
“I don’t want it,” I say sharply. I spin on my heel and head straight to the breakroom. Even that doesn’t feel particularly safe. If he’s been following me enough to know where I stop for coffee and what I order, that means he doesn’t even understand the very idea of a boundary. The guy is potentially dangerous, and I just don’t want to talk to him anymore.
I decide I’ll barricade myself in here if I have to anyway. Assuming he doesn’t barge back here too. I’m shaky and freaked out. I don’t feel safe, and it’s not fair.
My phone buzzes in my pocket and it’s Becca who’s probably been alerted to something happening though she’s likely upstairs in her office.
Vic, what’s happening? Why don’t you come up here?
I head upstairs. I’m not afraid of being talked to because I escaped to the breakroom again or anything like that, at least. The management here is usually fair, and most people who spend any time on the floor have come across Creeper and also think he’s sketchy as hell.
“Okay, what’s going on?” Becca is the manager. She spends about half her time on the floor and the other half in the office consulting with our buyer or organizing author events. She’s usually straight with me. She’s a no-nonsense sort of person, but a good boss. “Creeper come by again?”
“He followed me home yesterday,” I say calmly. Her office is messy. Her desk is always piled high with papers and catalogs. The walls are plastered with posters for book releases and calendars. She’s always fidgeting with something squishy too. I think she has a lot of nervous energy. “And this morning he bought me a coffee from Kitty because he said I didn’t get a chance to stop there which means he knows I go there, and he saw that I didn’t stop there this morning-”
“Okay,” Becca says quickly, grabbing her phone. “We’re calling the police now.”
“Really?” I say, sighing in relief.
“Yeah, did you call for a patrol car or anything last night?”
“No…”
“You should have,” Becca says. “And you should have told me this morning that he followed you home. That’s way, way over the line for a fucking customer. You shouldn’t feel unsafe here, you know.”
“Yeah,” I say nodding. “Sorry.”
“Hey, it’s okay,” Becca says, rubbing my shoulder for a second. “This must be very frightening.”
“It’s totally freaking me out,” I mutter.
“We’re gonna ban him from the store,” Becca says, and then starts talking into the phone. She hands me a soda from her little office fridge and directs me to sit down while she talks to the cops, and I feel a little better. At least, I feel like something is being done about this. Although, now I’m annoyed with myself for not requesting a drive-by from the cops last night. Just in case.
The cops come down and take my statement, and it’s all so anticlimactic, I want to cry. Apparently, Creeper hasn’t done enough to merit much action on the cops’ part. They advise me to record and take note of any further harassing behavior in case I need a restraining order and tell me to call them again if he makes any threats or worse. They inform me that I can request a black and white to drive by if I feel unsafe at home. But that’s about it. I don’t know what I expected, but I feel frustrated when they leave.
Becca tells me I can go home if I need to, but I know if I do that, I’ll just be crazy by myself for the rest of the night. I’m more tempted to ask for a few extra hours. Even if Creeper comes back and Becca has to kick him out, I’d rather be around people than alone at home. Becca holds a quick meeting to advise everyone that Creeper is now banned and if he shows up, they should call her to come down and deal with it. She pulls his photo from a surveillance camera, prints it out, and puts the banned sign behind the registers. I hate that his picture is back there but it’s necessary. I just try not to look at it.
Then, Becca tries to cheer us all up. She puts 80’s pop on the speakers that usually play classical music or jazz, and we bop around the store to Tears for Fears playing just softly enough not to annoy people who are trying to browse books.
The kicker is when shy old Dale, a grizzled old-timer of the bookstore circuit who has long gray hair tied in a ponytail and little Harry Potter glasses, beckons me into the back room. Dale doesn’t say a word (he really is quite shy) but he pulls a little airplane bottle of whiskey out of his pocket and hands it to me and pats me on the shoulder.
I think that’s it, but then he clears his throat and softly says, “To take the edge off.”
What a sweetheart. It’s not exactly professional, I guess, but given the circumstances, I don’t feel too bad when I drain that little airplane bottle. It burns going down and even makes me shiver for a minute. I wash it down with a long swallow of coffee, and thanks to Dale, I go back about my day feeling a little better.





VICTORIA
When I get off work, I feel a little better but just as paranoid. It’s still light out, but Becca sends Dale to escort me to my car anyway just to be on the safe side. When I thank Dale again for the whiskey, he just nods without a word. I can’t imagine Dale ever hurting a fly, but he is quite tall and broad enough to look like a potential threat. He’s an older guy, but he’s very fit. He runs marathons. He looks like he could do a little damage anyway, and that’s good enough for me.
I don’t drive directly home this time. I drive a weird route to nowhere before taking an equally strange route home. Finally, I call Shea and talk to her on speaker almost the whole time. Shea is almost as freaked out by what happened as I am. She’s also pissed that the cops didn’t do more. I’m just happy to have her voice in my ear while I’m so nervous. She offers to let me stay at her place but I’m actually planning on doing some serious research into spells tonight. I don’t want to have to feel helpless. I’d like to at least make an effort at protecting myself.
I like to think of myself as fairly independent. But I have to admit, when I’m dealing with real shit like this, I wish I had someone around to do some of the protecting for me.
I pick up some take-out on the way home. I grab myself some Pad Thai from my favorite Thai place and some shrimp cakes just because. I figure if I’m going to be freaked out and stalked and feeling totally paranoid, I might as well have some shrimp cakes to soften the blow.
That evening, I eat and watch some of The Good Place before diving into research mode. I dig out all my old spell books, even the ones that I’m assuming won’t be useful, because you never know. I try listening to a true crime podcast while I page through the books, and it makes the process a little more fun and entertaining, though I make sure I’m not listening to any stories about stalkers.
I need something that will ward off suspicious men and definitely something else just for protection in general. I haven’t done a spell this intense in a good while. I usually do little things. The last time I had my performance review, I performed a spell for good luck. I ended up getting double the raise I thought I was going to get. When I did my taxes this year, I did a spell for financial ingenuity and ended up getting a good refund I wasn’t expecting. But those were more general, mild spells. You can buy those for yourself pretty cheap at any magic shop. And I only did them on a whim. I thought they couldn’t hurt and they were worth a shot. But this is serious. I want a hardcore, high-octane spell...so to speak. And that will take a little more skill. I’ll just have to be careful not to screw it up. God knows the potential consequences of seriously fucking up a magic spell.
I finally stumble upon exactly what I’m looking for in an old spell book of my mother’s while munching on my shrimp cakes. It’s A Spell to Repel Lascivious Men. The name seems a little goofy to me but in my experience, spells often have goofy names. But the description makes much more sense. The spell was often used by maidens to rid themselves of men who pestered them night and day when they had no interest. It’s for suspicious men. It’s for creepy men.
It’s perfect!
It’s also...massively complicated. I have all the ingredients at least. But some of them needed to be added in at very exact measurements while reciting an incantation in Latin at exactly the right time. And it needs to sit for a precise amount of time before other ingredients can be added.
Worse than all that though, is that once it’s all mixed, it’s done. For most spells I’ve done before, there are a few incantations at the end. Meaning that if you do the bulk of the spell and then figure out that you’ve messed up the ingredients, the spell won’t “take” until the last incantations. But this spell has a lot of the incantations front-loaded. So if I screw up the ingredients at the end, I’m...screwed.
I’ll just have to be very careful then.
I eat a late snack before I brew my spell. It’s around midnight and I usually go to bed earlier, but I guess I’ll just be a little groggy at work. I’m definitely stopping at Kitty this time. I’ll just have to get something large and with an extra shot of espresso. It’s worth it if this spell turns out to be at all effective. I measure out all my herbs as carefully as possible as I nibble on some trail mix. I read the spell about ten times and practice the Latin recitations over and over out loud. Gus thinks I’m talking to him as he paces on top of my books and whips his big, fluffy tail in my face.
“Laugh now, Gus,” I say, sighing. “But I don’t have any better ideas.” I glare at my cat who stares blankly back at me. “Do you?”
“Meow,” Gus says.
“Yeah, I thought so.”
When I finally feel ready, I drag all my stuff downstairs. I used to brew in my apartment but then I had a couple...mishaps. One of these so-called mishaps involved a giant scorch mark on my kitchen wall that was expensive to repaint. Instead, I’ve found a nice and hidden little corner of the basement of the building far enough away from the boiler where nobody ever goes. That’s where I keep my hot plate and my cauldron. I also like brewing while sitting on a floor over standing up somehow. I don’t know why. I just feel more comfortable.
I don’t listen to anything as I work now, wanting to fully concentrate. It’s a little bit eerie in that dark basement, but I focus on each ingredient and incantation. I use a timer to make sure I’m timing the rest periods between ingredients correctly. When I’m near the end, my heart starts to race. All my incantations have been perfect. I just need to add the last few herbs and I’m home free. I grab for the pre-measured St. John’s Wort and pour it in. I’m already watching the herb swirl in the bubbling brew when I realize...it’s not St. John’s Wort.
I have no idea where this bottle even came from. I must have grabbed it along with everything else when I put all my ingredients in the box to bring down to the basement. The cauldron is bubbling and the brew is turning green...which it is not supposed to do. It’s supposed to be lavender. When I look at the label, I see it’s an old herb I picked up over a decade ago. It’s sorrel with some kind of powdered crystal in it. I can’t even see what type of crystal I wrote on the label because the ink has blurred and I certainly don’t remember now.
Shit.
I try not to panic too much, but it’s not easy. The brew is done. Whatever this particular combination does, it’s going to do it. If I can figure out what exactly I did, maybe I can find some kind of counteracting brew. But since I don’t even know what crystal I threw in, it’s not going to be easy.
It’s a good thing my best friend is also a witch.
First, I take the cauldron out to the drain in the driveway outside and pour it out. Once the brew is finished, it’s useless. I take the empty cauldron in the kitchen to be scoured, and then I go back downstairs and gather up all my things. I’m trying to remain calm. Maybe...this isn’t so bad. Maybe I’ve accidentally brewed up something totally harmless. Who knows?
But Shea doesn’t seem to think so.
“Holy shit,” Shea says on the phone. “Holy shit. I remember what crystal was in the sorrel. It was lodalite. That’s not good.”
“Why isn’t that good?” I say darkly, as I scrub at the cauldron with clean steel wool.
Proper cauldron scouring is very important.
“It’s very potent,” Shea says. “Whatever you did accidentally with the sorrel, the lodalite will kick it up several notches. I just...don’t know what the sorrel will do. I’d have to research it. How do you not remember that lodalite? We used that and the sorrel for a potion to give us good grades on midterms once.”
“Oh yeah,” I mutter, as it all comes back to me. We’d been worried about our Philosophy in Literary Fiction Class. “I got a C on that midterm. I don’t think it worked that time.”
“It didn’t,” Shea says. “But that doesn’t mean the lodalite is bad. You better hope that combination doesn’t do anything freaky.”
“Great,” I say, sighing heavily. “This is just what I need.”





VICTORIA
T  hat night, I have a nightmare that monsters are chasing me. It feels like a kid’s kind of nightmare. I dream of faceless, growling, slimy monsters who all want to catch and eat me, and I’m just running, running, running in the darkness. It’s a silly type of dream except that it feels all too real. I wake up sweaty in my bed and then the memory of everything from last night and everything I have to fear from Creeper comes rushing back. I have a terrible feeling about that spell. I just hope I’m wrong.
It’s even affecting how I’m dressing. I wear a loose fitting plaid camp shirt and an old pair of ripped jeans to work because I don’t want to wear anything even in the ballpark of sexy. I put my hair up in a messy ponytail. I feed Gus, grab a Pop Tart for breakfast, and head off to Kitty for coffee, making sure I’ve got my pepper spray in my pocket just in case. I find myself even more paranoid on the drive over though, and the intensity of it almost makes the coffee not worth it. I wonder if I should even be drinking coffee in the state I’m in. But I get my Americano with the extra shot of espresso anyway.
A few blocks from work, I spot Creeper’s car and I take a long deep breath, but I’ve already started to shake. It’s not even outright fear so much as the jolt of adrenaline itself.
I can’t believe he’s getting away with scaring me like this. It’s seriously pissing me off. I don’t deserve this at all.
I park so quickly, I almost hit another car. Then I grab my coffee and my purse and all but run to the doors of Baker Books just as Becca is opening up. I can practically feel Creeper behind me. He’s got to be a block away and yet I feel as if he’s breathing down my damn neck.
“Creeper’s coming,” I say to Becca as she lets me in. I see her scowl out the glass doors in his direction.
“Goddamn asshole!” Becca says. “Okay, honey. Don’t worry. I’ll head him off. He’s not allowed in here. We’ll call the cops if he refuses to leave. It’s gonna be okay.”
I have a hard time finding her words convincing.
I’m supposed to be working the registers today which means I’m near the door and he can see me when he comes striding up like everything is just peachy. It also means I can hear their conversation.
“Sir, unfortunately, we can no longer allow you inside,” I hear Becca saying in low tones to Creeper. “Your behavior toward one of our booksellers has made her very uncomfortable and I have to agree that we cannot let you come in. If you don’t leave the premises, we’re going to have to call the cops.”
Creeper seems flabbergasted. “I don’t understand this at all,” he says, sounding so indignant. “I have an excellent rapport with everyone who works here-”
“I’m sorry, sir. This is not up for debate.” I glance in their direction. Becca is kind of blocking the door. I see Dale and Winny come over from the back, crossing their arms like they’re back-up. I find myself very grateful that they’re around too. “You need to leave our employees alone and you especially need to stop following them.” Becca isn’t a small woman. She’s a little shorter than Creeper, but she can be imposing. He’s not getting by her, I know that.
“Well, you can tell Victoria that she’s going to regret this!” Creeper says. My face feels hot. Creeper has never been truly threatening before and he could be all talk, but if he’s actually following me sometimes, I just don’t think so. There’s no telling what he might do.
“Get out!” Becca finally thunders at him.
Creeper stops trying to come in. But what he does do is just as bad. He goes to the sidewalk, right outside the line of what’s considered to be our property, and just stands there. His objectively handsome but narrow face now seems weirdly sharp. His nose is too long and pointy, and his chin seems like it’s been stretched out unnaturally. His hair is a messy mop on top of his head. It seems a bit affected like he’s brushed it to look that way; “artfully mussed.” He can’t be more than thirty-five. If you met him on the street, you might be taken in. He doesn’t look like a total weirdo right away. It’s only now after all his frightening behavior that I see him for what he really is. He’s ugly as sin. He stands there outside and just stares at me through the window.
But this time, I won’t be cowed. I don’t go hide in the back. I’m aware of him every second, but I keep working. I stand up straight, wearing a glower on my face, and keep myself busy straightening up all the items we sell by the registers and wiping down the counters with Lysol wipes. Becca hangs around on the floor for a while to make sure things are okay, and Creeper doesn’t try to come in. Eventually, customers start arriving. It turns out to be a fairly busy day, which is a huge relief. I need something to keep my mind occupied.
I recommend a bunch of books to some college students who have just read Murakami for the first time. I talk about my favorite new contemporary romances with a couple of women who giggle like they’re holding hardcore porn in their hands instead of the traditionally published and not very explicit novels. I sell three book lights to a group of teenagers going on a read-a-thon camping trip.
Then three men hit on me. This happens to me from time to time like anyone else. I don’t think much of it. Except that they’re creepier than usual. They’re almost as creepy as Creeper. They come one after the other just when I’ve finished helping other customers. They stand at the counter, staring at the vague swell of my breasts under the camp shirt I wore specifically because it didn’t look at all sexy. They lean on the counter and smile lasciviously. Each of them asks me a bunch of questions.
I’m not wearing makeup, my hair is in a messy ponytail, and I’m sleep deprived. There’s no way I don’t look pretty shitty today. But of course, that doesn’t really matter when men like these decide they want something from you.
On the upside, I really don’t give a shit anymore about being polite to gross customers and creepy men. I glare and shut them down and ask pointedly if they need help finding a book. Eventually, they go away. But it’s really bothering me.
“I’m a stalker magnet,” I say to Winny. I feel as if everyone has been taking pity on me, but I’ve decided there are worse things. Winny treats me to a sandwich from the deli down the street for lunch. We’re eating in the breakroom because I didn’t want to go outside and risk seeing him.
“I’m sorry, sweetie,” Winny says, sighing. “It’s awful.”
I rant and rave and bitch about the three gross men and Creeper standing outside staring. Winny is sympathetic, and then I ask her about her kid because I need to talk about something else.
And besides that, I feel like I know why more men are after me.
It’s that goddamn spell.
Whatever the sorrel and lodalite did, it was bad. I have to think it’s why the worst kind of men are chasing me like I’m the top prize in a scavenger hunt.
Then I start getting calls. At first, it’s just some hangups. I never answer my phone if I don’t recognize the number, and a lot of times I like to google unfamiliar numbers and check if they’re spam. When I google these numbers, nothing comes up at all.
Then I start getting voicemails. This happens an hour after lunch. Heavy breathing. Five calls. All from different numbers.
The dick pics start coming in around three.
This is getting insane.
When it’s time for me to go home, guess who’s still outside?
I feel like the walls are closing in. I feel like I’m absolutely losing control over my entire life.
“I’m calling the cops again,” I say flatly to Becca when she comes to the register to relieve me. I’m on the verge of tears, but I’m trying to contain myself. I’m even blaming myself for having screwed up that stupid spell. But the truth is, only very powerful witches and warlocks can make a person do something against their will via a spell. Spells and potions don’t just erase inhibitions. That means all these creepy goddamn men want to be doing what they’re doing. So I really shouldn’t be blaming myself at all. But...I still am. It’s hard not to. “This has been the worst day,” I say shakily. I shut off my phone because I couldn’t take it anymore. I just don’t know what to do.”
“Okay.” Becca nods, sympathetic. As she pats my arm, she seems almost hesitant. Like she’s afraid to touch me. “You want to come up to my office again? Let’s get you another one of those airplane bottles from Dale he thinks I don’t know about, and we’ll go upstairs and call the police. Okay, honey?”
“Thanks,” I say, clearing my throat. I’m teary and I’m pretending not to be.
Up in Becca’s office, I plop down in the chair across from her desk and sip the whiskey from Dale. He gave me two bottles this time. I make a mental note to bring him a treat to thank him. I know he likes snickerdoodle cookies a lot. Sighing deeply, I lean on my hand. I drink and watch Becca who’s hunched over her desk, gripping her phone with white knuckles as she talks to the cops. She goes back and forth with them for ten minutes. Finally, she sighs in relief and tosses me a thumb’s up.
“They say since he threatened you this time, they’re going to take it more seriously,” Becca says. “Only they used more words than that.” Then I see her take an airplane bottle of vodka out of her desk and toss me a wink before she chugs it. “I swear to God. Takes so much pushing to get a goddamn thing done in this world.”
“Well, I really appreciate it,” I say, feeling a bit buzzed from the whiskey. I have a little tin of mints in my pocket and I take a couple out now, chewing them quickly. I don’t want the cops to think I must not know what I’m talking about because I’m drunk at work in the middle of the afternoon.
“And men wonder why we bitch about them all the time,” Becca says, shaking her head. “With guys like these around.”
“I know there are good ones out there,” I say idly. “Just haven’t met one in a while. I mean Dale seems nice but-”
“Dale’s gay,” Becca says, laughing. “Ah well. There ya go.”
We head back downstairs because Becca is actually supposed to be covering a register right now. I’m off work, but now I’m waiting for the cops, so I grab one of the books I’ve purchased in the last couple of days and pass the time reading in the breakroom. Quickly, I realize I’m feeling too buzzed to concentrate on reading, so I pull out my phone instead. In the time it took for Becca to convince the cops to come down, I’ve received three different dick pics from total strangers. I block the numbers, but I save the texts figuring all this is more evidence for the cops. I’m not sure what it’s evidence for exactly. I don’t think it’s Creeper sending those pictures. I think it’s different men. And I think it’s because of that screwed up spell. But then, I don’t have to tell the cops that. I’ll just report that I’ve gotten harassing calls and texts and let them use it as part of their investigation into Creeper. I figure it can’t hurt.
If I tell them this is happening because I’m a witch who screwed up a magic spell, they’re going to think I’m out of my mind.
A few minutes later, Becca pops her head in and says, “The cops are here. Creeper bolted as soon as he saw them.”
I get up, stretch, and go out to talk to the cops. I see them from the back, waiting by the register. They’re two tall, super fit looking guys in street cop uniforms from the Pasadena Police Department. One is blonde. The other is a brunette. They’re both quite...well-formed from the back.
To say that I’ve been in no mood at all to think about a guy sexually in the last few days is a gross understatement. If anything, I just wish they’d all go away. But when the two men turn around I make a ridiculous little chirping sound of surprise in my throat.
They’re both drop dead gorgeous.
I quickly wipe all thought of anything sexual from my mind. It’s not as if I don’t know that looks can be deceiving. I thought Creeper was good looking too, and he turned out to be gross. And a couple of those guys who were hasseling me at the register earlier weren’t bad to look at either. All of them were just awful. Of course, I would hope that the cops who are supposed to be here to help me are good guys who are actually on my side. But I’m not going to make assumptions. I’ve come across cops I didn’t think much of before. And there are plenty of dirty ones or just bad ones out there.
The brunette, who wears his hair buzzed high and tight, and who has a jaw sharp enough to cut glass, sticks his hand out and I shake it, smiling tightly. He’s Asian American and I don’t know enough to guess his exact ethnicity, but I do know his dark eyes are pretty. His smile reveals straight white teeth as he shakes my hand. “Officer Ian Love,” he says. “Nice to meet you. I hope we can help you today.”
Oh my God. Did he just say, “Officer In Love”? I shake the thought from my mind before I answer him.
“Um, me too,” I say, feeling a little flustered.
The other cop is white and has sandy blonde hair that seems too long for a cop. He’s tan and has bright hazel eyes. He looks like a surfer dressed in a cop costume, and he grins like one too, with bright pink lips. “Officer Mitch Love,” he says as he shakes my hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“Are...are you brothers?” I ask them.
“Not exactly,” Ian says, chuckling. “Long story. But let’s talk about your story right now, huh?”
I take a deep breath and say, “Okay.”





IAN
L ast week, I turned one hundred and fifty years old. I know. I look good for my age. I’ve looked “good for my age” since I was about twenty-seven. I have a special little tonic that’s been passed down from fox shifter clan to fox shifter clan to thank for that. We take it once a year and it lengthens our life span. The only trick is to keep it away from humans, generally. The longer they live, the more trouble they end up causing for the most part. Anyway, twenty-seven is about when I stopped aging, just like the other three men in my pack who I call brothers. I say “call” because we aren’t technically brothers. We aren’t in any way related. We’re just four fox shifters in a leash. All four of us have been in the same leash or clan since we found each other as teenagers. But that was back in San Francisco, a long long time ago. Since then, we’ve lived in a few different places all around the world, Mitch, Darren, Brendan, and I. We’ve shared our lives, shared foods, shared beds– shared just about everything. We’ve relied on each other so much, there’s not much that could surprise us about each other anymore.
That’s what I’m thinking about as I rest my arm on the open window of the cruiser as Mitch drives us around Pasadena. It’s difficult to turn one hundred and fifty and not get a little reflective. But it’s easy to take things for granted after such a long time sharing your life with three other people. And I don’t want to ever say I take my friends for granted. So I like to think about that from time to time. I like to remember how lucky I am to have these men by my side and in my life.
“What’s on your mind, Ian?” Mitch says, raising his eyebrows as we cruise down Lake Avenue.
“I was thinking about how I kicked your ass at the range yesterday,” I say, grinning smugly at him.
Of course...they don’t need to know every detail of my thoughts either. And if I love anything in this world, it’s teasing Mitch Love.
“Luck,” Mitch says, shaking his head. “Pure luck. You know I’m a better marksman. Just keep being cocky, big man. Your time will come.”
“Uh huh.” I click my tongue at him and tap my fingers on the car door as my arm hangs out the window. “You just keep tellin’ yourself that.”
Mitch looks visibly annoyed even as his eyes are trained out the front window. But I know him well. He’s about to fight a smile. Sure enough, I see the corners of his lips turn up even as he shakes his head.
“Son of a bitch,” he mutters. I cackle with laughter at that.
Before we came to Pasadena, California a few years ago, the four of us fox shifters were living it up on the French Riviera having come into some money. The thing is, we’ve lived so long and with enough energy, youth, and general fascination with the world, that we’ve lived a few different lives together. We’ve lived in the underground of the magical world, sniffing out asshole wizards, soul-suckers, and other nefarious types and taken them down just because nobody else was doing it at the time. We did that for decades while making our way across Europe. That was a while back. After that, we lived in New York for a while and ran a theater on Broadway. We do something for a while and then we get bored and try something else. We tend to have a pattern of doing something that helps the world for a while, and then follow it up by trying something else for fun. Well, we had a lot of fun in Nice, so now it’s time to be serious again. We came back to America, scrubbed our names up once again so everyone would think we were just four regular guys from the suburbs and became cops. It was a different kind of choice for us. But we figured the world needed some good cops. We also chose Pasadena because we found ourselves missing California. It’s a nice area and a little out of the way of the hubbub of Hollywood. The weather is nearly always sunny and pleasant, except when it’s brutal in the dead of summer. We have a nice house in South Pasadena and we’re really enjoying our new lives. We also have more downtime than we’ve had in a long time. That just leads to more opportunity to be competitive. And we’re plenty competitive.
“We’re going again,” Mitch says now, tapping the steering wheel. “And I’m gonna beat your ass.”
“Okay, sure,” I say, shrugging casually. “Whatever gets you through the night.”
Mich scoffs at me. This is our usual dynamic though. We’ve always been the most competitive duo since the day we met as young fox cubs and started wrestling in the woods up by Big Sur. But nobody’s ever really won and nobody’s ever really lost. That’s just how it is between us.
Maybe, it’s because I’m the alpha.
“Such a dick,” Mitch says, shaking his head.
“That’s ‘alpha’ dick to you,” I say, smirking as I tap the car door again.
There’s always an alpha; a guy in charge of the pack who leads in battle and has the final say on the pack’s next move. It usually means you’re the most powerful and the toughest. That’s me. I’ve been told by other alphas I don’t seem like a typical alpha. I think that’s because I don’t feel the need to swing my big dick around. In my mind, if you have to tell people you’re tough all the time, how tough are you really?
“Just keep your eyes peeled for trouble, will ya?” Mitch snarks.
I’m keeping my eyes peeled alright, just like I always do. Except that we’re on patrol in downtown Pasadena in the middle of a weekday, and the place isn’t exactly a hotbed of crime. It’s mostly business-y looking people walking from their office to have lunch in some fancy restaurant or go to the gym or the bank. At California Boulevard, Mitch almost changes lanes to go right and then ends up turning left.
“What was that?” I say, chuckling.
“I don’t know…,” he replies, trailing off. Mitch squints as he turns left again at the next side street, heading back to Colorado Boulevard where we started. “I have a weird feeling. Do you have a weird feeling?”
I search my feelings for something weird. I sniff the air and try to sense the world around me. My fox perks up.
I do feel weird.
But I also feel as if we’re somehow headed in the right direction.
“What do you think it is?” Mitch says.
“I don’t know,” I say slowly. “I feel magic coming… I just know that somebody needs us.”
Just then the CB radio buzzes, and I grab the receiver.
“Two-Adam-ten, two-Adam-ten…”
“Go ahead,” I say, into the receiver.
“Ten-seventeen at Baker Books. Six hundred Colorado…”
Funny, that’s exactly the direction we’re headed because of our mutual “weird feelings.”
“Ten-four,” I say into the radio.
It’s not a siren type of call and the ride is short anyway. We park right in front of the store, and I get that strange feeling again but more intensely. It’s not just that somebody needs our help, it’s that I feel as if something very important is about to happen. Just as we pull in, I spot a tall guy with messy black hair who was previously standing on the sidewalk in front of the store, start to jog down the sidewalk. It sets every sense aflame, but he’s gone too quick to make anything of it. I just have a bad feeling about the guy.
It’s funny, but when we walk in, I don’t have to ask who we’re talking to. I see her right away, and I just know. The manager, Becca, greets us. She’s not the complainant though, and I already know that. I know the complainant as soon as she walks around a shelf, and I see her for the first time. I never get instinctual feelings that small unless I’m up against an enemy or I’m shifted. But the girl in a loose plaid shirt, rubbing her eyes and looking tired as she nevertheless smiles softly and reaches out to shake my hand, is important. I feel strongly drawn to her and at the same time as if I’ve met her before. But I try not to give anything away.
“Officer Ian Love,” I say to her. “Nice to meet you. I hope we can help you today.”
With some help from her manager, Victoria tells us about the asshole who won’t leave her alone. When they show us a picture pulled from a surveillance camera, I realize it’s the guy I saw run off outside.
Dammit.
She’s also been getting all kinds of harassing phone calls, texts, dick pics, and hangups. The poor girl’s been through the gamut. I try especially hard not to give off any creepy vibes despite my “weird feeling” and the sensation I have of being so drawn to her. It’s certainly the last thing she needs.
The thing is, I can’t even say it’s because she’s so hot or anything. Not that she’s unattractive. I can tell she has a pretty face. But she looks like she hasn’t slept in a while. She looks a bit pale and disheveled. The point is, it’s not like I walked in and saw the most beautiful girl in the world or something. This is just a girl. Why would I feel this way around her?
Nothing special happens between us as we take Victoria’s statement. We promise to keep an eye on the store and scare off her stalker if he comes back. We also arrange to have a patrol car drive around her building a few times that night, and we tell her we’ll be checking our book to see if the guy’s face is on any warrants.
“Wait, I think I can find his name.” Becca snaps her fingers and goes to the registers. “He usually pays cash but he held up one of our other cashier’s once signing up for our charitable contribution program. This was just two weeks ago, let me see if I can find the sign-ups…”
After a bit of searching, she pulls his name. Derek Hardhum. Given all the harassment Victoria has endured, it’s safe to assume that Hardhum is also sending the unwanted messages. Sometimes it’s hard to prosecute harassment, and I’m no lawyer, but she might be able to get herself a restraining order. In the meantime, we’ll look out for her at least.
I tell myself it’s just the seriousness with which I take the job that explains how strongly I feel about protecting this Victoria. I have to tell myself that. Because nothing else makes any damn sense.
When we finish up, we find ourselves hitting our break time. Which is enough of an excuse that I tell Mitch I want to browse the books a bit. Victoria goes home and we send a cruiser to patrol her place. That’s always something that makes people feel better. Truthfully, it’s not as if we can stakeout every block where somebody feels like there’s going to be trouble. We just don’t have the manpower. But if you send a cruiser over to drive around the block a few times, people appreciate it.
“Are you pretending you like to read, Ian?” Mitch says as I browse the biography sections.
I thwack his shoulder with a copy of a biography on FDR. “Shut the hell up. I read plenty.”
“What’s the last book you read?” Mitch asks, leaning on the shelf beside me.
“I don’t know...I think it was The Great Gatsby?”
“Oh sure, you read that when it came out, right?” Mitch says, smug as ever. “1925?”
“Ass!” I thwack his head with the book, messing up his hair. He chuckles. “Seriously though, did you feel like… With that girl…?”
“Did I feel like she’s super important to me and I have no idea why and am I intensely attracted to her?” Mitch says without missing a beat. “Yeah, I sure did and I sure am. Weird as fuck. You too?”
“Yeah…” I shake my head. “There’s something at work there. I think she’s a witch too.”
“Definitely. Smelled magic on her like too much perfume.”
“Right.” I nod gravely. “I feel like I want her to meet Darren and Bren. Just...in case it comes up. See if they feel that way too. Feelings like that don’t just happen every day for me.”
“Long as we can keep her safe,” Mitch says, shrugging. “I’m happy.”
“You’re happy if you get sweet and sour sauce with your egg rolls,” I say wryly.
“Hey, man. Sometimes they forget!”
“C’mon. Enough jawing,” I say, motioning to the door. “If we hurry we can grab some coffee at Kitty before break is over.”
The rest of the day passes like any other. We get a couple of civil disturbance calls and one from a guy who just seems to be having a “bad day” and thinks aliens have crash-landed in his backyard. We get a lot of calls like that. They always put me in kind of a sad mood. Sometimes I take things too much to heart. Empathetic, I guess. I’ve found that my sense of empathy only gets deeper the older I get too. When I see somebody in pain, I truly want to help them. It’s frustrating when I can’t.
That makes me think of Victoria again.
It’s inordinately difficult to get rid of “creepy” men who are obviously harassing women and freaking them out. But being as old as I am, and having seen as much of the world as I have, I really don’t have a problem going beyond the law if necessary.
Which is to say that this Derek “Creeper” Hardhum better watch his ass.
Foxes like us can pack a pretty mean bite.





VICTORIA
I  do not know what the hell is wrong with me.
There is no way I should have been so flustered around a couple of hot guys after the last couple of days and all the awfulness from men that I’ve been dealing with. My inclination is to swear them off altogether. But...but damn. Ian and Mitch are pretty scalding hot. They’re so hot, I was mad at myself for dressing down today, all messy with my stupid old camp shirt while the two of them look like they just stepped out of an action movie.
It’s the arms, I swear to God. I’ve never been into cops as a fetish or anything, but put a nice pair of biceps inside a cop uniform? Those tight black sleeves cutting right across the upper arm? Muscles bulging? Yes, please.
They were also very sweet and nice as they spoke to me. They seemed to understand how freaked out I must be, and that helped a lot. They even seemed to be a bit funny. Ian winked at me and said he would personally look out for my safety because Mitch was a lightweight. And then Mitch rolled his eyes and ribbed him back. I get the sense that the two of them are very close, even if they’re not brothers. They must share some kind of relation though, sharing the same last name and all. I can’t help my curiosity. I also can’t help but wonder if I’ll be seeing them again. In a way, I really don’t want to. Because that means Creeper is bothering me again. But...I wouldn’t mind running into them on the street, that’s for sure. Preferably when I’ve had a chance to do my hair and put on my face a little bit. And maybe wear something more fetching than a camp shirt.
I’m not even sure which one of them I’d pick if given the option.
That night after work, I have my hackles up like usual. Or at least for what’s starting to feel like usual. Creeper seems to have disappeared since he saw the cops coming. But I fully expect him to show up again. I’ve got pepper spray on my keychain for just such an occasion.
But I don’t see his car and I don’t see him and I feel a little better when I get home, having just come from the cops. My phone seems to have calmed down but every time it buzzes only for it to end up being Shea or somebody else, I feel a sense of panic. God knows when that’s going to go away.
I cuddle up on the couch with my laptop, a bowl of pasta, and an old movie on the TV. When I go to check my email, I immediately regret it.
Big mistake, apparently.
All those gross guys who have been sending me texts and calling me? Well, now they’re in my email. There are about twenty emails in my inbox. When I check my spam folder, I find more. They’re all vulgar and they’re also threatening, more so than the phone calls have been. I feel like it’s some combination of Creeper and the spell. I’m starting to wonder if Derek Hardhum has some magic ability himself. That’s assuming it’s possible to “smell” the magic on people, but it’s not something I’ve ever been able to do myself. For all I know, the guy is a total Voldemort.
It’s even worse when I check my social media. My Instagram and Facebook have been hacked, and somebody’s posting the most disgusting stuff that’s definitely about to get me kicked off my accounts. A few of my friends seem to realize that it’s obviously a hack and are posting angry comments directed at the perpetrator. My poor Aunt Stella, however, has no idea, and I’ve apparently shocked her. She’s talking about calling my parents to see what’s become of me. Before things can get out of hand, I send my parents a message to let them know that I’ve just been hacked and apologize for the gross posts, but everything is fine. Even though everything really isn’t fine at all.
Thanks a lot for the benefit of the doubt though, Aunt Stella.
It’s all so absurd that it would also be funny except that it’s absolutely terrifying and I can’t stop the tears that come as I shut my laptop and set my food aside, sinking my head into my hands. I can tell the cops about this, sure, but it feels as though it’s just going to keep happening. It’s like my entire life is spiraling out of control all because one gross dude thinks he’s entitled to a shot at me.
I’m so upset, I can’t stop crying. Even my cat seems overly concerned. I get up and go to the bathroom to take a hot shower and I cry the entire time. It’s as if my tear ducts are disconnected from my body. Even as I’m thinking about what I need to do next, the tears keep flowing. Officer Ian (I can’t call them both Officer Love, it would just be confusing) gave me a card for his work number if I had any concerns or updates on information. I guess I should call them and tell them about the internet shit. And I have to call Shea because this is out of control and I think it has something to do with that spell. I need to figure out how to reverse it.
I call Shea first and she’s so worried about me, I start to worry about her.
“I’m coming over there,” Shea announces. “We’re going to figure out that fucking spell and then I’m sleeping on your couch.”
There’s no use arguing with her, and I really don’t want to. When Shea makes up her mind to do something, it’s as good as done.
All I can say is, “Thank you.”
Then, I call the number for Officer Ian. He doesn’t pick up, but I’m able to leave a voicemail. It’s a terrible voicemail. The entire time I’m talking, I just keep picturing those flaming hotties in their tight little uniforms and the way their asses looked in those pants. Indecent is what it is. And thank God for indecency.
It’s crazy to me that I’m even thinking of them this way now. But I would climb them both like trees if I could, and then I’d remove those uniforms with my teeth.
“I can’t believe you’re this horny after all this shit,” Shea says later in disbelief.
We’ve each had some drinks and we’re sprawled on the couch. We poured over my spell books, her spell books, and the internet for hours. We couldn’t find anything about what spell I had accidentally brewed, much less how to reverse it. The closest we came to any kind of epiphany was finding out that sorrel can often reverse repulsion spells. Which pretty much explains some of this bullshit. The thing is, I don’t know how to reverse the repulsion or...re-reverse it, I guess. There are herbs for reversals, but you have to use specific kinds for specific things and...it’s complicated.
Aunt Stella is the one who trained me to be a witch in the first place and she knows more than me. But she tends to go overboard sometimes. I’m a little afraid that if I tell her what’s going on, she will hex all of Pasadena as a solution. She’s also horribly annoying. She’s likely to try to move in with me as a form of “protection.” No thank you.
“I’m not horny,” I say, taking another sip of my margarita. “But you didn’t see them. I’m not even into cops, but holy shitballs. So hot.” I groan and slap my forehead. “I can’t believe I looked like such a dumpster fire when they showed up.”
“I’m sure you didn’t look like a dumpster fire,” Shea says, patting my arm.
Easy for Shea to say. Shea is thin and petite and also looks fashionable all the time. She has a sleek bob of black hair. Despite her witchy ways, she works in a bank. Her nails are always perfect and painted blood red. Her winged eyeliner is sharp enough to kill a man. I’ll never be as put together as Shea.
“You’re totally ridiculous,” Shea says, sloshing her drink. “You weren’t supposed to be picking up guys. Why would you want to, right now?”
“No, I know,” I say, my mouth twisting up because I’m just a little bit drunk. “I didn’t want to pick them up...I want to have my way with them and, ya know, make them pleasure me until none of us can stand. And have them follow my every order.” I grin, wiggling my eyebrows, and Shea cackles at me.
“Holy shit, you know what you want, I guess,” Shea says. “I mean that makes sense. Like you want to be in control and in charge because these other gross guys are harassing you and making you miserable…”
“Okay, okay,” I say, before draining the rest of my drink. “I don’t need the whole psychoanalysis thing, Dr. Shea.”
“I mean it’s pretty easy to figure out,” Shea says dryly.
“Shut up. Besides, you didn’t see them. They were mouthwatering. Officer Love indeed.”
    
The next day, I’m off work and so is Shea. It’s nice to wake up with somebody in the house who isn’t the cat. Shea and I chat, discussing whatever stupid thing is happening on Twitter while we drink our coffee at the kitchen table. And then, she insists on making us omelets.
She does have a boyfriend, however, and they do have plans. We eat breakfast and then she has to leave, and I’m feeling like a ridiculous, needy little bitch when she says goodbye. I can’t help choking up a little, I’m just so freaked out by this whole thing. Shea seems to sense my emotional turmoil and rubs my back. She leaves me with a hug and makes me promise to call her if anything happens.
After she leaves, I freak out a little for no new reasons. I suppose it’s partly because Officer Ian hasn’t called me back. I managed to change the passwords on my social media accounts at least, so there haven’t been any new posts. Maybe that’s not the kind of thing that would require any action on the cops’ part, just another little puzzle piece in this awful debacle.
I put on loud music and a podcast. I pace around and try to keep busy, cleaning the house. I actually wish I was working today. I’m a little afraid to go out by myself. It’s just awful.
I check the locks multiple times. I change the passwords on all my social media accounts again. I draw all the curtains and blinds. I’m tempted to try another protection spell, but I don’t dare considering how much my fumbling fucked things up last time. I go so far as to barricade the door with my couch (which totally confuses the cat) and when there are noises outside, I keep jumping with fear. I end up jumping a lot because my street is always pretty busy.
My panic gets so bad that I find myself walking from room to room with my pepper spray in hand. I feel as if I’m a prisoner in my own house. I wish Shea hadn’t left.
By the evening, I feel as if Creeper may as well have murdered me already because this is no kind of life. This is no kind of anything.
Plus, I really have nothing to eat for dinner, and I don’t have any booze left either. I’m in desperate need of both. This close to summer, it’s still not quite dark yet. If I hurry, I might be able to run to the store and back before it does get dark.
I change out of the old baggy t-shirt I’ve been wearing all day and put on a lip balm before grabbing my purse, keys, and phone. I have to move the couch back out of the way, feeling completely ridiculous the entire time. But at the door, I still hesitate. I hate how afraid Creeper has made me, but I can’t help myself. Finally, I pluck up my courage and head out, locking up behind me. I grip the little pepper spray on my keychain, and I walk down the narrow hallways, feeling like I’m strung as tight as a live wire.
When I get to my car, I’m so shocked by what I see that, at first, I don’t react at all. Though, I do have an urge to pass out.
Some son of a bitch has slashed my tires. All four tires of my car are slashed to goddamn bits! The idea that somebody took the time to slash the tires on a ten-year-old Camry would be hilarious if I wasn’t literally shaking with fear right now. In fact, for a moment I actually burst out laughing. So long, sanity.
If Creeper really is out and about and watching me right now, his opportunity to attack me in the dark solitude of my building’s parking garage is wide open. For a couple of minutes, all I can do is just stand there and laugh, even as I’m quivering with fear.
When my laughter dies down, all I can hear is the echo of my own breath in the empty parking structure. My eyes tear up and I rub them, shaking my head and tittering softly to myself. Abruptly, I run back inside to my apartment. I lock the door and barricade it again. I recheck the locks and all the blinds and curtains, and then I call the cops. I just call 911 this time, forgoing the number on Ian’s card. I feel like if I get sent to a voicemail box at this point, I’m just going to fucking scream. But I tell the dispatcher all the details, and that I’ve spoken to the two Officer Loves (though apparently, she tells me, there are four of them in total).
“We’ll send somebody over right away, ma’am,” the dispatcher says. “Just stay in your house.”
“Okay, thank you.” My voice sounds so weak to me when I speak.
It sucks.
After that, I pull up an app and order some takeout for dinner because I’m not starving to death just because I can’t go to the stupid store.
Cops are generally really fast to show up, but time seems to crawl now. I curl up on the couch and hold the cat as I wait for them. It’s stupid, but I trust Ian and Mitch. Well, maybe that’s not stupid...they are cops, after all. On the other hand, there are plenty of shitty cops. But I think they’re the good kind. I have nothing to base this on other than thinking they both had kind eyes.
I might be biased due to their ridiculous arms and hot asses though.
When there’s a knock on the door and a low voice says it’s the cops, I practically leap out of my chair. I check the peephole to make sure they are actually police officers. Sure enough, it’s them...and they’ve brought two other guys with them too. I wonder if these are the other two Officer Loves?





MITCH
When I was a little kid, I had a storybook written by a shifter author. It wasn’t traditionally published or anything. It was hand drawn and written, and bound with careful stitching. I think the author was a retired alpha who handmade books for shifter children. Shifter culture is a fragile thing. It’s passed down carefully through generations. It’s easy to miss and easy to destroy. The storybook was written a few hundred years ago. My grandmother gave the book to me when I was little. The book was called Amelia and the Three Bears.
A long time later, when I was an adult and had become more assimilated into the human world, I was shocked to find that humans seemed to have their own version of the same book. They called it Goldilocks and the Three Bears. In the end, though, it turned out the two stories were nothing alike.
Amelia and the Three Bears is about a little witch who makes friends with three male bear shifters from a pack. They all become very close friends and have little adventures together. They live in the same cottage and eat together. Sometimes though, the bears fall asleep shifted in the woods. Three giant lumps of fur all curled up by a couple of empty honey pots. Amelia would nap with them, snuggled up with her bear friends, kept warm by their fur. It wasn’t until I was a bit older that my mother told me the story was to introduce the idea of the “shared fated mate” to shifter children.
There are plenty of books about individual shifters finding their mates in traditional romantic ways. I remember countless stories about fox shifters using their cunning to save their lady fox love or even to save some human princess or maiden. But the “shared fated mate” is something else entirely. Certain shifters within their leash or pack, especially very small ones, will become so close to their companions that their love becomes a love that they must share with one woman. To give them each individual mates would split them up from each other. The mates in such a clan would feel no animosity or jealousy towards each other for sharing a woman. Rather, the romance would only make them love each other more, bringing them closer still. My mom had no trouble explaining that part. She did turn a bit red when she mentioned the sexual component. But by then, I had put two and two together. At the time though, I never thought I would be someone who would have a shared fated mate. It’s not exactly a common arrangement.
Lately, though, I have been thinking about it. Not because of any foresight or anything. But I love Ian and Brendan and Darren so much! We share everything together and always have. If they all fell in love and got coupled up, it would change everything. It’s supposed to be the natural course of life, but I’ve feared it for a long time. Whenever one of us would have a dalliance with some woman that never ended up lasting, I couldn’t help thinking that mates would tear us all apart. Then I started thinking about the shared fated mate idea. It would be ideal for us. I haven’t really brought it up to the guys though.
When we answered that call at the bookstore and met that girl, I started to wonder. I shouldn’t wonder. I know that. But it’s only a tiny, little thought: What if? Ian and I both had strange feelings just before we got that call, and when we met that girl, I had this feeling like I already knew her. It felt as if we shared some connection that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.
When I spoke about it with Ian afterward, he said he felt the same way.
That made me wonder a little more. But still, I didn’t say anything. Because meeting a girl once for five seconds and suggesting she’s going to be mated to you and your pals for life is a little extreme, even by shifter standards. It doesn’t help that she was talking to us because she has a stalker.
Still, that evening, as the four of us sat down to dinner, I kept thinking about it. Imagine what it would be like if we had a fifth person in our group; a woman with whom we shared an equal connection and attraction. I imagine somebody who would love all of us and allow all of us to love her. It would be so perfect. I can’t imagine a better kind of relationship
The truth is, I never talk about this stuff because I can be a little shy about sappy things like that. And my desire for a shared fated mate is probably extremely sappy. Ian says I’m shy about this stuff because I’m secretly a huge, goofball romantic and I don’t want to admit it. Ian can suck it.
That evening was otherwise, pretty typical. We all snuggled up together on the couch and watched Captain America: Winter Soldier because Darren loves Marvel stuff and he’s been trying to get the rest of us interested in it too. I liked it. Brendan didn’t. Brendan is a huge snob though, and he admits as much. We talked about the job and bitched about the state of the human world in general. We probably stayed up too late. I ended up falling asleep in Ian’s bed because we were talking into the late hours about Victoria and our “weird feelings.”
The next day, we all set off for the station as usual. Darren and Brendan are on desk duty for the foreseeable future. It’s a quasi-punishment due to their questionable behavior during the arrest of a few guys who were attempting to assault a woman outside a bar in the middle of the night a couple of months ago. What actually happened was that they didn’t want to use their guns so they shifted and attacked in fox form. But we can’t exactly tell the higher-ups that we’re foxes. As a result, the report was a little bit messy and there were some questions as to how the perps had sustained their injuries. Luckily, the perps in question were way too freaked out to tell anyone that they were stopped from attacking a woman by some magical fox men. Nobody would have believed them anyway. But it was enough to get Darren and Brendan off the street for a little while.
That evening, just as we’re hitting the end of our shifts, Ian gets a call to go to Victoria’s apartment. He’d already heard her message about the social media shit on his desk line. We put Brendan on the case trying to figure out how she had been hacked since he’s better with computers than the rest of us. Ian had wondered if he should call her right back but decided it would be better if he could come to her with something more concrete.
Then that asshole went and slashed her tires…
When we get the call in our cruiser as we’re heading down Fair Oaks back toward Lake Avenue, Ian and I glance at each other. He’s driving this time, and I answer for us on the radio that we’re on our way.
Ian says, “I think-”
“Let’s get Darren and Bren to follow,” I say, cutting him off. “They should meet her.”
“That’s what I was going to say,” Ian says.
“Well, I said it first,” I say, raising my eyebrows.
This is the game we play and we play it all the time. “Unbelievable,” Ian says, but he’s chuckling. His chuckle disappears abruptly though as he turns left onto Colorado.
“Son of a bitch slashed her tires,” he says dully. “That pisses me off. I hate the idea of somebody hurting someone else just because they feel rejected. It’s a douchebag move. But following her around, threatening her, and slashing her tires? I’d love to get my hands on this asshole.”
“I know.” I sit back in my seat. “She seems really freaked about this stuff. Ya know, I can’t help feeling like-”
“I know what you’re going to say,” Ian says, cutting me off. “She’ll never agree to it.”
“What if she’s the one though?” I say, and I can’t help how my voice pitches up with excitement at the very thought. “I mean, didn’t you get that feeling? That doesn’t just happen.”
“We talked to her for about twenty minutes,” Ian says. “I don’t know if that’s enough to be able to tell. Magic or not. Maybe it is. I just...It’s too much to hope for if I’m being honest.”
I roll my eyes impatiently. “I know and it does seem crazy but we’re not talking about some stupid human relationship. We’re talking about fates. We’re talking about magic, Ian. Those forces change everything. It’s not about how long you’ve known the person.”
“Alright,” Ian concedes. “But she’s human, Mitch. She’s not used to thinking like that.”
“Pfft. You smelled the magic on her,” I say wryly. “She’s at least a witch. We know that. She’ll understand about magic.”
“Maybe,” Ian says doubtfully. When he glances over and sees my hopeful face, he cracks a smile. “Alright look, we’ll see how this goes. If we think it’s necessary and depending on how she, ya know, reacts to us...maybe we can ask her if she would like added protection. As shifters, not just cops. Just cool your jets a little, okay, Mitch?”
“Cool your jets,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Where’d you even get that one?”
Ian shrugs. “I heard it on Law & Order.”
    
Brendan and Darren meet us on the sidewalk in front of Victoria’s building and I see right away that they’ve both caught on to what Ian and I are feeling.
Of the four of us, Brendan is the aristocrat. Or at least, I swear that’s how he sees himself. He’s from an old blood shifter family that came over from England just a few generations ago and settled in San Francisco. They have a lot of money and a hidden castle on the coast. Brendan is the result of a classical education (a fact he never lets us forget). But the most telling thing about him is that when we met up north in California, he chose to join our leash. That was over a century ago but whenever he happens to get on my nerves, that’s what I remember. Because none of the rest of us have ever had his kind of money or pedigree. But he chose us and changed his name to Love to show his loyalty and his affection for us. He may not act like it often, but Brendan is a total sweetheart. Ladies, however, don’t seem to mind his pretentiousness because Brendan has big, dark eyes surrounded by thick, long lashes and refined features that make girls and guys alike swoon.
Darren is a sweetheart too, but everybody knows that. Darren has dark skin and startlingly bright hazel eyes. He is rarely without a smile on his face (usually because he’s teasing Brendan). Darren is our resident nerd and it’s only gotten worse since we’ve moved back to America, especially when nerdy type things started becoming more popular. Back in the day, when there were just Universal monster movies like The Mummy and Bride of Frankenstein and some H.G. Wells books, he was quieter about it. But now half the house is covered in Star Trek and Spider-Man art.
Although, I admit...I do like Star Wars.
“We haven’t eaten lunch!” Darren says to us the second we get out of our cruiser.
I take my aviators and clip them to my pocket as Ian and I walk up to our leash mates. Darren and Brendan are in plainclothes since they’ve been on desk duty. That means Brendan is wearing a shirt and tie that he likely bought for a stupid amount of money and Darren is wearing a Captain America t-shirt and a cardigan with jeans. Brendan’s hair has grown out and it nearly touches his shoulders now, all black and silky and looking vaguely 18th-century-esque. Darren’s just gotten his freshly buzzed, the tiny black curls are cut close to his scalp on top with a high fade on the sides. Despite the geeky outfit, he looks sharp, his pretty eyes bright and cheerful.
“Who’s fault was that?” Ian says, crossing his arms.
“We were working on the social media hack,” Brendan says, straightening his tie. “So it’s your fault. You owe us food.”
“Come meet Victoria,” I say, nodding at the building. “Soon enough, you won’t be thinking about food.”
“She a looker?” Darren says, raising an eyebrow. “Should I prepare myself?”
“She’s cute,” Ian says, shrugging. “But it’s... more than that.”
“Ah yes,” Brendan says. “You’re vague and mystical sensations. I think the both of you are suffering from boredom. Probably because there’s not enough excitement in Pasadena. We should have moved to New York.”
It’s warm out. As far as Southern California goes, Pasadena can run hot. It’s nearly ninety today, and the sun is blazing. There aren’t a lot of trees on this particular street either. I feel a drip of sweat creep down my spine and notice that Brendan looks pained. He’s never preferred warmer climates.
“I’ll bet you an ice cream, you’ll feel what we felt,” I say, nudging Brendan.
He tries to be Mr. Fancy, but Brendan loves his ice cream. In fact, he eats so much of it, I don’t know where he puts the calories. Shifter metabolism, I suppose. He makes up for it by being just as much of a snob about ice cream as anything else.
“Alright,” he says. “But we’re going to Fosselman’s if I win.”
We’ll probably go to Fosselman’s if he loses, but it’s always fun to see Brendan looking a little mischievous. He takes himself so seriously most of the time.
“What is it exactly I’m supposed to feel when I see this girl?” Darren says as we head into the building’s lobby. I can’t help but notice there’s no buzzer on the front door and glance at Ian who nods because he’s obviously noticed the same thing. Anyone could just walk in and go up to Victoria’s door, which, at the moment, is not ideal.
“Well,” Ian says as he pushes the button for the elevator, “Mitch and I had kind of had a weird feeling that somebody needed our help before we got the call the other day. And then when we met her, we just felt like…” He looks at me now, as if for help. That doesn’t happen often.
“I felt like I already knew her,” I tell him. “Not love at first sight though. More like...a premonition. She’s important to us. Just not sure why.”
“Are you sure you don’t know why?” Darren says as we step into the elevator when it opens its doors. “You’re telling me you’re not all excited it’s some shared fated mate thing?”
I feel my cheeks burn. My neck pulses with pain as I jolt my head around to look at Darren. “How do you know about-”
“You talk about it whenever you imbibe a bit too much,” Brendan says all too smugly. “One shot of Jagermeister and it’s fated mate this and fated mate that.”
Mortifying.
“It’s just a thought,” I say, grumbling. “I’m not saying she’s the one. But wouldn’t it be nice? It’s just hard to imagine us all splitting up into couples if...it ever happened.”
We step out of the elevator and everyone looks a little bothered except for Ian who throws his arm around my neck as we make our way down the narrow hallway to Victoria’s door. “Mitch, Mitchum, Mitchellita, I have absolutely no intention of splitting from the pack. I happen to like things the way they are.”
That is some comfort.
Darren walks around us and strides backward in front of Ian and me as we walk. “Okay, but if we did have that shared mate thing? One woman between the four of us? Sounds kinda great to me.”
“I wouldn’t mind that,” Ian says, shrugging. “Can’t imagine a woman who would go for it though.”
“You never knoooow,” I say in a sing-song voice.
“Look, no expectations,” Ian says quietly as we reach Victoria’s door. “Alright? Zero! We don’t want to freak her out. Our number one job right now is protection. We’ll investigate her place and then maybe-” Then, he glances at me and very quietly says, “Maybe I ask her to stay at our place for a while.
“Pardon?” Brendan says just as Victoria opens the door.
I swallow when I see Victoria. That feeling I had when I first saw her in the bookstore is amplified this time. She also looks a lot different. She looks a little panicked but more well-rested and she’s wearing a cute pink t-shirt with a tiger on it and skinny jeans. Her hair is down this time, falling in soft chestnut waves around her shoulders, and she’s wearing some kind of pink lip gloss that makes her mouth look wet.
I sigh a little and Ian tosses me an annoyed look, although I can see he’s affected too.
“Victoria,” Ian says, stepping in front of the rest of us. “Are you alright?”
“Yeah, um…” She blinks at us, looking mildly befuddled at Brendan and Darren. “But no. Not really.”
“We’re gonna take care of this,” Ian says sternly. “I promise you.” I see the muscles in his arms flex when he says it. Ian may be a little more laid back than a lot of alphas, but when he makes a promise, he means it. I wouldn’t want to get between him and somebody he cares about. “First, ah… I brought along a couple of guys to help us out with this case.” He introduces Darren and Brendan and briefly explains that they’re great cops stuck with desk duty. I notice that he doesn’t explain why though. Victoria smiles genuinely and shakes their hands. “Can we come inside?”
“Yeah, yeah…” She steps back and opens the door wider to let us in.
“You’re Victoria?” Brendan says dumbly despite having just been introduced to her.
“Uh, yeah,” she says, looking mildly confused as we walk in.
Brendan looks as if he’s been struck like a gong. Given how reserved he usually is, generally reacting to things with indifference or disdain until you can ply a real feeling out of him, I’m surprised.
“Have we met?” He says, stepping a little closer to her.
“I don’t think so,” she says, smiling softly. “It is the strangest thing though… All four of you seem sort of...familiar?”
“Yeah,” Darren says, leaning an elbow on Brendan’s shoulder. “I have that feeling too. No ice cream for you,” he says to Brendan.
“Ice cream?” Victoria says, the corner of her mouth turning up.
“Ignore him,” Brendan says. “It always helps. Although, I will admit I myself have been laboring to ignore him for a hundred...uh, days, and still, he has annoyed me for every single one of them.”
Victoria giggles and I find myself smiling. She points to Darren’s shirt and raises her eyebrows. “Excuse me, I can’t possibly ignore Captain America.”
“Heeeey.” Darren raises his hand for a high five and she laughs, slapping it.
“Okay, okay,” Ian says. “Victoria, why don’t you tell us exactly what happened? And then we’ll take a look at your car?”





VICTORIA
M y first thought when I open the door is a visceral kind of lightness and electricity that starts in my fingertips and rushes down to my toes. Somehow both Ian and Mitch are even hotter than I remember and now there are two other men who are just as gorgeous standing with them. The other two aren’t wearing uniforms though, and until Ian introduces them, I’m nothing but confused and dazed. Then I’m just...charmed.
“Um…” I’m trying to tell them what happened today before I called. I sit in the chair across from the four of them, all crowded together on the couch that I’ve shoved it back its in place. “So, I was just really freaked out all day. I had a girlfriend stay over last night, I was so freaked. Especially after that social media stuff. Did you get my voicemail about that?”
“Yes,” Ian says quickly from his spot on the arm of the sofa. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you back. I should have told you to leave messages on my cell instead of my desk phone. But I did put Darren and Brendan here on the case.” He nods at them. The two of them only look a bit sheepish about it.
“Yeah,” Darren says, scratching his neck. “I’ll be honest, I couldn’t find a damn thing. Whoever hacked your accounts made themselves untraceable. So I don’t know if we’ll be able to conclusively prove whether Hardhum pulled that off. But Brendan and I can salvage your accounts for you. We also have measures for you to take to make them more secure. We can walk you through them when you have a chance.”
“Oh, that would be great,” I say. It would be good to be able to trace the hacker. I have to assume it’s Hardhum given everything. Although, since that spell, there’s no telling. For all I know, some kind of magical entity taking the form of different dudes is stalking me and fucking me up on Facebook.
I proceed to tell them every detail I can think of, and then we all go out to the parking garage to look at the car. Just seeing the angry slashes in all four tires makes me feel all panicky again and as if sensing it, Mitch comes over and tentatively pats me on the shoulder. I lean into the touch. I can somehow sense his empathy coming off of him in waves. In fact, as I stand there in my socks, in the overheated, muggy parking garage, I feel as if the sense inside me that’s magical (which I’ve only ever referred to as my “witchy sense”) is especially sensitive and strong right now. It’s as keen as my sense of smell, which it usually isn’t.
I’ve only just noticed it and I stand there, blinking, as I watch the four of them carefully examine the tires and the ground around the car, looking for clues. Somehow, my witchy sense just knows that the four of them are genuine in their dealings with me. I’m absolutely sure of it. And more than that...they’re magical. I don’t know how yet. Maybe they’re warlocks. Although, the idea of warlock cops strikes me as very funny. Whatever it is, they have a power about them. I just don’t know its origin yet. But now, it’s as obvious as a strong cologne. I’m not even good at sensing that stuff, but now I can feel it coming off of them in waves.
So… they’re magical and devastatingly hot.
That’s a lot to take in for a girl.
The four of them are all quietly mumbling and conferring as we make our way back to my apartment. I’m trying to figure out how to ask the guys if they’re warlocks. There’s always the chance that they possess magical powers and don’t actually know it. That happens all the time. There are lots of ordinary humans walking around not knowing they could be a decently powerful witch or wizard. Often, people like that find themselves experiencing weird premonitions, having particularly good instincts, or running into strange coincidences.
On the other hand, even if they don’t know they’re magic and think I’m totally nuts for asking… Well, I guess that’s not the worst thing in the world. I do know they’re genuinely good guys. My witchy sense is tingling with that assurance. They’re not going to protect me any less if they think I’m crazy. They already have proof that I’m being stalked after all.
“Would you guys like some coffee?” I ask them as they stand a bit awkwardly around my little apartment. Darren, who seemed briefly hypnotized by a Buffy the Vampire Slayer figurine on one of the shelves, looks up at me with interest. “Yes, please.”
“You guys hungry at all?” I ask them. “I have some pastries from Porto’s.”
“Yes!” Darren says, his eyes lighting up.
Brendan nudges him and hisses. “Darren.”
“Brendan,” Darren says, all sarcasm. “She did ask.”
“It’s fine,” I say, chuckling. “I wouldn’t have offered if it wasn’t. You guys are helping me after all.”
Darren and Brendan follow me into the kitchen, and Darren seems a little triumphant. He winks at Brendan as I go about putting the coffee on and pulling out the leftover stuff from Porto’s (that I’d been saving for the right occasion) from the freezer. Porto’s is the best, but it’s always super packed, so when I go, I buy a bunch of stuff and freeze some of it for events just like this.
“Can I ask you something?” I say, wringing my hands a little as the coffee brews. From where I stand, I can still hear Ian and Mitch on the couch talking about the tires and whatever else. My kitchen is very small, containing only two little countertops and a few cabinets with a small fridge and stove. One cabinet slightly blocks the living room, so I shuffle into the corner as if hiding from Ian. From what I can tell, he seems to be the one “in charge.”
“Why of course,” Brendan says. “We want you to be honest with us.”
“Alright,” I say, sighing. “Well, I’m a witch.”
Brendan and Darren just sort of stare at me, and I don’t know what that means but I assume they think I’m a little weird now, so I figure I might as well go the whole hog. “I’m a witch, which means I can sense magic. That might sound insane to you, but I sense magic from all of you very strongly. So I was just curious…” I lean a little closer towards them and whisper, “You guys magic? Warlocks or something?”
They both hesitate, glancing at each other. At least they don’t look like they think I’m crazy though. I suppose that’s a good sign.
“We’re fox shifters!” Darren blurts out.
“Darren,” Brendan hisses at him.
Darren frowns. “Bren, I don’t know why you think just saying my name emphatically is going to do anything? Has that worked in the last hundred years?”
“Hundred years?” I say, choking on the words. I’m still over here trying to process that they’re fox shifters.
Now, don’t get me wrong, I’ve heard of shifters. I met a wolf shifter once. He was a warlock too. He sold herbs out of his van and smoked a lot of weed. He kept trying to use the fact that he was a wolf to hit on witches (including me). Needless to say, I did not go out with him. I’m definitely not going out with a guy who sells things out of a van. Gotta have some standards, right?
“Um…” Darren shrugs, almost apologetically. “We’re not as young as we look.”
“And you’re fox shifters?” I whisper. “All four of you?”
“Yeah,” Darren says. “If you want, we could show you.”
“We should ask Ian,” Brendan says.
In the living room, Ian and Mitch look up in surprise when Darren says, “So we want to shift for Victoria.”
Ian’s eyes go wide. “Darren-”
“I had nothing whatsoever to do with this,” Brendan says, crossing his arms.
“She’s a witch,” Darren says, pointing at me. “She gets it. She said she smelled our magic.”
“Yeah,” I shrug helplessly. “I couldn’t help it. It’s really strong.”
Ian actually seems a little pleased by that. “Alright,” he says. “I suppose that does make things a little easier.”
I can’t help but wonder if I feel this strange sort of connection to these guys because of the spell. Then again, there is the fact that everything else that must be a result of the spell has been awful and… this doesn’t feel awful at all. All of this would be easier to figure out if I could just find a real explanation of the spell. But since it was all an accident, it’s exceedingly difficult to reverse engineer. Apparently.
“Are you going to do it in here or... ” I glance between the four of them, a bit dazed and slightly concerned. “Shouldn’t you go outside?”
“We’re not going to tear up your apartment,” Mitch says, laughing. “We’re very well behaved foxes.”
“Can you still think like a human when you’ve shifted?” I ask them. I’ve known a few shifters, but I always felt shy asking too many questions about it. “Like do you have the same consciousness as when you’re human?”
“Yes,” Ian says. “I mean we can’t speak. We’re not talking foxes or anything.”
“Of course not,” I say dryly.
“Although, the four of us do share a psychic connection.”
“A what now?” I look at him, incredulous, and then I hear Darren chuckle beside me. “A psychic connection?”
“Yeah,” Mitch says, looking absolutely serious. “Well, telepathic really. We can talk to each other in our heads. Not just when we’re foxes, but any time. It’s very helpful. We really only use it when we need it, though.”
I scowl at him, feeling a bit suspicious. “Are you doing it right now? You could be talking about me right this second and I wouldn’t know about it.”
“We could be,” Mitch says easily. “But we aren’t. I promise you. We’re polite about it. We just use it when necessary. Not to be dicks.”
“Well, I guess that’s comforting.”
“Alright,” Ian says, nodding. And then suddenly, he’s a fox.
Then all four of them are foxes. It doesn’t happen in a blink of an eye, but it does happen quickly enough that I sense, in the space of a second, a change that is gradual and then abrupt. Does it make any sense? Not really. But that’s the only way to describe it.
Anyway, there are now two bright auburn foxes on my couch. Ian is the biggest of all four of them, but Mitch has the bushiest tail. I notice that Darren has dark spots on the tips of ears. And Brendan has a pointier nose and is also the leanest. Darren jumps up on the couch and waves his tail around and they all look up at me expectantly.
It occurs to me that I have no idea what to say. It’s impressive certainly. I’m just not sure how to react to shifters shifting in front of me for the first time. It’s miraculous, for sure, and that’s saying something considering I’ve seen a lot of magic in my day.
“You’re all, um…” I try to think of something complimentary to say that isn’t completely ridiculous. “You’re all very handsome foxes!”
Darrens shifts abruptly, suddenly human and resting a hand on my shoulder as he laughs. “That is the funniest reaction I’ve ever heard from somebody who just saw us shift for the first time.”
“Well, I didn’t know what to say!” I say, throwing my hands up.
The others don’t shift back, but now Darren’s expression is back to serious again. “Actually, we were just talking-”
“You are talking about me secretly!” I say, just as Brendan’s fox form nudges my leg. His tail whips past my hand and I can’t help but lean down and pet his soft fur. He seems to be more relaxed as a fox than he is as a human.
“Not really,” Darren says. “We just want to sniff around the place shifted. Look around for clues. And then we’ll go take a sniff around the car. Don’t worry, we’re very stealthy. Nobody will see.”
“Oh.” I nod at that. As far as I know, nobody’s been in here. But it can’t hurt. “Sure, okay.”
The sight of four actual foxes running around my apartment “sniffing my place for clues” is so hilarious that I have to go to the bathroom just so I can laugh into a washcloth. I’d hate to accidentally offend them. If nothing else though, they sure are cheering me up. I also find myself so relieved that I have shifters looking after me. Certainly, there are bad shifters out there. But I can already so strongly sense that their intentions are good. And there’s something really comforting about having people who understand magic protecting me. Having been raised around witches, I tend to trust people who at least know about it more than I do regular people.
I pour the coffee and warm the pastries that they still haven’t eaten. When they shift back into human form, they stand around sipping and eating like it’s just an average day for them. Ian tells me they haven’t figured out much yet, but that there appears to be some kind of dark magic at work.
I think of my most recent spell mishap, but I keep my mouth shut.
If I had a brain in my head, I would tell them immediately about the spell I did. Instead, shame and embarrassment hold my tongue. It’s a silly reason, I know. But the thought that I’ve brought so much danger upon myself just because I spaced and grabbed the wrong herb is simply too mortifying.
“That’s weird,” I say tightly.
Maybe, I tell myself, there’s some other magic at work too. For all I know, Creeper is a warlock. I didn’t smell magic on him, but that’s easy to cover if you want to and you’re powerful enough.
“There’s something else,” Ian says, looking a little sheepish.
“Yeah?” I take a sip of coffee and look around my place. I realize they are probably leaving soon, and I find myself dreading being here alone tonight. I wish they could just stay or I could go with them or… something.
“We have a big house,” Ian says. “It’s over in South Pas. We were wondering if, um… Look, it might sound nuts, but we wondered if you might want to stay with us for a bit? Until this blows over?”
“Really?” I say, blushing a little at how quickly I light up at the thought.
“Yeah,” Ian says. “Our house is a lot safer than this building and… We’re just really worried is all. But obviously, it’s up to you.”
They all look very serious and tentative as if they’re sure I’m going to shut them down.
But they don’t know about my witchy sense.
“I’d like to,” I say smiling. “Uh, can I take my cat?”
“Oh yeah,” Ian laughs at that. “We smelled him everywhere but he seems to be trying to hide from us. But, sure, you can bring him. Well, as long as he doesn’t mind foxes.”
“I’m sure he’ll get used to you,” I say, giving Ian a wink.





VICTORIA
A ccording to my general ethos as a witch, staying at some random house with a bunch of fox shifters doesn’t seem that weird. Not to me. My friend, Shea, does not seem to agree. She keeps texting me a lot of exclamation points and hysterical emojis. She texts me that emote with the guy’s head exploding just to make doubly sure that I realize how freaked out she is by this idea. I text back that she should understand about “witchy sense” and that I can tell that their motivations are good.
As I pack up my stuff, guys are playing with my cat, having lulled him out of hiding. I shove some tops into a duffle bag and sigh, grabbing my phone to text Shea back again. She wants me to cast a circle of protection around my room when I get there. She also wants me to take my pepper spray with me. She insists they’re only taking such an interest in me because of the spell I messed up, which I find mildly insulting, but she assures me I shouldn’t “take it personally.”
I roll my eyes at the phone and text back that I will cast a circle of protection when I get there. It’s not like it can hurt, and I’m taking my basic spell ingredients and a cauldron with me, so it won’t be difficult to cast.
I can’t help but feel just a little bit turned on too. I’m basically moving in with four deliciously hot men. It’s hard not to think about that part of it. I’m sure I’ll be under the covers and fantasizing about the four of them right on the other side of the walls all night. God knows if I’ll actually sleep.
I wonder if I’ll see them in their underwear…
“Victoria?” Mitch says, chuckling and waving a hand at me. “Earth to Victoria? Do need any help?”
“Oh…” I shake my head and try my best not to stare at those bulging biceps. “You can take this backpack down to the car, I guess?” Mitch pushes his shaggy, blonde hair back, looking like some kind of surfer Adonis. He grins as he grabs it. The bag is heavy, and his bicep bulges even more when he picks it up.
I swear, my mouth literally waters.
Nobly, I endeavor not to show my thirst.
When we finally leave for their house, Mitch teases me endlessly for overpacking. He’s right. I’m a notorious over-packer, and I probably don’t need half the stuff I’m bringing. Especially considering my apartment is just across town. On the other hand, I like my creature comforts and I like things to be convenient. I don’t want to have to run to the magic shop or back to my apartment just to pick up some orange blossom for a spell or something.
Ian and Mitch have to return the cruiser to the station. Since I don’t feel much like riding in the back where the arrested people sit, we pack up Darren’s SUV with my stuff. He’d driven over with Brendan. Darren’s got a little plush alien dangling from the rear view mirror and it makes me laugh when I climb into the car.
“You really are a big nerd, aren’t you?” I ask him.
“Guilty,” he says, sticking out his tongue. “But I want it to be known that I’ve been a nerd longer than it’s been socially acceptable to be a nerd. A lot longer.”
“Oh, because you’re super old!” I say, and I flush at the way Darren’s grin falters. Brendan, on the other hand, snorts with amusement. “Sorry, I didn’t mean-”
“No,” Darren says, as he pulls out into the street. “I mean, we are. I was born in 1871 in France, actually. I was visiting San Francisco when I met these guys and we formed our pack. All of us are from far away. We just happened to meet each other by chance really. When we met we just sort of knew we were meant to be together. We floated around Europe for a while and now we’re here. We tend to bounce around a lot.” Darren raises his eyebrows at me. “Now, much of the last century was not fun for me as far as visiting most of America goes. Nevermind the nineteenth century. Not always easy for Ian either. His people are Chinese. They settled in Northern California in the nineteenth century.”
“Wow,” I whisper. “The stories you guys must have.”
“Yeah,” Darren says wryly, “Lots of racists have met up with the wrong end of a fox fang in our time.”
“I’ll bet.” I stare out the window as the streets of the slightly crappy neighborhood I live in gradually become stylish and chic as we draw closer to South Pasadena. “It’s nice that you all found each other. Is that usually how packs get together?”
“Well, since we’re foxes, we’re actually called a leash,” Brendan says, leaning forward from the back seat. “And no, it doesn’t usually work this way. More often, home leashes will organize partnerships with new leashes. It’s sort of like an arranged marriage. That is, of course, if anyone wants to leave at all. In our case, the four of us just happened to meet in San Francisco. In fact, we came across each other in the woods.”
Darren laughs softly, seemingly amused by the memory. “Mitch and I ended up fighting over a rabbit. And then Ian came along and settled the argument. We ended up splitting it.”
I turn my head to Brendan and nod at him. “And how did you fit in?”
“The three of them had shifted back into their human forms,” Brendan says, sighing. “They were walking through the woods, chatting, having a grand old time when they found me, a skinny little fox. I was out on my own, trying to prove to my parents I could make it without their money. Ended up shifted most of the time, running around the woods in Big Sur, and bored out of my mind. I had just been hunting, and then I fell out of a tree and landed badly. I injured my leg badly enough that I couldn’t walk properly. The three of them found me, and they took me to get help. That was it. We’ve been together ever since.”
“I think that’s wonderful,” I say softly. “Must be nice to just fall right into a family like that.”
“So do you have a boyfriend?” Darren says, so abruptly that it makes me burst out laughing. “Or a girlfriend?” He says over my laughter. “Or anyone special-”
“Darren!” Brendan says.
“I’m just asking.”
“You guys do that a lot,” I say, wiping tears of laughter from my eyes.
Soon, Darren is driving us down a lovely tree-lined road near Memorial Park. It’s dark now, but the art deco style street lights keep the streets aglow. Darren pulls into a driveway and my breath catches. I figured their house must be kind of nice if they live in South Pasadena, but this is something else. The driveway is long and curved. We park in front of a sizeable garage sided in the same dark wood as the huge Craftsmen mansion where the fox shifters apparently live. It’s the kind of place I could only ever dream of living. The house itself sits on an incline so the front yard is just a little bit hilly, but what a yard, all springing with tall grass, lavender, a weeping willow tree, and beds of flowers. It’s overgrown in a charming way that gives it a little privacy, as does the low fence around the front yard. I like it. It makes the whole place look just a little bit mysterious. I can see a veranda too that wraps around the whole house which sits over an arroyo. I imagine the view is breath-taking.
“We have a pool by the way,” Darren says, as he parks the car.
Fancy that, I just happen to pack my bathing suit…
“I don’t have a boyfriend, by the way,” I tell him before climbing out of the car.
Under his breath, I hear him mutter, “Interesting.”
Now, I’m wondering if the rest of them have partners? They must. They’re hot, apparently rich, and they’re cops, which a lot of people are attracted to. How could they not be taken?
Brendan comes around the car and swats Darren’s shoulder. “I can’t believe you’re asking her that stuff now. The woman has stalkers after her.”
Darren looks a bit sheepish at that. “I’m sorry if-”
“Oh no, that’s okay.” I find myself blushing. I’d been so dazzled by the four of them that I hadn’t given much thought to the possibility that any of them would have any… romantic interest in me.
Thinking on it some more, I realize they do all seem as if they’re somewhat attracted to me. But if that’s true, it must be because of the spell. I don’t have a terrible self-image or anything, but it’s a little hard for me to believe that four guys like them would be into little old me, a mousy English major working in a bookstore. The sexiest thing going for me is that I’m a witch. Of course, I could just do a little spell to keep the attraction going…
Inwardly, I chide myself for entertaining such a stupid idea. Spells like those are notoriously difficult. Sure, it’s apparently easy to get men to chase you, but real interest… that’s another thing entirely. Besides, I know love spells can be a pain in the ass. And though I’ve never even tried one, and I don’t plan on whipping one up any time soon. No, no. The only spell I’m allowing myself is the circle of protection and that’s only because I promised Shea I would. I’ll just have to do it when I know I’m alone. I don’t want them to be offended or anything.
Darren and Brendan lead me inside and I suppress a gasp as I take in their mansion. I could swear that I’ve actually seen this house on postcards or in magazines about the “classic Craftsmen homes of Pasadena.” The design is so classic and beautiful. It’s all wood, and there are real Tiffany lamps placed with care all over the place. Stained glass grapes and ivy glass shades splash softly colored light all over the living room. A massive fireplace sits framed by dark wood molding and cream walls. There are wooden chairs in the straight lines of Frank Lloyd Wright and a few other interesting touches like the cornflower blue paint that adorns the walls of the foyer and the stained glass window of a fox.
The house is beautiful, but more than that, it already feels comfortable. It’s as familiar to me as the men are. I feel like I’m returning home somehow instead of walking into a stranger’s house.
“Our guest room is up here,” I hear one of them say, and I follow them up the stairs. Unsurprisingly, they insist on carrying all of my bags. The guest room is the first door on the landing, right by the stairs next to a huge bathroom with mint green tiles. In a word, the bedroom is lovely. A queen size bed fitted with a plush comforter and pillows in dark blues and grays is the first thing I see when I walk in.
I discover there are two guest rooms because friends and relatives visit so often. On top of that, they each have their own rooms, as well as a library on the first floor, and a gaming room. This place is nothing short of amazing.
My bedroom has a window seat and I can’t help but “ooh” and “aah” as Brendan takes care to let Gus out of his carrier. Or rather, Brendan unlatches the little door of the carrier and Gus continues to cower inside. I know no amount of coaxing will get him out, so I set the carrier on the floor leaving the door open to let him come out on his own time.
For a moment, I’m totally overwhelmed. Everything has happened so fast. I spent most of the day feeling petrified that Hardhum, or some other guy, was going to come pound down my door– or worse. Sometimes it feels like I’m totally losing control of my own life. And now, here come four fox shifter cops to save the day.
I just wasn’t expecting to be staying at some mansion for a while.
I text Shea that I’ve arrived at the foxes’ house and that nothing about it feels weird or creepy. I also remind her of my “witchy sense.” Shea expresses doubt in my witchy sense and texts me about five times reminding me to cast the circle of protection. She says she’s also casting something to protect me, which gives me the warm fuzzies. It’s certainly nice when somebody cares.
“We’ll leave you alone for a bit,” Darren says, hovering in the doorway. “Let you get settled. Ian and Mitch should be home soon though and we’ll have some dinner.”
“Sounds good,” I say gratefully.
When he leaves, I heave a sigh and fall back on my big, comfy bed. It takes a few minutes but eventually, Gus wanders out and jumps on the bed too, climbing onto my stomach.
He looks at me, annoyed.
I don’t know what he’s complaining about. I’m the one who had to scrub out his litter box and bring it along with all his litter, food, and toys. I scratch him under his chin and raise an eyebrow.
“They’re nice,” I murmur. “You’ll see. They’re nice fox men.”
Finally, I sit up. I’m suddenly feeling pretty sleepy, but I drag myself over to my bags and start unpacking my things. I dig out all the stuff for my circle of protection: salt, sage, iron filings, myrrh, and a green candle.
There’s a whole bunch of stuff, and I have just enough of everything. I grind it all up in my mortar with my pestle and then chant the spell while dabbing spots of my mixture in a circle around the room. I dab one spot every few inches on the floor in an arc, which means I have to move to the wall to make the circle complete behind my bed. Every so often, I have to keep shoving Gus out of the way. He thwacks me in the face with his tail as I chant and dab. I finish up the spell by chanting a few more times with a white candle lit in front of me, before blowing it out.
That should do it. I look around, inspecting my handiwork with satisfaction. I’ve done circles of protection before. I know I didn’t fuck this one up.
I text Shea that I did the spell and she sends me a thumbs up but says she’s still worried about me staying in a house with these mystery cops. She doesn’t seem as impressed about them being fox shifters as I am.
When I’m done, I walk around and clean up all the dabs. They only need to be there during the chant. Once the magic has sunk in, the ingredients aren’t needed.
I’m just wiping up the last dab of gunk off the wall when Ian appears in the door. I find myself jumping a little, hiding the paper towel with the magic gunk on it behind my back. I know I really shouldn’t be self-conscious about it. I’m certainly entitled to want to protect myself, and I don’t really know them at all. But I can’t help not wanting to broadcast that I was casting a spell to protect myself from them. Not after how nice they’ve been so far and how confident my witchy sense is that they’re truly good guys.
“You hungry?” Ian asks me. He’s changed out of his uniform. I haven’t seen him in plain clothes before and I feel my gaze wander over him, probably pretty conspicuously. He’s wearing a black t-shirt that hugs his muscles in just the right places. I hadn’t noticed just how built he is until now. He’s still lean though, just more muscular than I’d originally thought. But this guy...oof. His pecs alone…
“Starved,” I say, answering his question. Except I’m not talking about dinner.
Control your thirst.
That’s going to be difficult around here, I can tell. I follow Ian downstairs to the dining room, which is lighter and airier than I would have thought for a house full of dark woods. This room has a white and light blue striped wallpaper. The table is Wright style, featuring a long rectangle in beautiful shiny wood with matching chairs.
Dinner is a pasta puttanesca that Brendan put together. Apparently, he’s the best cook of the four of them. And he never lets the others forget it. He’s modest now, though, when I light up at the first delicious bite.
“You made this?” I say. “It’s amazing!”
“I’m a bit of a culinary novice,” Brendan says, his cheeks turning a little pink. “But I try my best.”
Dinner is very pleasant, and it puts me at ease a little. Everyone seems so determined to make me feel at home, yet they seem so conscious of not wanting to overwhelm me either. Ian talks about the house and how much they’ve added to it since they’ve moved in. Home improvement seems to be his forte, and he’s done most of the work himself. Mitch keeps encouraging me to use the pool, and apparently, he is as much of a surfer as he looks, which does amuse me. The geeky poster prints on the wall are, of course, courtesy of Darren. I find myself catching his eyes across the table. All of these men make my heart skip a beat or two, but Darren’s the only one who’s been so bold as to ask me if I’m spoken for. Not that I can blame them. I’m here seeking protection from men who keep chasing after me. Only a freak would want to be hit on while that was going on.
But apparently, I’m a bit of a freak.
After dinner, I ask Darren for a personal tour of all his geeky shit since he took an interest in my Buffy figurine back in my apartment. He seems positively delighted when I ask. I don’t consider myself very geeky or anything. There are just a few things I’m a fan of that are pretty mainstream. We end up talking about Game of Thrones and Marvel stuff. Darren shows me his model of the Iron Throne that sits on a bookcase in the library. Apparently, every one of the guys rolled their eyes at that one, but I tell him I think it’s cool.
“I bet you guys haven’t read half of these books,” I say, smirking as I browse their numerous shelves packed with new paperbacks, graphic novels, anthologies, and a lot of very old books that look suspiciously like first editions. I keep forgetting that the four of them are actually super old. They’ve seen the entire twentieth century and some years even before that.
“We’ve read some of them,” Darren says. He’s smiling though, only pretending to be offended. The library is as beautiful as the rest of the house. It has dark wood French doors that lead out to the backyard. I can’t see much of the yard now in the dark, but there’s a light on over the serene blue of the pool that illuminates the area a bit. I see hydrangea bushes and a lot of pretty overgrowth just like in the front yard. A tire swing hangs from a ficus on the back lawn. “Brendan is a real literary snob. Actually so is Ian, but they argue about books all the time. Mitch is more into non-fiction, but he also reads graphic novels so we share a lot. And then I’m all about the fantasy and sci-fi.”
My eyes catch sight of a huge Wright desk with a pretty green lamp. It doesn’t look like it’s used much, but it is pretty to look at. The comfy leather chairs in the room look well loved, and I sigh softly, sliding my hand along the supple leather.
“If I lived here, I’d never want to leave,” I murmur. I get a little dizzy then and blink a few times to clear my head. I have to rub my eyes, so I lean on the arm of the chair, feeling a little unsettled. Suddenly, I see a vision in my head of living here forever with these four men and it’s so visceral that it makes my head spin. I imagine dinners with them and discussing books with them. I mean, I like my genre stuff just like Darren does, but I’m an English major too. I’d love to talk lit fic with Ian and Brendan. I imagine our laughter echoing as we talk about Fitzgerald. I imagine talking about Dune with Darren and reading Sandman and talking about it with Mitch. I imagine lazy days by the pool and long, slow kisses in that swing.
It’s a completely insane vision, of course. I know that. It’s just been a weird, long day. Besides, I don’t even know which one of them I would pick.
Though at the moment, I am leaning toward Darren who is standing in front of me.
“Are you alright?” Darren asks, his brow creased with worry. “I know this must be… a lot.”
“It is,” I say, and the weight of it hits me all at once. “But I’m glad I’m here. It’s crazy, probably, but it- it feels right?” I search Darren’s dark eyes, looking for some kind of solace and he nods slowly. “Do you have a feeling like that? Like I was meant to meet the four of you? I mean, you guys are shifters and everything, so you believe in magic…”
“Yeah,” Darren says, smiling softly. “Yeah, we’ve actually talked about that. The truth is, we’ve had these sort of weird feelings where you’re concerned. As if it’s fate that we were supposed to meet you.”
“Fate.” I whisper the word, and now I realize how close I am to Darren. My heart is racing and I know it’s not just because he has a nice, sharp jawline and glittery dark eyes. It’s that witchy sense again. It’s trying to tell me something.
I’m not sure if it’s telling me to kiss Darren, but God, that’s what I want to do.
I know I shouldn’t be asking for this kind of complication right now, but in all honesty, I don’t care about niceties.
Darren swallows and I see his gaze drop to my mouth. He murmurs, “I should, um…”
“Kiss me,” I whisper.
“Huh?” His eyes go wide at that and I lean forward.
“Kiss me,” I whisper again, but I beat him to the punch and suddenly my lips meet his.
I have to admit, it was as much plain curiosity driving me as it was the tension of the moment. Now, as Darren’s mouth locks with my mind and our lips slide together I find myself melting into him. There was wine at dinner. I had two glasses. I’m slightly buzzed, if even that. It was just enough to take the edge off. But I think I’ll blame the wine for how my hands slide up Darren’s chest. I find myself just a little bit surprised at the muscles I find hiding under that Captain America t-shirt as his arms wrap around me. Our tongues curl together and we make out lazily as I sit on the arm of the big chair. It doesn’t mean anything, I tell myself. There’s no reason it should. I’m just having a little fun. I keep the mantra going in my head as Darren cups my cheek and gently nudges my jaw open a little further before licking the inside of my mouth. I hum happily as he leans back a little, his eyes heavy-lidded, and kisses his way along my jaw down to my neck.
There’s something so plainly pleasant about it. Obviously, there should be. If you kiss someone, it should damn well be pleasant. It’s hot too, don’t get me wrong. This man definitely knows how to kiss, but the sense of belonging and connection is making my heart thud loudly in my chest. On top of that, there’s a sense of delight in kissing Darren. I feel safe and as if there are no expectations. That’s a nice thing to enjoy when there are men after you trying to rip your life out of your control.
Then I wonder if it’s just the screwed up spell making Darren want to kiss me at all, and I feel as if a bucket of cold water has been dumped over my head. I pull away then, suddenly feeling awful about it. I must be an idiot thinking any one of these hotties would be after me. Of course, it’s the spell. And if it is the spell, I really shouldn’t take advantage of them like this, even if I do feel that sense of safety and connection. Maybe it’s all a lie. Maybe the spell is affecting me too.
I step back and try to smile, but I know I look a little freaked out. “That was nice,” I say softly. I’m almost shaking. I don’t know how to handle this now. I should tell them about the spell. I know that. But what if they’re angry with me when they find out?
A mess of completing emotions flood my brain.
“What is it?” Darren asks, his brow creasing. He plays with a lock of my hair, twirling it around his finger and I want to fall into his arms again, but I resist the urge. Which is not easy at all by the way.
“Yeah, I just, um…” I pat his chest. “No, really, it was nice. More than nice, actually. Damn, you can kiss. I just- I don’t know if I should.”
“Oh shit,” Darren murmurs apologetically. “I shouldn’t have-”
“No, I wanted to,” I say, sighing. “Trust me. Just, um, let’s say it was nice and leave it at that. For now. Okay?”
“I don’t have any expectations,” Darren says, softly kissing the tip of my nose. “Just a kiss.”
Of course, it was just a kiss, I think sadly to myself. It was just the spell working on Darren. And I couldn’t help but go along with it. I’d have to be made of stone to resist these men.
Staying here with the fox shifters is going to be harder than I thought.





IAN
Having Victoria here is like a dream. Almost literally. Sometimes I get this feeling like I’m having a vision. This is how it’s supposed to be. I keep that feeling to myself though. I know Mitchell is entirely on board with the idea of us having a shared fated mate, and I certainly wouldn’t be against it. If anything, it would be ideal for all of us. But I don’t want to get everyone’s hopes up. Maybe I’ve just been hanging out with humans too long. The idea that this woman, who we just stumbled into on a police call, could be our shared mate seems almost too crazy.
But maybe I can enjoy it while it lasts. The first night Victoria stays with us, we stay up late just talking and hanging out on the veranda in the back. We talk about nothing in particular, but there’s a lot of laughter. Victoria sits next to me on a porch swing. She takes her shoes off, and I keep noticing her toes all painted peach. I also notice the way she grabs my arm or Brendan’s next to her when she’s about to make a point. I notice all kinds of things. I want to notice them forever.
But I haven’t forgotten our purpose in all this. Men are out to hurt Victoria, and they already have.
In the morning, the four of us make a plan for the day while Victoria is getting ready for work. Brendan happens to have the day off, so we decide he’ll take her to work and stick around the store on the lookout for Hardhum or anyone else who might bother her. Meanwhile, the rest of us continue to investigate. Ideally, we would arrest Hardhum, but we don’t have anything arrest-worthy yet. We can’t even definitively prove that he followed Victoria. And we certainly can’t prove he slashed her tires. That crime scene was totally clean. We didn’t find a single print or anything. I’m hoping Darren can find something by looking into the social media hacks and the phone calls though. He hasn’t so far, but keep hope alive, I suppose.
Victoria seems amenable to the plan, and we swing into action with the rest of us going off to work. We drive down to the station and talk about our options for catching the stalkers. Darren thinks we’ll have more luck with the phone numbers, so we focus on that for most of the day.
We do catch a break when Becca faxes us pictures from their surveillance cameras at Baker Books. They’re photos of the men besides Hardhum who were bothering Victoria and she’s able to find a few credit card receipts with names. Two of the men have priors, which is potentially helpful. We strongly suspect they’re connected to the social media hacks, but we can’t prove it.
It’s a long and tedious day that eventually involves combing through IP addresses until I feel like my eyes are going to fall out of my head. Darren even tells me to take some preventative Ibuprofen so I don’t give myself a migraine.
The day is full of too much coffee and not enough food. But when it’s over, we’ve discovered that Victoria actually has seven active stalkers. On the bright side, we have pictures of all of them. On the not so bright side, we don’t have enough to arrest any of them on. We add the pictures to the file on the case to show Victoria later.
By the time we agree to head home, it’s eight at night. We’ve worked hours of overtime. I’m so tired, I’m aching. I’m also super pissed off at these goddamn stalkers. It’s taking every bit of self-control not to round up the guys and haul off to show these assholes what it’s like. We already have a few addresses. But for now, at least, I hold back. I fantasize about shifting and showing them how vicious a fox can be. Our fangs can do a hell of a lot of damage on a fucker who likes to hurt women and make them afraid.
    
“Do you want the good news or the bad news first?” Mitch says.
We’re all sitting in the dining room, waiting for Brendan to serve the dinner. At least work for Victoria wasn’t so bad according to Brendan. He managed to scare off a couple of guys who turn out to be two of our seven stalkers. And Victoria’s still getting harassing phone calls. But all in all, her day was calm, relatively speaking.
Somehow, Victoria also sold Brendan a huge stack of books that he “absolutely must read.” This doesn’t surprise me at all, though Brendan keeps blushing whenever it comes up.
“Bad news,” Victoria says darkly, before taking a long drink of wine.
“Bad news,” Mitch mutters, exchanging a look with me. “Well, we can’t drum up a real reason to arrest any of the seven stalkers-”
“Seven!” Victoria says, her eyes as big as saucers. “I have seven stalkers?”
“From what we could tell,” Mitch says softly. “Yes.”
Victoria sits back in her chair, resting on the high back. She looks sort of like a queen as she sits there at our big dining room table, sipping her wine. That is, she’s a queen wearing a t-shirt with The Very Hungry Caterpillar on it. Her dark brown hair is pulled in a high ponytail and a rainbow bracelet wrapped around her wrist completes the look. She still looks like a queen to me.
She rubs her eyes and sighs heavily. When she sets her glass down on the table, Brendan hurries over to refill it.
“So what’s the good news?” She says, narrowing her eyes.
“The good news…” Mitch says, smiling tightly. “I guess, the good news is we know who they are.”
“Great.”
“We have pictures!” Darren says brightly. He smiles hopefully at Victoria, and I see the corners of her mouth turn up.
Darren’s cheerfulness can sometimes be infections and maybe that’s all it is, but I can’t help but wonder if something’s happened between them. Not that I’m jealous per se. The very reason I love the idea of the shared fated mate is because none of us feel such jealousy. But if something did happen between them, it could mean that she’s starting to fall for us.
Or maybe she just likes Darren.
I shake my head and gulp down some wine. I shouldn’t even be thinking about such things right now. I’m supposed to be focusing on her case.
“See if you recognize any of these men,” Mitch says. He opens the binder with all the case data we’ve gathered to the section with the stalkers’ pictures and slides it across the table. “Think hard. We’re pretty sure a couple of them have bothered you at work. And Hardhum is in there. Do you know any of them? Could you have gone on a date with one of them? Perhaps that set this whole thing off to begin with? Anything you can tell us would be very useful.”
Victoria takes a deep breath and starts pouring over the pictures. I see her really concentrating and it’s pissing me off again how much she’s had to worry and be afraid. I get up from the table and follow Brendan into the kitchen, shaking out my hands. I see the guys watching me go and Mitch’s voice pipes up in my head.
You okay, man?
Just pissed off about this whole thing. She doesn’t deserve this.
I’m with you.
In the kitchen, Brendan has a beef stroganoff going, but now I see him grab a bottle of wine and take a long swallow of it before handing it over to me.
“I like her,” Brendan says softly. He stirs the stroganoff at little and then just stands there looking sort of sad. “I like having her around. I think she could be good for us, and I think we’re good for her.”
I don’t know what to say to that. I think we’re all getting attached to Victoria very quickly. I sigh and lean up against Brendan, wordlessly giving him my affection.
I can hear Victoria talking from the dining room, and though I can’t tell what she’s saying, she sounds animated, even tearful. Soon enough I don’t have to wonder when Mitch speaks in my head again.
You better get in here, he says. Victoria did some spell and she’s blaming herself for all of this.
My only telepathic response to that is: Whaaaaaat.
“I grabbed the wrong herb!” Victoria says as I walk in. And she’s crying. The sight makes my heart squeeze in my chest. “I was trying to repel unwanted men, and I know I did something that only made it so much worse…” Darren is rubbing her back and handing her a napkin, as tears slide down her lovely face. “And I know that’s the only reason why-”
“Why what?” I say, coming to sit beside her. I squeeze her hand and she rolls her eyes, seemingly at herself, as she squeezes my hand back.
“Nevermind,” she says softly, sniffing and wiping her eyes. “I just know this whole stalker thing is really my fault. And I don’t know how to fix it.”
“We don’t know that at all,” Brendan says firmly, across the table. “This Hardhum was bothering you before you cast the spell, wasn’t he?”
“Well, yes, he was,” Victoria admits. “But the others… I just… Excuse me for a minute, sorry. I just want to go clean up a little before dinner.”
She stands abruptly from the table and all but runs upstairs. I feel awful as I watch her sprint away from us looking so miserable. I have a feeling that she’s embarrassed by her confession. But the truth is, people mess up spells all the time. The four of us do spells on occasion and I know exactly how easy it is to screw up one little thing that turns the spell into something you never wanted at all.
Magic is a very tricky thing.
“Ian,” Mitch says, slapping me on the back. “Would you go talk to her? Try to make her feel better?”
“I don’t know that I’ll be very helpful,” I say darkly.
“Sure, you will. You always know what to say.”
That takes me aback a little but I heave a sigh and climb the stairs. I find Victoria in her bedroom. The door is open, and I take that as a good sign. I rap on the door and peek inside. Victoria is sitting on her bed, petting her cat, seemingly taking comfort from him. When he sees me though, he runs off. Gus hasn’t quite gotten used to us yet.
“If you want me to go…” I say softly.
“It’s okay,” Victoria murmurs. “I’m just so… I should have told you guys about the spell earlier, and it’s overwhelming with all of you there, I guess. So…”
“Nobody blames you,” I tell her. I stride over to her and take her hand in mine. “Besides, unless you’re an incredibly powerful dark witch, you can’t make anyone do anything against their will. The worst you could do is attack people doing shitty things. But they’re still choosing to do them. Are you an incredibly powerful dark witch?”
“No,” she says, chuckling. “Definitely not.”
“Okay then,” I say, and she manages a smile.
“I’m a little worried that…” Victoria opens and closes her mouth. She seems afraid to say what she wants to say, so I squeeze her hand encouragingly. “I’m just a little worried that the four of you might be taking an interest in me, but that it’s only because of the spell.”
“Does our… interest strike you as anything like the so-called interest coming from your stalkers?” I say, raising an eyebrow. The thought is almost offensive to me. But worse than that, I’d hate her to think that we’re only acting the way we are because of a stupid spell.
“Well, no, but-”
“Victoria.”
She looks up at me and I notice now that her eyes are green but sometimes they look blue.
“We really like you,” I say firmly. “Maybe a little too much. It’s not because of a spell.”
“I like you too.” She swallows and a pretty pink blush blooms across the apples of her cheeks. “I like all of you. Maybe a little too much too.” Her gaze drops to my mouth and I feel like my heart is galloping in my chest. I find myself leaning forward a little, enchanted by Victoria and the scent of her; coconut shampoo, some faint hint of floral perfume, and an attractive kind of humaneness that when mixed with the waves of magic she gives off makes me dizzy with want. “I- I kissed Darren,” she whispers.
It’s not a surprise to me and even now, I search deep within myself, looking for the slightest hint of jealousy and I find… I am only happy for Darren.
“That’s okay,” I tell her. “It pleases me. We all like you, but we’re not competing. We don’t get jealous of each other like that. You can- you can like all of us. If you wanted to, that is.”
“Oh?”
I find myself mesmerized by the slight twitch of her pink mouth, and I don’t know who begins it, but suddenly we’re kissing. I haven’t kissed anyone in a while. Or rather, I haven’t kissed anyone that seemed memorable. I forgot how good it could be, but Victoria is certainly reminding me now as she hums into my mouth, her palms sliding up my arms that I can’t help flexing just a little bit for her benefit. Her mouth is so soft and warm yet more than that, there is an electricity. I feel a kind of buzz all through my body that makes me want more. I feel so desirous of her as her tongue touches mine and she presses up against me, that I have to stop or risk perhaps going too far. I can already feel my cock getting hard in my jeans, and I doubt that’s what Victoria had in mind.
I pull away and Victoria chases my kiss. I feel weak as I let her kiss me again, my arm circling her waist. I want so badly to push her back on the bed and climb on top of her, it’s almost a physical pain inside of me.
“Wait,” I finally say, a little too loudly, breaking away.
“I’m sorry!” Victoria says.
“No, no.” I rub her arm absently. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Don’t be sorry. I just… trust me, that was wonderful I just… I’ll get carried away. I…” I roll my eyes, embarrassed now by what seems like the obvious hard-on bulging beneath my jeans as I sit there on the bed. Victoria’s gaze drops to my crotch and she smiles a little.
“Oh,” she says softly. “I understand."
She pecks me on the cheek and I finally stand up, a bit mortified by my predicament, the woman actually giggles and seeing her in a better mood makes my cock swell even more.
This isn’t going to be easy at all.





VICTORIA
T  he night after I kiss Ian, I have the dirtiest dreams I’ve ever had in my life. I dream that I’m sandwiched in bed between Darren and Ian. It’s sort of vague in the way that dreams are, but I know that Brendan and Mitch are in the bed too and all of us are naked. I also know that Ian is pressed against me from behind while Darren kisses me. It all feels so real that when I wake up in the morning, I can still almost feel the sensation of his two thick fingers circling my clit.
I feel delicious in the morning but also… a bit frustrated.
Today, most of us have the day off. Only Brendan doesn’t but he calls out for the day because the guys want to look at this case from the magical end of things now that they know about my spell. They can’t exactly do magic stuff at the police station, and I suppose it helps that I’ve brought a lot of my magic stuff with me in case we do need to cast something.
Because there’s no rush, and because my door is closed, I take a little time with myself in bed. I close my eyes and think of my dream. I think of Darren and Ian’s bodies writhing against mine and Ian pulling me against him as he plunges inside me. I remember the feeling of Darren’s hand sliding down my body before his fingers find their place between my lips. My hand finds its way into my panties and I finger my clit, biting down hard on my lip. Then, I imagine riding Mitch while kissing Brendan as Ian brushes his lips down my neck…
I find myself crying out, losing control just a little bit, and my cheeks are red with embarrassment when I hear a thump in the hall.
What if they heard me?
I’m sure they’d be too chivalrous to say something, and minutes later, when I make my way to the bathroom and pass Mitch in the hall looking red in the face and avoiding my eyes, I’m sure he heard me. Though now instead of embarrassed, I feel just a little bit pleased with myself.
    
Brendan makes French toast for breakfast, and it’s the best French toast I’ve ever eaten. I’m tempted to ask for a second helping but instead, I just sip my coffee and we talk about books. My ears perk up when I hear Ian and Mitch talking about sniffing around outside.
They just want to know if old Creeper Hardhum has been around. They haven’t seen him, but if he followed me home there’s a slight chance he’s followed me here. The thought is frightening, even if I know I’m safe with them. Being with the Love boys, I don’t really fear for my safety at all.
Later, it’s just Darren, Brendan, and I chatting away at the table while Ian and Mitch poke around outside, sniffing around for clues. I find myself still a little on edge about it, and I can tell Darren and Mitch are trying to distract me.
“Did you know Brendan learned French cooking from Julia Child?” Darren says, grinning at Brendan as he tips backward in his chair.
That makes me laugh. I’m almost certain that’s not true, although considering that all of them are over a century old… who knows?
“It wasn’t Julia Child,” Brendan says, rolling his eyes. I get the sense that this is not the first time Darren has said this. “It was Julian Chevalier. He was a famous chef a long time ago, and I studied under his tutelage-”
“Tutelage,” Darren says, cackling. “It’s like you’re begging me to mock you, man.”
“I didn’t think you needed a reason.”
“I really don’t,” Darren says easily.
“You guys are so cute,” I say laughing. They look almost bashful at that. I think again of us naked together… Mmmm.
They go on like that; bickering and teasing each other in a way that I only find charming. You can tell they have a real affection for one another even if they know how to push each other’s buttons. But when Ian and Mitch return from outside, I can tell the news isn’t great. They’re both sweating and a little breathless. Mitch guzzles a bottle of water as Ian sits down at the table, still panting from running around outside.
“He’s been here,” Ian says flatly. “We smelled him.”
Shit.
“Not only that,” Mitch says behind him. “There’s definitely magic on him. He must be a wizard or something. Didn’t smell like a shifter. Did you sense that, Victoria?”
“No,” I say. Maybe I’m just a shitty witch after all. First, I flub that spell and now I can’t sense magic on this guy? I should be able to. “I tried to sense it, but-”
“Don’t feel bad,” Mitch says firmly. “We’re more sensitive than you are. Actually, we’re more sensitive to it than really powerful magic users when they’re human. He might be trying to mask it too. But there’s definitely magic on him.”
“Can you cast circles of protection?” Ian says, narrowing his eyes at me.
“Yes,” I say, squinting at him. “I actually did one in my room upstairs.”
As I’m saying this, it occurs to me that the circle of protection in my room would definitely be strong enough to prevent Ian from acting if his intentions were powered by the original spell I screwed up. And yet… we did kiss. Hmm. But that’s a thought for later.
“Do you think you could cast one over the whole house?” Ian says. “Something to repel evil spirits or anyone with power and malicious intent?”
“Oof…” I scratch my head, trying to think. The larger the area you’re trying to cover, the more power is required. I would definitely need the guys to help me. Just them being there, their power catalyzed through their physical presence on top of a chant, would reinforce a spell on something as a big as a house. But that’s also probably a different spell than the one I used on my room, and I’m not sure I know what the spell would be. “I need to call Shea,” I mutter.
“Shea?” Mitch says.
“My best friend,” I explain. “And a good witch. She studies this stuff a lot. She might know more about casting over a house and the right spell to use.
I whip up my phone and call up Shea, getting up from my seat because I can’t talk normally when people are just sitting there watching me. I take the call into the library as I’ve decided it’s my favorite room in the house. Which makes sense, given how much I love to read.
“Vic!” Shea all but explodes when she answers the phone. “Tell me everything!”
“I kissed Darren and Ian,” I blurt out.
I swear, I really meant to save that information for later seeing as how it’s not at all the reason I called. I hear Shea’s gasp through the phone and plop down in the big, black leather chair by the French door, squeezing my eyes shut.
“You didn’t!” Shea says. “Do they know? About each other, I mean?”
“Oh,” I clear my throat and make a sort of nervous laughing noise that sounds like a donkey. “Yeah, they do. That’s… not actually a problem. Ian said they don’t get jealous of each other.” I shrug even though she can’t see it.
“Vic, are you telling me you could have sex with all four of these men and they’d be fine with it?”
“Um,” I say, twirling a lock of hair around my finger. “Potentially. I think so. Unless it’s my messed up spell making them act this way, but it might not be. Maybe.”
“Vic, you better bang these hotties or I’ll never speak to you again.”
“Okay, okay,” I say, laughing. “But that’s not why I called. I need your expert magic advice again.”
It takes a while, but we finally work out the right spell to cast for protection over the entire house. Shea has to dig around for some old spell books of her grandmother’s which gives us time on the phone to talk about the boys. I find myself going on and on about Brendan’s aristocratic sensibility and Darren the adorable geek and Mitch the sweet surfer and Ian the “seems to always know what to do” alpha.
“Well, if I were you, I wouldn’t be able to choose just one,” Shea says, having finally found the right spell.
The idea of not having to choose, makes me shiver, but I put that aside for now.
“Okay,” Shea says. “Here are the ingredients you’ll need.”
It turns out I already have most of the ingredients for the spell with me. The rest I need to procure from a magic shop. When I update the guys, Ian tries to insist that I should stay at the house while Brendan goes to pick up the ingredients, but I’m too worried about him getting the wrong thing since he’s not versed in casting. Ian finally relents, and I go off with Brendan. It’s a little bit fun (and a little nerve-wracking) to go off with Brendan on an errand. I ask him about studying under that French chef and he tells me all about it. When I happen to mention a novel I read about a chef, that gets us talking about books again.
“I’d love to read a book with you,” I say wistfully as he pulls over in front of the magic shop that’s hidden away on a shady little part of Green Street. They each have their own cars and Brendan’s is a sleek, forest green Jaguar. I feel like a million bucks just riding in it. “I mean, ya know, like a club. If we both read something neither of us has read before and discussed it. That would be fun. I love talking about books.”
Brendan shoots me a funny look as he pulls the emergency brake. Then, he gets out and walks around to meet me, taking my hand like a true gentleman as he helps me out of the car.
“I don’t see why we can’t?” Brendan says. The breeze is blowing his long dark hair around and the sun makes his dark eyes glitter. He’s got the longest eyelashes… they’re sort of hypnotic.
“I guess I’m just afraid that when all of this is over, you all won’t want me anymore,” I whisper. The thought makes me want to cry. I feel such a connection to them. Even without the spell, it all seems too good to be true.
“I don’t think that’s possible,” Brendan whispers. He kisses me then; chastely and sweetly on the lips. It’s a soft, sweet kiss and the little smack of our lips sounds so nice to my ears. Still, even that little kiss is as electric as the others, and I shiver. He rubs my arms as if I need to be warmed up. “You’re blushing,” Brendan says in my ear.
I smile at him a little impishly and murmur, “Shut up.” He cackles at that and takes my hand as we head into the magic shop.
    
“Okay, here we go.”
Brewing this spell is the easy part. I guess I shouldn’t be cocky about it considering how much I screwed up so royally with the initial repulsion spell, but I’ve checked my ingredients about five times by now. Once we got home, I laid everything out on the kitchen counters. I even had Brendan double-check everything with me just to make sure I wasn’t misreading anything or mistaking one herb for another. There are about thirty ingredients for this spell, and unlike the simple little spell I cast on my bedroom, this one has to be brewed in a cauldron over a fire.
Brendan seems nervous about me brewing in his kitchen and he puts almost every single thing away until there’s nothing left on the counters. He even double-checks the temperature of the stove a couple of times.
“Do you need help mixing?” He asks.
“I’m not going to mess up your kitchen,” I finally blurt out. “I’m very tidy.”
“No, no!” His brows crease and he throws up his hands. “It’s not that at all, Victoria. I just want to be sure you have everything you need. Do you need help?”
I cast him a relieved smile and say, “Sure.” They really are all sweethearts.
Brendan goes to work chopping and peeling and I start heating up oil in the bottom of my cauldron. I have to make sure it doesn’t burn, and then I have to melt a couple of black candles over it as I stir. I will need Brendan’s help for that. I don’t understand how any witch manages some of the more complex spells alone.
Maybe that was the real reason I screwed up that spell. Because I tried to do it on my own. It’s worth thinking about, anyway.
“Raven feather…” Brendan hands it to me and I snip it apart over the cauldron. “Goat bones…”
One after the other, we add in the ingredients as I stir and repeat the chants. Shea emailed the spell over, and Brendan’s got it displayed on an iPad on a little stand in the kitchen.
It takes about an hour just for the brew, and then I pour the contents of the cauldron in equal amounts into four jars. We have to go all around the inside of the house and drip just a tiny little bit here and there as we chant. Next, we have to go outside and pour the remainder in a circle around the entire house. It can be a very thin little line of liquid, but there has to be a circle around the entire house and every bit must be connected, or it won’t work. When we’re done, we finish it off with the old circle of salt.
All of the guys file into the kitchen, and I tell them about ten times that they have to be very careful to drip and pour sparingly so we can be sure there’s enough brew to go around the whole house.
Already, I’m wondering if I should have doubled the recipe. It was measured for a house, but then again, the Love house is a mansion and the spell is old. Didn’t most witches back in the day live in little stone cottages?
“It’ll be fine,” Mitch whispers in my ear. My shoulders unclench a little, and he rubs my arm and squeezes my shoulder. I lean into the touch, but he steps away all too quickly. “We got this,” he says.
We start dripping the spell around the house; just a few drips in every room, in all the hallways, and a dab on each wall. It’s so hard to use just enough and not too much. When we’re finally finished with the interior, we move outside. We place drips here and there along the veranda and the wood siding. All the while, we have to keep chanting. That alone takes a while. I have the guys practice the chant over and over, but they’ve also got it on their phones for easy reference.
The moment I step off the front steps and onto the lawn to start the circle, I get an abrupt and very strange feeling. It feels as if someone has poured a bucket of cold water over me, magically speaking. That’s the only way I can describe it as I stand there on the lawn with my jar of brew. It’s like a strange, cold and creepy feeling washing over me all at once. And just as quickly as the sensation arrives, it’s gone again. I look around, over the fence to the street. I squint in either direction, but I don’t see anything.
“Ian!” I shout back at him. He’s in the driveway with his jar and he’s just started pouring.
“Yeah?” He shouts back, walking through the little gateway to the front yard from the driveway. “Something wrong?”
“Do you smell anybody?” I say, jogging up to him. “I just got a really weird feeling like… psychically, I guess. A magic shiver kind of thing. Do you sense anyone?”
Ian sniffs around and I see him trying to sense magic but he shrugs. “I’m not getting anything. But I can ask the guys-”
“No, it’s probably fine,” I say shrugging. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”
“Are you sure?” Ian says.
“Yeah,” I say, nodding firmly. “Let’s just do this pour.”
The five of us go about pouring the brew, and I find myself nervous that we’re not going to complete the circle. I worry it’s going to be too wonky or something, or our chants are going to be wrong. But eventually, the circle is closed around the entire house and the moment Ian and Mitch’s two unfinished lines of brew connect on the grass at the side of the house, the circle glows with a soft blue light which is exactly what is supposed to happen.
“It worked!” I say happily. They walk up to me and slap me high fives and I laugh with relief. It’s nice to feel as if I’ve done something. I quickly text Shea to let her know we completed the spell successfully as I make my way inside.
    
That evening, I’m hanging out in the backyard with Brendan and Mitch because Ian is on dinner duty, and Darren is helping someone with some tech stuff online. They’re telling me about when they lived in the French Riviera for a while. Mitch loved the surfing there although he has no complaints about Southern California.
“I thought Monte Carlo was so gauche,” Brendan says dryly. “But I suppose Cannes was alright.”
“You’re a snob,” I say, laughing lightly.
I’ve taken off my shoes because I like feeling my toes in the grass. I feel good right now. We’ve been drinking a little wine and the back yard is a nice place to hang out. There’s another old stone fountain between the hydrangeas and some rose bushes too. There are lots of fluffy ferns and a Japanese maple tree. It’s twilight out, and the lights of the city twinkle beyond the arroyo below. I’ve changed into a white linen sundress and the breeze feels nice on my legs. We’re all just kind of standing around, chatting in the grass, with no particular place to go. Brendan shoves his hands in his pockets, his dark hair falling over his eyes. His bare foot taps mine and he looks at me like a sad little puppy.
“You don’t like snobs,” Brendan says, sticking out his bottom lip just a little bit.
Mitch laughs behind me and I lean back a little, deliberately bumping against him. “He thinks you don’t like him,” Mitch says.
“Of course, I like you,” I say to Brendan, resting my hands on his shoulders. I feel my stupid heart thumping again, and I have that sense of feeling connected to all of them so strongly it’s like a physical ache. “I like all of you,” I murmur. “Wouldn’t… want to choose between you.”
I tug him a little closer and make sure he sees the way I lick my bottom lip.
“You don’t have to,” Mitch whispers in my ear, and when his arms slide around my waist from behind me, I feel myself melting against him. “You can have all of us. Whenever you like.”
I tilt my neck, baring it for him, waiting. “Promises, promises,” I whisper. I see Mitch wink at Brendan and then he’s kissing my neck, his tongue sneaking out to lick and taste as he embraces me from behind. Brendan’s mouth falls open but he leans in close. I tug him forward by his shirt until he gets the idea and kisses me, cupping my cheek. Ever so softly, he tastes my top lip and then my bottom lip, before nudging my mouth open to taste my tongue.
We stand there for a while, the two of them embracing me and making me wet with desire. Yet, it never goes farther than Mitch’s hand sliding up to cup my breast, kneading it just a little bit as he mouths at my neck and sucks kisses there. All the while, Brendan and I make out, my fingers tangling in his hair. I want them. I want both of them so badly that there’s a buzzing in my head. Brendan’s hand is at my hip and I’m guiding it to pull up my dress when we hear a car pull up in the driveway.
Of all the goddamn times for a visit.
Brendan stops kissing me and turns his head, seeming to sense something’s wrong. With great reluctance and all the self-control I can muster, I pull away from the both of them, feeling a little sheepish.
“Shit,” Mitch mutters. I squeeze his hand and we all kind of glance at each other, just a little flustered.
If somebody wasn’t knocking at the front door, I’m pretty sure I’d be in a threeway right now.
Seems rude of someone to stop by at such a time, but I suppose they didn’t just assume there was a near orgy going on. Silly of them, really.





BRENDAN
I ’ve never been in love before, but I’m pretty sure this is what it feels like. I hate to have to admit this to my pack mates as they never hesitate in grasping onto whatever excuse they can find to tease me (not that I doubt their real affections), but I never find it easy to admit my true feelings. I’m also not one to give in to infatuation. And after such a short time of knowing Victoria, it’s more than out of character for a level-headed person like myself to claim “true love.”
Yet, I know the fates have a hand in this. I know Mitch thinks so, and I might have doubted him at first, but now I’m inclined to think he’s right. It’s the strangest, and yet, the strongest feeling. I know that I love Victoria as much as I know that the sky is blue. I desire her so strongly, I’m dizzy with it. I consider kissing her a privilege. She is honey on my lips. I couldn’t ask for anything better. And more than that, she has a keen mind. I love discussing books with her. She does tease me just a little bit, but she’s softer than the others are about it. I feel as if she already knows that a harsh word from her would truly be painful. In my book, that’s a dangerous kind of knowledge for anyone to have about me. Yet, I find myself trusting Victoria as much as I trust Ian, Darren, and Mitch, and I’ve known those men for about one hundred and thirty years.
I feel as if I’m naked- as if Victoria can see me as I truly am. And being that I tend to be a little more guarded, it does put me on edge a little bit. Yet, when Mitch and I pull away from Victoria, she looks as stricken as I am, and that does give me some comfort.
“To be continued,” Mitch says, leaving Victoria with a kiss on the cheek.
“Yes, please,” she says, and she picks up my hand to kiss my palm before we go back inside. I feel like such a lovestruck young boy even being as old as I am. My palm is hot is with her kiss as I follow her back into the house.
Both Ian and Darren appear just a little bit smug when we go back in. I’m pretty sure they know exactly what we were just doing, and more than that, they approve of it. I try not to give myself away too much, yet I know I’m failing.
Somebody pounds on the door as we all head to the front to see who it is. Ian rolls his eyes and I step around Mitch, my ears perking up. I don’t know how the others feel, but I’m getting a bad feeling all of a sudden, even with our circle of protection around the house.
“You smell anything?” Mitch says to Ian as we crowd into the foyer.
“Nope,” Ian says, sighing. “I do sense magic though.”
He opens the door and Victoria is right beside me. Feeling protective, I wrap an arm around her. When she leans into my embrace, I feel right about it.
“Can I help you?” Ian says to the stranger.
The man at the door is dressed head to toe in soft baby blue. It’s a very particular shade that sets off alarm bells in my head. As does the strange scalloped cut of his suit jacket. He looks like one of those Department of Magical Authority fellows. They always wear that color. I’ve only ever seen one once since we’ve been in America. They know how to keep themselves hidden. Generally, running into DMA personnel is never good.
“Yes, sir, you certainly can,” the man says. “Darden Sidjus, Department of Magical Authority. May I come in?”
The man looks middle-aged. He looks sort of like a banker; handsome enough with clean-cut, sandy blonde hair. He looks like any other Southern California man, which means he looks rather odd in that baby blue suit with the scalloped edges and the diamond-shaped tie.
“Are you here for Victoria?” Mitch says. We all step back as Sidjus moves inside, showing us his identification with the seal of a wand in a circle that signifies he is who he says he is.
“I certainly am,” Sidjus says. He casts her a dark look that I don’t like at all.
“We didn’t call you,” Ian says slowly. “Perhaps her friend called you. Though, she is in need of protection-”
“I’m not here to protect her,” Sidjus says with a snort.
“What?” Victoria says, her eyes bulging a little bit. “Are you here to arrest me? For what?”
I have a terrible feeling now. This is all wrong. This can’t be happening…
Sidjus clears his throat and looks very satisfied with himself as he clasps his hands behind his back. “By order of the Department of Magical Authority, you are hereby charged with violating Code two seven zero nine nine, which is a casting of the forbidden curse known as The Saddle.”
Sidjus takes a wand out of his jacket and I tense up, baring my teeth. I almost shift but I stop myself. Ian’s hand grabs my arm, attempting to calm me, though he doesn’t look any happier about this than I am.
“The Saddle?” Victoria says helplessly. “I don’t even know what The Saddle is.”
“Oh, I’m sure you do,” Sidjus says, practically snarling. “It’s the very reason these four innocent fox shifters here look like they’re about to chew off my head just for looking at you funny. The curse controls the behavior of animals, including shifters. And as I’m sure you know, that’s illegal, my dear. Even now, as a matter of fact, I can see the mark of your curse upon your forehead.” He thumps her on the forehead with a flick of his finger, and I actually growl. Now, he taps her with his wand and a sparkling little orange triangle shape reveals itself on her head. “There’s your proof,” Sidjus says casually. “The mark of The Saddle. I apologize, gentleman, for this fiend’s work upon you. You’ll have to have it removed. Perhaps I can help you with-”
“She is not controlling us!” Ian says, looking as angry as I’ve ever seen him. “Nobody’s been able to cast a spell of force on me since I was fifteen-years-old, you massive buffoon!”
“The mark’s right there!” Sidjus says, pressing his finger to her forehead.
“Get your hands off her!” Mitch shouts and Ian holds him back.
“Don’t you see that you’re acting this way because she wants you to?!” Sidjus says, throwing up his hands. “It’s classic Saddle behavior! I just saw the same thing a few weeks ago with some mountain lion shifters up in Eaton Canyon.”
“This is ridiculous,” Darren says behind me. “We’d know if she was controlling us!”
“I didn’t do it!” Victoria says tearfully. “I really didn’t! I’ve never even heard of The Saddle! I can’t make them do anything! I’ll prove it!” She turns to Ian and points to him. “Ian, bark like a dog.”
Incredibly, Ian began to bark, though he only does it a few times before turning red with embarrassment before he stops himself. Victoria looks just as shocked as the rest of us, though Sidjus, of course, looks utterly triumphant.
It is shocking though. And I don’t understand what’s happening at all, but I don’t believe for one moment that this is Victoria’s doing and that she’s had us under a curse. It just doesn’t make any sense.
“So you see,” Sidjus says proudly. “I have more than enough evidence. Now, if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I’ll be taking Victoria into the custody of the DMA. I’m sure once you’re free of this curse, you’ll be kicking yourself for defending this fiendish witch.” Sidjus waves his wand and Victoria abruptly claps her hands together, her fingers interlocking, as she looks up in shock. He cast a spell of binding, I suppose.
“You’re wrong!” Ian says even as Sidjus takes her by the arm, leading her outside. “Who do we speak to about this?”
We’ve seen his ID and he’s just annoying enough to definitely be DMA. We can’t just attack the guy as much as we might want to. We’d all be arrested ourselves.
“You have my name,” Sidjus says, shrugging. Outside, we see his car; a sleek black Mercedes. He opens a back door and half shoves Victoria inside as she looks back at us, her eyes filled with terror. It makes my heart ache. “If you want to contest this charge, I will forward you to the appropriate authorities, but I’m sure the curse will blow over soon and you’ll realize you’ve all been had. Farewell, gentlemen! Thank you for your help.”
He nods curtly and climbs into the passenger seat. There is apparently a driver, and the car pulls out and speeds off. In the flash of a second, Victoria is gone. In the aftermath, we all just stand there like a bunch of brainless slugs, wondering what the hell just happened.





VICTORIA
Well, I didn’t see this coming.
The car ride from South Pasadena to the Department of Magical Authority isn’t too long. I’ve never been there, but it’s apparently a castle hidden in the woods up in the hills above Sierra Madre. I’m a witch and not unfamiliar with the magical community, but I didn’t even know it was there to be honest.
I’m bound by Sidjus’s invisible shackles, which just means I can’t resist clasping my hands together in front of me. It doesn’t hurt when I try to pull my hands apart, they simply don’t budge at all. It’s as if my hands and forearms have turned to stone.
Sidjus doesn’t speak on the ride, it’s like I’m not there at all. Even when I plead and ask questions and demand to speak to a lawyer (I know very well that there are no lawyers in the magical world, but I thought it was worth a shot), he ignores me. Up, up, up into the hills the car slowly climbs around a long and winding road until it reaches a pair of tall stone gates.
The DMA is an actual castle. I don’t know if it’s hidden to humans or what, but it must be protected by a lot of powerful wards that repel humans. By now, it’s very dark out, especially this far out into the hills. I can’t see much of the castle, but it looks massive and old as hell. All dark stone spreads out forming spires and turrets towering over the city. The car drives up a steep and winding driveway around to the back of the castle where it finally parks.
“Let’s go, let’s go.” Sidjus sets a hand at my back and shoves me along. The driver, who walks beside us, hasn’t said a word so far, but he’s an older man with shaggy white hair. He looks totally indifferent to the whole situation. He’s wearing black like a regular chauffeur would but I see the baby blue tie at his neck that stands for the DMA. Sidjus takes me up a flight of old stone steps and my heart is racing. This is all so surreal. I might be a witch, but I’m never usually this deep in the magical world. I really have no idea what’s going on at all.
Inside, the castle is dimly lit. The halls are lit by candles, and I can see a few hooded figures in the low light. I get the feeling I’m being taken through a little-used back door. The take me down a narrow staircase, so far down that my ears start pop. I get a little dizzy walking down the spiral staircase, but eventually, I’m led down yet another narrow, candle-lit hall and taken into a wider room filled with cells. Oh good… cells. The place looks like a good old fashioned dungeon alright. The place is mostly empty but I do see a few cells populated by figures hunched up in the corners, wearing cloaks and looking like they don’t want to be bothered.
I didn’t even know anything like this existed anywhere near town.
“Give me your phone,” Sidjus says. I hand it over and he turns it off, pocketing it.
I hope I get that back, but who knows?
“In here, prisoner,” Sidjus says. He shoves me into an empty cell and pulls out his wand. For a moment, I wonder why he needs his wand to slam the door, but when it swings shut, it sparkles with red light. “You touch those bars, you’ll get a nasty shock,” he says flatly. “I wouldn’t try it if I were you.” Sidjus looks so satisfied with himself. If I’m being honest, he’s probably just doing his job and truly believes I’m guilty, but I find it impossible to feel very objective right now. I just want to punch him in his slimy little weasel face. As he stands there in his baby blue suit, the candles on the stone wall behind him flicker, casting long shadows. “You’ll be questioned in the morning after breakfast. But you’ve missed dinner, I’m afraid. Water in an hour, and then lights out.”
“Wait,” I say, a little breathlessly. “I have to stay here all night before I can get this straightened out?”
Sidjus shakes his head, looking utterly disgusted with me. “There’s nothing to straighten out, girly. There’s a mountain of evidence against you. You cast a very forbidden spell, and the laws of the DMA are not forgiving. Frankly, I’d be surprised if they didn’t sentence you to death.”
“Death!” I say, all but shrieking. “You can’t be serious!”
“Afraid so,” Sidjus says, straightening his tie. “Anyway. Goodnight, witch. See you tomorrow.”
When he walks out, he whistles, and reflexively, I run forward and grip the bars to yell after him. It’s beyond stupid. He only just finished telling me I would be shocked. Sure enough, a white pain courses through my fingers and up my arms. I jerk back, and the pain disappears as soon as I’m no longer touching the bars. But the surprise of it makes me breathless. I see the shadow of a guard keeping watch at the end of a hall, but I doubt he’ll be any help.
While I never knew this castle existed right here in Southern California, I have heard of the DMA. They’re known to be both old fashioned and, as Sidjus said, rather unforgiving.
Basically, I’m screwed.
I slump down to the cold, stone floor and lean up against the back wall, hugging my knees.
I can’t help but think that my original screwed up spell is the forbidden curse they’re talking about. Of course, it was accidental, but I don’t know what else it would be. On the other hand, I’m pretty sure you can’t cast a spell that dark and complex, not to mention illegal, by accident? I’ve never heard of a spell as harmless as the one I was actually attempting to perform turning into something so dark and forbidden with the replacement of one ingredient for another. It seems absurd to me. But what else would they be talking? If the mark was on me, it must be true. And then there’s the fact that I somehow made Ian bark? I must have been controlling them the whole time without even knowing it. I was right that the spell was responsible, only it wasn’t making them attracted to me. They were just following my lead. The thought is too depressing.
Except now, I can’t figure out how the spell could have been the curse that allowed me to control the Loves while also attracting those stalkers. Was it all just a coincidence?
I rub my eyes. I’m getting a headache trying to figure it all out. I suspect the best I can do is to tell them everything and beg for mercy. I don’t know what other plan I could possibly have.
I can’t help but wonder what the Loves are doing now as I hug my knees and wipe my teary eyes. They must hate me. In the face of all that evidence against me, I don’t know how they could think I’m innocent once they’ve had a chance to think it through. So long, Loves. Everything I thought I had with them was only my own fantasies coming to life through dark magic. I thought it was a dream, but instead, it was all a nightmare.
I don’t get much sleep that first night in the dungeon. All I can think about now are all my broken dreams.
    
“Wake up, you wretches!” The guard is thwacking a wooden stick along all the bars of our cells making a racket as myself and the other prisoners stir. I finally fell asleep, curled up on the stone floor. They didn’t give me a cot or a blanket or anything. All I got was just one cup of water that now makes me have to pee something awful. “Victoria Pruitt!” The guard says, thwacking the bars of my cell especially hard. “Up and at ‘em! You’re to meet the Inquisitor.”
Every muscle aches. Apparently, sleeping curled up on stone doesn’t make a girl feel awesome. On top of that, I’m guessing I only got about three hours of sleep total. It feels like I didn’t get any at all. I tossed and turned on that stone floor for most of the night wondering what would become of me and whether this is all my fault. When I finally did drop off to sleep, my eyes were, once again, wet with tears.
The guard binds my wrists with invisible shackles again and leads me out of the dungeon up the spiral stairs. It’s much more difficult going up, with my hands bound in front of me, and all my muscles so sore. I’m lucky I don’t stumble and go tumbling all the way back to the cells. The guard keeps yanking me along whenever I go too slow.
He makes me sit in a stone chair, and I’m told to wait.
The wait turns out to be several hours, and it’s almost evening again before I’m brought in for my interrogation or trial or whatever this is.
The Inquisitor turns out to be a severe-looking lady with a dark red bun on the top of her head. She wears a baby blue suit, just like Sidjus. I’m led to a large room that looks something like a courtroom if one were to put a courtroom in a castle. I’m surrounded by stone walls and giant, darkly flowered tapestries. The Inquisitor is sitting in what looks like a judge’s bench that’s a little bit lifted off the floor. It’s a kind of throne on a platform, and I’m seated facing it.
The Inquisitor is reading from a tablet that looks pretty much like an iPad. I was half expecting a scroll. I can’t help but wonder if it’s a magical iPad.
“Victoria Pruitt,” she reads from the tablet. She’s wearing little wire-rimmed glasses, and she blinks owlishly at me. She has a very sharp chin.
“Yes, ma’am,” I say hesitantly. The guard remains, standing just behind me. I suppose he’s there just in case I have it in mind to attack the Inquisitor, which I feel would be pretty hard to do with my hands bound, but you can’t be too careful, I guess.
“I am the Regional Inquisitor for the Department of Magical Authority, Precinct One Seventeen, California Division. I will be questioning you today regarding…” She reads from the tablet now and looks somewhat alarmed. “You cast The Saddle? Good God, that’s a bad one.”
Jesus, even she’s startled by the heinousness of my crime. And my instincts tells me this woman is pretty unflappable.
“Do I get to speak for myself?” I say softly, my voice echoing in the room.
“One moment…” The Inquisitor is presumably reading over my case, and I sigh heavily. I set my hands, which are still interlocked, straight out in front of me. “Alright.” She takes out a wand and taps me on the head. “Aaaah. Yes, that’s definitely a mark of having cast The Saddle.”
“I know but-”
“And we have a witness, I believe?” She says to the guard, “Let Sidjus in, please.”
The guard goes to a door at the back of the room and Sidjus walks in looking smug as ever. Oh great. My only witness is Sidjus. I wonder if I’ll be allowed to call my own witnesses? Even if they think I’ve bewitched the Loves, Shea would be a good witness if my defense is having cast that spell by accident.
Sidjus and the Inquisitor go back and forth a bit and he confirms that I, in fact, made Ian Love, a fox shifter, bark like a dog against his will.
“This evidence is indisputable,” the Inquisitor says, sighing. “The mark more than the fox barking. Alright then… Victoria Pruitt, do you have anything to say for yourself?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say, trying to sound more confident than I am. In reality, I’m shaking like a leaf. I can’t believe any of this has happened. It all seems like a terrible nightmare. “Ma’am, I cast a spell about a week ago because a man was bothering me. He was stalking me. I intended to cast something that would repulse unwanted men with nefarious motives, okay? You may have heard about it. It’s not a difficult spell, but it has a lot of ingredients. So when I cast it, I threw in the wrong ingredient at the end. I was supposed to put in St. John’s Wort, but instead I put in sorrel and lodalite-”
“Woof,” the Inquisitor says, and then waves her hand. “I apologize. That wasn’t due to your curse. I just meant “woof” as in, that’s a terrible mistake to make. Unfortunately, it doesn’t change your case a dash. I’m afraid I find you guilty, Victoria Pruitt. Guilty on all charges.” She taps away on her iPad and I stare at her, horror-stricken. “Even more unfortunately for you, the penalty for casting The Saddle is death. You’ll have one day to put your affairs in order and then you’ll be returned here to the DMA for your execution-”
“NO, no, no, no!” I scream out loud but it falls on dispassionate ears. The Inquisitor only nods at the guard to hold me, and then she whips out her wand and casts a little spell that sends a stinging pain through my brain before it dulls.
“I’ve just cast a tracer spell on you,” she says, cold as ice. “That way we always know where you are. So don’t attempt to run. We will find you and bring you back if we have to.”
“No, no,” I say, breathlessly even as the guard grabs me by the arm. “You can’t do this! You can’t! It-it was an accident, I swear! I just added in the wrong thing! Please!”
“Release her,” the Inquisitor says to the guard. Turning to me she says, “I’ll see you in twenty-four hours.”
    
Well, at least they gave me my phone back before practically kicking me outside, to the steep, winding road. I don’t cry. I don’t cry because I don’t feel sad or angry at the moment. I only feel numb. None of this feels real. Yet, I know it is. I know enough about the DMA to know they don’t screw around. Once they make a decision, it’s final.
I have to walk downhill a long way before I get reception on my phone. There’s only a little bit of battery left, and I’m on edge worrying it will die. Every second feels like a second wasted now that I’ve been given a death sentence.
I call Ian and I hear myself asking if somebody can pick me up near the DMA. My voice sounds alien to me as I speak in a flat monotone. Ian sounds worried, but I don’t want to explain over the phone. I sit by the side of the road, and then I’m left with the silence of the darkening woods and my own darker thoughts.
They’re going to kill me.
The worst part is, I’m not even sure if I’m not guilty. Of course, the sentence isn’t just at all considering it was all an accident. But I can’t prove it was an accident. I keep trying to think myself out of it, but my thoughts race in useless circles. I stand up and start walking down the road. I know the boys will sniff me out anyway. I do find myself crying out of sheer helplessness. I’m going to die and there’s nothing I can do about it. Of course, I’ll try to find a way out of this. I have to. But it’s hard to see any light at the end of this dark tunnel.
The guys find me in about an hour. I see a fox running toward me, and I jog towards it. When it becomes Darren, I run faster and crash into his arms. Abruptly, I burst into tears, sobbing into his shoulder. I feel him tense with worry, but he just holds me there, by the side of the road, murmuring that things will be okay.
“They won’t be,” I say, gasping as I lean back, wiping my eyes. “They’re going to execute me!”
I explain about the Inquisitor, the curse, and tracer spell that means I can’t run, and I see Darren looking more and more freaked out by the second. That doesn’t bode well either. If he’s afraid, I must be right. There’s no way out of this.
“But it must be true,” I say, wiping my eyes, as we walk down the road. “I must have done the spell and not known it somehow. It’s so unfair that you could do a spell like that by accident, but I must have. And you guys are under my control-”
“We are not,” Darren says, squeezing my shoulder. “There’s no way, Victoria. I’m sure of it. I don’t know what we can do but…” Then, he sighs heavily. “We’ll do something.”
“Something,” I mutter. “Sounds great.”
Ian’s car slowly comes driving up the road. I climb in and tearfully greet them all before giving them the bad news. There are varied reactions. Brendan is quiet, and Ian is quiet but pissed. Mitch starts shouting about the injustice of the DMA. It’s a long ride back to the house and nobody comes up with any brilliant ideas as we make our way home.
Home. Funny how I already think of their house as “home.” I wonder if it could have been one for me…
When we get there, I feel their eyes lock on me; the girl with a death mark on her head. I can’t bear it though. I just need to be alone again for a minute. I know they’re all freaking out, whether it’s because of a spell or not, and it just makes me sadder. I need to talk to Shea. Maybe she’ll have some kind of idea. Though I doubt it.
I hide up in my room for a bit to call Shea who’s even more upset than I thought she’d be and promises to help. She says she’s going to start researching the spell and asking around to see if she can find out how to deal with the DMA. She tells me she’ll come over when she has an update. I think she’s just trying to be useful, which is sweet, but I don’t have high hopes.
When I make my way downstairs, I feel… weird. I feel like there’s a mark on my head, which is literally true though it can’t be seen. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do for the next day. Tell work, ‘Oops! I’m going to be executed?’ Make sure the Loves adopt Gus?
“You need a drink,” Brendan says when I slink into the kitchen. He pours me two fingers of an expensive looking whiskey, and I take it as he leans over to kiss my hair.
I take a long swallow and it takes a little of the edge off. “What do I do? You guys got any ideas?”
Brendan squints at me and says, “Well… no.”
“Ah.”
“But we’re not going to just give up,” Ian says behind me. He comes up and wraps his arms around me, and I lean back against him, craving to be held and touched. I feel desperate for the Loves, all of them.
The whole of the evening feels pretty surreal. Brendan makes me dinner. It’s seafood pasta with lots of shrimp. I know it’s because I’d mentioned it being my favorite food the day before. Everyone is kind of quiet, but Darren and Mitch keep trying to lighten the mood and cheer me up. At the same time, they too look like their hearts are breaking.
After dinner, we hang out on the veranda just talking and drinking wine for a while. It’s so lovely just to be with them. I keep tearing up just wishing it could be like this forever. But the hour is getting late.
Twenty-four hours from now, I’ll be dead.
Nobody points it out. Who would want to? But it’s the context of every moment and every sentence that is said. Even as Brendan and I attempt to talk about books as casually as we were a day ago, it still looms over us.
There’s one thing, though, that I can do before I die.
So when everyone seems like they’re on the verge of turning in for the night, I stand up and face them where they sit, looking a little tense in their Adirondack chairs and the porch swing. The dim light overhead casts grave little shadows on their pretty faces.
I look at all of them and feel such a swell of love and affection that I feel as if my heart is too big for my chest.
“Will you do something for me tonight?” I ask them softly.
Ian stands up and looks into my eyes when he says, “Anything you want, my love.”
“Will you take me to bed?” I say. “All of you?”
Ian nods and steps forward, cupping my cheek and kissing me softly. One by one, each Love comes up to kiss me so sweetly, showing me their love by touch alone. We head upstairs, Ian taking me by the hand to his room because it’s the biggest.
For the first time since I was handed my sentence, I don’t feel sad. Instead, I feel that connection between us. I’m sure now that the five of us were meant to be together somehow, and even death won’t make that any less true.
In Ian’s bedroom, I stand facing him and I can’t help but smile at the look he’s giving me, like I’m the only woman in the world for him. He kisses me again and Brendan comes up behind me, moving my hair to kiss the back of my neck. When he begins to lift the hem of my top, I raise my arms so he can take it off. One by one, the guys start taking off their shirts. Some goofy part of me jokes that they’re throwing me an ‘abs party’. I slip off my shoes and Darren approaches, leaning forward to kiss my shoulder and spread his palms along my stomach and back. His fingers roam over me hungrily. I look into his dark eyes and slide his hands down to the fly of my jeans. He kisses me deeply as he unbuttons them and slowly pulls down the zipper, before shoving them down over my hips.
“We’re not sad,” I say firmly, looking into his eyes. “I don’t want this to be sad.”
Darren says, “How can we be sad when we’re looking at you?”
“You always know what to say,” I whisper, and pull him down for another long, sweet kiss.
Impulsively, I decide I want Darren first, and soon enough I’m naked and laying back on the bed. The lights are on and I feel so bare and vulnerable, but I also feel so sexy with the way the four of them are looking at me now. Darren strips down and I admire his body as he crawls up the bed to hover over me. I watch the way the light reflects off his skin. He ducks his head to kiss me, and I start to wrap my legs around his back, but he stops me.
“I want to taste you,” Darren whispers, and my cheeks burn as Ian nudges my legs apart. “Is that okay?”
“Yes, yes,” I say, a little shakily. “Just a little self-conscious, I guess.”
Brendan appears beside me and presses his fingers to my lips. “You are so beautiful, Victoria. We just want to make you feel good. You’re gorgeous like this.”
That makes me feel better, and Brendan and I kiss, lazily making out until I’m gasping into his mouth because Ian is kissing my thighs and Darren’s tongue is teasing me. I can feel Darren’s fingers spreading me open, and he takes turns blowing gently into my pussy, making me gasp, and then flicking his tongue over me just enough to make me desperate for more. When a hand cups my breast, I glance over and see Mitch on my other side, gazing at me lovingly before glancing over to watch Ian and Darren pleasure me.
“Does this turn you on?” I ask him, feeling so wonderfully dirty.
“God, yes,” Mitch murmurs.
“Show me.”
Mitch actually blushes. I smile and then gasp, throwing my head back when Darren’s tongue suddenly, and very determinedly, licks at my clit. Ian spreads my legs further and I feel so utterly naked and open before them all. I bite my lip, bucking up into Darren’s mouth. He hums and then stops to look up at me.
“You taste good,” he whispers, before plunging his tongue inside me, his lips mouth at my entrance as I cry out.
I watch Mitch, my eyes tearing up from the sheer intensity of every sensation, and he kneels on the bed, stripping off his shirt and undoing his fly. He takes his cock out and my mouth waters at the sight of it, thick and hard and leaking. I watch him stroke it and look up at him, hardly able to speak because Ian is sinking his teeth into my thigh just as Darren is lapping at me with reckless abandon.
“Let me…” I say, looking up. Mitch gets the hint and edges closer. I crane my neck, taking him in my mouth, lapping at him and delighting in the fullness and the musky taste of him as he tangles his fingers in my hair. I clutch at his ass to encourage him and he thrusts into me. I hum around him, tears sliding down my face because Darren’s fingers have joined his tongue. Just when I think I’m going to fall right over the edge, Darren stops and I feel as if I’m going die from the loss of that bliss.
Now, we’re all shifting a little as Ian tugs on my legs, sliding me down to the edge of the bed. He pushes my legs up as he slides inside me without preamble. I gasp around Mitch’s cock, but the feel of Ian inside me spurs me on as I suck at him and look up into his eyes to see him looking helpless with his desire. I let his cock slip out of my mouth and turn my head only to scream again as Ian switches with Darren, who crawls on top of me and thrusts into me. I wrap my legs around him, pulling him deeper, and when Darren reaches down and abruptly and furiously rubs my already swollen and sensitive clit, I scream around Mitch so loudly, I’m sure all of Pasadena must have heard. I’m shaking now as I hug Darren to me and he mouths at my neck, our sweat-slicked bodies seeking to be closer still. It feels as if the five of us want to all be one, one clan and one person. I watch the way the guys look at each other. Even as they’re pleasuring me, the love between us all is so powerful, if it could make a noise, it would be thunder.
“Victoria,” Darren whispers. “God, Victoria, you’re so…”
“Yes…” I whisper. Somehow we understand each other. We all do. The bond between us thrums like a live wire.
Brendan is watching me, jerking off, and I wave him over and suck him off, switching between him and Mitch. All the while, Darren makes love to me through the throes of my orgasm until he cries out himself, pulsing inside me and filling me up with his seed.
My four fox shifters are a garden of delights. There are so many… options. My head is spinning.
Minutes later, I’m on all fours and Mitch is thrusting inside me as I wrap my lips around Darren’s cock. I feel so dirty, but deliciously so, because Brendan is looking down at me with such love in his eyes and because Mitch is kneading my back and kissing the nape of my neck so sweetly even as he snaps his hips and makes me see stars. Darren is hot and thick in my mouth, and I find I like to curl my tongue around him and suck in my cheeks just to hear the sounds he makes. His mouth hangs open, and I see Brendan turn his head and kiss him. The sight turns me on, and I groan around Darren and push back against Mitch. Then, abruptly, the shock of an orgasm courses through me and Mitch has to hold me up even as it sets him off and he pulses inside me, filling me up.
By the time we finally stop, only because of our eventual exhaustion and excess stickiness, I feel as if all my bones have turned to jelly. Ian takes care to clean me with a damp towel and tuck me under the covers. Then, they all crawl into bed with me and we cuddle up together, sated but only temporarily distracted from whatever horrors the morning is likely to bring.
I close my eyes, but I don’t sleep for a long time.
I can still feel them inside me, and I can feel them pressed on either side, warm and solid and safe. If I close my eyes, I can still feel the pulse of Darren’s cock and Mitch’s hands sliding along my skin. But still, a voice is thundering in my head.
You’re going to die.
You’re going to die.
I don’t know how they’ll do it. I know there are killing spells, but I don’t know how long they take or if they’re painful. I feel a lump in my throat just thinking about it, and I clutch Brendan’s hand because he’s thrown his arm over me. I squeeze and he squeezes back. He doesn’t say a word, but just that bit of gentle comfort helps.
You’re going to die, I think. But at least before I go, I’ll have this to take with me.





DARREN
V ictoria falls asleep, but the rest of us don’t. I don’t know how she manages it, but I suppose she must just be emotionally exhausted after the events of the past few days. The rest of us are most definitely not asleep. She’s lying half on top of me and as much as I would like to remain here, naked and comfy, I know that the four of us need to talk. Very quietly and carefully we each get up, our eyes still on Victoria. I’m last, and I press a kiss to her forehead before carefully getting out from under her. Being foxes, we do have some stealth.
I don’t know what’s stranger, the fact that we all love the same woman who’s been sentenced to death, or that we all just had sex together and it doesn’t feel weird. Probably the first one.
Everyone but Ian grabs their clothes and then pads off to their rooms to change hastily into something more comfortable. We meet downstairs in the dining room, where all the serious conversations are had, and somehow it’s understood that Brendan is going to make coffee without anyone asking.
I can feel the tension between us when we’re finally sitting down with our coffee at the table. I think we would all rather be upstairs holding Victoria right now, but at the same time, we have to think of something to get her out of this. It’s making us all edgy as hell.
“We can’t run,” Mitch says, rubbing his eyes before taking a sip of coffee. “Not unless any of you knows how to break a tracer spell without alerting the DMA.”
“Maybe Shea does?” I say hopefully. “But she’d have to be a pretty damn powerful witch. We might hear from her tomorrow. Worth asking though.”
“Let’s assume she can’t,” Ian says darkly. “Any other ideas?”
“I say we fight like hell,” Brendan says quietly.
It’s not like him to say that, and it takes me aback. But it also points to just how much we all care for her. Brendan is sitting beside me and I reach over to rub his back, casting him a smile of solidarity. I know how he feels.
“Do you know how powerful the wizards are who run the DMA?” Ian says, snorting. “They’d execute us too. We might be strong, but if we attack, they’ll wipe the floor with us with nothing but a flick of their wands.”
“And you wouldn’t die for Victoria?” Brendan snaps.
“In a heartbeat,” Ian says, and he all but snarls, his fists clenched on the table. “But how does that help Victoria? It would only make her sad in her last hours on this earth. Use your head, Brendan. You’re supposed to be the smart one.”
Brendan huffs at that and frowns at his hands.
“If we could just reverse engineer that goddamn spell,” Mitch mutters.
Ian groans. Mitch isn’t wrong, but we’ve been over it a million times. It was all we talked about the whole day that Victoria was locked up at the DMA. We researched all we could. Not being warlocks or wizards ourselves, we came up with nothing.
The conversation goes around and around for a few hours, late into the night, and none of us comes up with anything useful. I feel a terrible cold dread overwhelm me just before we give up, the four of us practically falling asleep at the table.
Victoria really is going to die. And there’s not a goddamn thing we can do about it.
    
In the morning, Shea shows up bright and early, though her eyes are red with tears. She’s got bags full of spell supplies with her and she seems pretty wired up as she puts on a pretense of cheeriness. She’s a very put together looking person in a fashionable blouse and a pair of black leggings. Her hair, in its sleek, black bob, frames her face stylishly. Perhaps most importantly, she looks at Victoria with such love, they could be sisters.
“Hey, girl!” She hugs Victoria and her smile is big, but I don’t miss the way she squeezes Victoria tightly as if she’s afraid to let go. It breaks my heart a little bit. “We’re gonna undo this spell, okay? That’s it. That’s what’s happening. We undo the spell and we remove all the magical residue around you.” She waves her hand around Victoria as if clearing away invisible cobwebs.
This doesn’t sound like something that’s going to work. Even if they make the mark of the curse disappear, Sidjus already saw it and worse than that, he saw Victoria make Ian bark which would seem like even greater proof of her guilt. We’re all standing around in the living room, and I meet Victoria’s gaze over Shea’s shoulder.
I don’t need a telepathic connection with Victoria to see that she doesn’t think any of this is actually going to work, but she’s going to try it anyway just to make Shea feel better, at least for a little while.
“Sure,” she says, patting Shea’s shoulder. “That sounds good! Let’s do it.” She smiles warmly at Shea, and this gesture of accepting what will likely be a complete waste of time, makes me love Victoria all the more.
The spells turn out to be highly involved. We all throw ourselves into it even though we know it’s not going to do any good. Only Shea seems confident at all. In a strange way, it still makes us feel better to chop and grind and burn candles and chant. There seem to be a million steps to the few spells Shea has put together. They also involve Victoria drinking a glass full of something that smells heinous on top of being a terrible muddy brown color. She swallows it, gagging a little. It’s the final spell and it’s supposed to “undo” the mark of The Saddle on Victoria. Theoretically, it would also remove the tracer, but we all agree that that spell would be immune to a reversal. The DMA would proof it against attempts to remove it.
Victoria ends up having to run to the bathroom to throw up more than once, and when she comes back she says feels better. I know she’s just trying to stay positive for Shea.
“Let’s see if the mark is still there,” Shea says, looking all too hopeful. We gather in the dining room again with all the spell supplies scattered across the table. Shea has a wand, although she says she’s not versed in wand magic and hardly uses it. She looks up the spell to reveal all magical marks cast on a person and waves her wand at Victoria, muttering the chant.
The mark of the tracer shows up on Victoria’s forehead but not the triangle of The Saddle.
Shea perks up at that. “Well, the mark is gone! That’s good.” I can’t help but feel a little hopeful at that, though I don’t know what good it will do. “Let’s see if the curse has lifted. Command somebody to do something.”
Victoria heaves a sigh and points at Brendan. “Brendan, I command you to… cluck like a chicken.”
I watch Brendan’s jaw twitch and his mouth tightens, but then he blurts out, “Bawk! Be-gawk!” He turns red, and I almost want to laugh, but I just can’t. There’s nothing funny about it at all.
Victoria looks like she’s been hit over the head, and I realize that as much as we knew none of this would help, she did have the tiniest flicker of hope that it would. She points to Ian and commands him to dance and he does. She makes me howl like a wolf. She makes Mitch hop on one foot. It should all be embarrassing or funny, but it only makes us all depressed.
“This is bullshit!” Shea explodes, throwing an empty herb bottle across the room. She stalks off to the living room and we follow. She sits on the couch leaning forward, rubbing her face with her palms. Victoria sits next to her and gives her a nudge of support. Shea sounds teary when she speaks again. “It- it just doesn’t make sense though! The Saddle is a highly powerful and very dark curse! All forbidden curses are! You can’t just do it accidentally!”
“That’s what I said,” Victoria says, sighing.
“Did they search your place for the ingredients of the spell?” Shea says. “Because if they didn’t find anything-”
“I don’t know,” Victoria says, sounding very tired.. “But they already saw that mark even if it’s gone now. And that douchebag, Sidjus, already saw me make Ian bark so…”
“So there’s a witness,” Shea whispers. “In the magical world, witnesses matter more than evidence. There’s- there’s nothing we can do.” She turns her head to look at Victoria and all at once she bursts into tears and throws her arms around her friend.
The rest of us feel like interlopers, so we disappear into the kitchen where we stand around sadly, sipping coffee, and feeling absolutely useless. We hear quiet murmuring in the front, but none of us want to eavesdrop. I get the sense that Shea has finally given up the ghost and is bidding Victoria goodbye. I can’t imagine the kind of pain they must both be in, and a lump forms in my throat. I lean against Brendan and he wraps an arm around my shoulders. We tease each other a lot, but we don’t doubt our love for each other. All of us have to stick together to get through this.
It’s another hour before Shea leaves, and when she’s gone, Victoria skulks back into the kitchen, tear tracks still wet on her face. She wipes her cheek and gives us a watery smile, chuckling sadly. “Had to practically kick her out the door.”
“Come here, sweetheart,” Mitch says, wrapping her in a hug. And then all of us are hugging her, as much as we can. It’s a group embrace that only makes that connective thread between us hum and shiver.





VICTORIA
I ’ve never been one to think about death very much. I always figured that life was too short to think about the end of it all the time. But now that it’s staring me in the face, I wonder if I should have prepared myself a little more. Maybe nobody can properly prepare themselves for death, but I just… never thought it would come so soon, and I certainly never thought it would be this meaningless. From what I can tell, it’s the equivalent of being executed for making a typo. The injustice of it all is insane. I can’t even really think about how unfair it is or I’ll lose my mind, and as awful as it’s going to be, I want to be clear-headed when I die.
“They’ll be here soon,” I say softly, checking my phone. We’re all sitting in the living room, and I’m snuggled up between Mitch and Brendan. I’ve sort of been taking turns attaching myself to each of the Loves. I want to get as much of them in my arms as I can before I have to say goodbye.
“I love you,” Mitch whispers in my ear. It makes me want to cry again, but I think I’m all cried out.
“I love you too,” Brendan says.
“I love you,” Ian says, kneeling in front of me and leaning forward to cup my cheek, kissing me softly.
“I love you, Victoria,” Darren says. He seems barely able to get the words out as he stands in front of me, and I reach up to squeeze his hand.
“I love you too.” I look each of them in the eye and it feels like I’m owed a life that is being stolen from me; a life of waking up every morning to the Loves and everything we have to give each other.
Ian says, “Maybe-”
But his sentence is cut off by a pounding on the door, and I jump, immediately tense.
“DMA!” It’s Sidjus shouting through the door, I can tell. “Open up!”
“Christ,” Mitch murmurs. “I didn’t even smell them coming.”
“I guess it’s time,” I say softly. I still feel numb. I thought at some point it would all hit me, but it still hasn’t quite sunken in that I’m really going to die. On the other hand, maybe that’s better. Maybe this is something I don’t need to feel quite so keenly. I start to stand up and Brendan pulls me down again into his lap.
“No,” he says fiercely. I remember that he was the one who said we should fight to the death on this and my heart swells with love for him. I turn my head, feeling so helpless with love for them all, as I look into his eyes.
“I’m sorry, baby,” I mutter, stroking his cheek with my thumb. “I’m so sorry.” I kiss him deeply and I taste tears on his lips. My heart breaks just a little bit more.
Mitch tugs on my arm and I turn around to kiss him one last time too. He’s still stroking my hair when I turn my head to kiss Ian, and then Darren. All of us are crying, and it’s so painful that I almost wish I was dead already. I feel like I will die of heartbreak before they even kill me.
“OPEN UP IN THE NAME OF THE LAW!”
“Shit,” I mutter and I step away from Darren only to peck him on the lips one last time. My beautiful, beautiful Loves. “Okay.”
The door thumps and sparks appear in the foyer as I walk toward it. They must be trying to break in and the circle of protection is giving them a little trouble. No doubt they would break through it, but it’s no good trying to keep them out. It will only make everything more painful. Anyway, if I’m going to die, I would like to maintain some dignity on my way out.
I open the door and there is Sidjus, the Inquisitor, and a few other DMA people in baby blue suits, plus a few guards all in black. They’re all just standing out there in front of the house, and as a neighbor pushes a stroller down the well-lit sidewalk without looking twice, I realize they’ve cast some kind of shield so the regular folk can’t see what’s happening. It will probably keep anyone from bothering them too.
“No need to get rowdy,” I say sardonically to Sidjus. He’s not smirking, but he does look just as haughty as he did the night before. This guy really loves his job. What a dick. “I’ll come willingly.”
I walk out front, followed by the Loves. The DMA people have crowded all around. I stand in front of them, my heart thudding in my chest.
The Inquisitor pulls out a tablet from her suit jacket and clears her throat before reading the charges. “Victoria Pruitt,” she says crisply. “You are hereby charged and convicted with violation of Code two seven zero nine nine, the casting of the forbidden curse known as The Saddle. Your original accuser, Derek Hardhum-”
“What!” I blurt out. “He’s my stalker! He’s the one who turned me in!” I’m hysterical now. My head is spinning. “That’s who tipped you off! Can’t you see he made this happen! He was following me! He was-”
“Quiet, Ms. Pruitt!” Sidjus bellows.
“This is a travesty!” Brendan shouts behind me.
“I won’t warn you again!” Sidjus says before a guard steps forward, waving a wand and looking threateningly at Brendan. I can feel the tension of the Loves behind me. They’re about ready to bust out fighting no matter the consequences.
I can hardly think straight at all. My stalker turned me into the DMA. Suddenly, I’m starting to think none of this had anything to do with the flubbed spell at all.
The Inquisitor continues to read out: “As Regional Inquisitor of the Department of Magical Authority, Precinct One Seventeen, California Division, I hereby sentence you to death by the mortus spell, which will be cast by myself-”
“No!” That’s Ian, and he shouts so loudly that I realize the shield around us must be strong. Otherwise, the whole neighborhood would have heard it. He walks around me to stand protectively between me and the DMA people. The other Loves follow his lead. “No. Go through us. Go ahead. You’ll have to kill all of us first.”
In the blink of an eye, Mitch and Brendan shift and suddenly there are two large and angry foxes rearing up in front of me. They don’t have a chance, I think to myself. But it’s still brave and sweet of them.
“Listen, please!” Ian says, raising his hands in defense in the face of a bunch of witches and warlocks in baby blue suits with their wands raised. “We’re the ones who Victoria is supposedly controlling right? Well, we think she’s not responsible for this at all, and we don’t want her charged with this! As the supposed victims, have we no right to contest this?”
“No, you don’t,” Sidjus says flatly, his wand pointed at Ian’s face. “It’s out of your hands, I’m afraid.”
“She could be making you say that right now,” the Inquisitor says.
“She’s not!” Ian insists. He steps away from me so everyone can clearly see what I’m doing, and the others follow his lead again. “Look! She’s not doing anything! I am telling you I am in love with her, as are my friends here. We don’t want her harmed, and we believe this is all the doing of the man who’s been stalking her! To execute her without investigating further is absurd, and you will have to kill me if you kill her!”
I’m openly crying now as they step forward, and one at a time, declare their love, devotion, and willingness to die with me.
“I don’t want you all to die,” I say, gritting my teeth. “But I love you too.”
“If we have to go through you all, so be it,” Sidjus says, sighing as if dealing with a troublesome housefly instead of four men.
The Inquisitor clucks her tongue and says, “No need for all that drama, Sidjus. I see no reason why four innocent men should die for this person. They can’t help themselves. It’s all quite silly.”
She murmurs a spell and with a wave of her wand, Mitch and Brendan are human again. Then, all the Loves freeze in place. I don’t even notice it until I realize I can’t hear them breathing anymore. When I turn my head, I see Ian standing there beside me. His mouth is slightly parted, and his eyes are wide with surprise. All of them are the same. Frozen like statues.





VICTORIA
I  can’t stop staring at the guys, equally horror-stricken and fascinated by how still they are. It’s as if they’ve turned to ice.
“Come here, Ms. Pruitt,” the Inquisitor says, as coldly and business-like as ever. “You will receive your sentence now.”
All at once, it feels real. No more numbness. I feel as if all the blood in my body has gone cold, and I start shaking uncontrollably. I’m freaking out so badly that the guards have to take me by the arms and half carry me away from the guys to where the Inquisitor can get a clear shot at me because I’m so helplessly immobile.
“Please,” I whisper, sniffling. “Please don’t…”
So much for dignity.
The Inquisitor points her wand at me and says, “It is with some regret that I now enact this execution by order of the Department of Magical Authority.” She begins to mutter the spell. I don’t know wand spells, so I have no idea what she’s saying. All I can do is shut my eyes and hope it doesn’t hurt when suddenly-
“WAIT!” It’s Mitch’s voice, and my eyes pop open. The Inquisitor’s spell is cut short as her wand throws sparks. I gasp in surprise as Mitch runs forward to stand in front of me, having broken his hold.
Sidjus is gasping too. “How in the hell did he break that hold?!”
I hear grunts and groans behind me. The shifters are breaking free of their forced paralysis and running forward to once again to stand between me and death.
“They broke the hold!” Everyone is shouting now, seemingly in shock as all of the foxes have broken free.
“Yeah!” Ian says. “We broke the hold! So how could she have been controlling us all this time?”
The Inquisitor looks as if she’s trying to contain herself, but she’s clearly rattled. “This… this is unprecedented…” She clears her throat and taps at her tablet as if searching for answers. I see the other DMA people conferring, huddled together. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but they all look both astonished and concerned. Then they get the Inquisitor and Sidjus in on the conversation. I get the feeling that I’m not getting executed right this second, and Ian squeezes my hand in support.
“We’re going to conduct some tests,” the Inquisitor says. She leans into her huddle with the others again, and I see them muttering and nodding before she straightens her glasses and says, “We’re going to be testing the limits of the curse. Perhaps we have overlooked something…”
I began, perhaps foolishly, to hope that I might have a reprieve. My heart is pounding now as they ask me to step away from the others. They ask me to give each of the Loves some kind of command, the silly sort of ones I’ve done before.
“Ian, um, hop one foot.”
Ian looks like he’s obviously trying to resist it. I see sweat break out on his forehead before his expression crumbles, and he lifts his leg and hops until I tell him to stop. The same happens with each of them, and I feel worse and worse as if each command is only another nail in my coffin. Mitch barks like a dog. Darren turns around in a circle, though he’s obviously expending a lot of effort trying not to, and he looks pissed as hell when he does it. Brendan raises his arms and I see him resist so hard he looks like he’s in pain when he finally relents. If anything, I’ve just made it worse. I’ve shown not only that the spell is apparently in place, but that I’ve somehow cast it extraordinarily well.
It’s Hardhum, I think to myself. It must be. I can think of no other explanation.
“We have no other recourse then,” the Inquisitor says with a sigh. “The Saddle is obviously in place, and according to all our evidence and findings, you have cast it.”
“The man who reported me has been after me,” I say tearfully. “He threatened me and now he’s making good on his threats-”
“Silence,” Sidjus snaps.
The Inquisitor starts to go through her whole little pre-execution spiel again, but now, the Loves throw themselves in front of me once more. They’re all a bit teary even as they glare at Sidjus and the Inquisitor and refuse to move. Somehow it only makes it more painful for me to see how much they love me. I truly believe they would allow themselves to die with me just to prove their love, but I don’t want that. It’s the last thing I want.
“Guys, move,” I say, throwing up their arms. I see the Inquisitor getting impatient, raising her wand again. But the guys don’t budge. “Ian, move! Darren, get out of the way! Just go! Move!”
They don’t. They’re not even trying to resist what I tell them to do, it’s as if there’s no spell on them at all, which makes no sense since I truly want them to move. If they should be following any command, it’s this one. I look at the Inquisitor and see that she’s coming to the same conclusion. She looks confused and she squints as I attempt to get Brendan and Mitch to move out of the way. They stay stock still, their arms crossed as they glare at the Inquisitor.
“We’re not going anywhere,” Mitch says.
“Yeah… why is that?” I point out. I see his expression shift, and they all seem to realize what’s happening.
My stupid inner optimist springs up once again.
“She’s doing something!” Sidjus says. “She’s tricking us!”
“No,” the Inquisitor says. “That doesn’t make any sense…”
One of the other DMA wizards throws up his hands and just shouts, “What is going on!”
“I don’t know,” I say, wiping my eyes. “But I am telling you, it has something to do with Derek Hardhum.”
“We’re gonna make it,” Ian says in a low voice, speaking for my benefit. “Just hang tough, Victoria. We got this. We’re gonna make it.”
And when he looks at me this time, I almost believe him.





MITCH
So much for resisting self-sacrifice.
We might have agreed that it would only upset Victoria more if we attempted to get between her and her execution, and while that may be true, we don’t seem able to stop ourselves. We just love her too much. It seems incomprehensible once we’re right there, and the DMA is pointing the killing spell at her, that we should just allow her to die, even in the face of certain death ourselves. They can keep freezing us all they want to. Apparently, we can break out of it anyway. And the DMA is unlikely to kill us in cold blood, especially if they think we’re innocent victims. Whatever is going on with this spell, it’s on them to figure it out. And it’s on us to make it as difficult as possible for them to hurt our beloved.
They’re talking again. They look even more confused now as they huddle up. It’s one of the strangest sights I’ve ever seen. Our pretty front yard with all the lavender, sagebrush, and long grass, littered with a whole bunch of wizards in baby blue and guards in black standing around arguing. If nothing else, at least they do seem concerned with whether this execution is just or not. I guess that’s something. But if the Department of Magical Authority had any sense of justice at all, they’d investigate Hardhum’s place in all of this. It makes me so mad, I keep growling under my breath and foxes aren’t even big growlers.
“We’re running the tests of their obedience,” the Inquisitor says, sighing heavily. She even checks her watch, and that really pisses me off. Victoria’s life hangs in the balance and this woman is worried she’s running late for tea or whatever.
Yet again, Victoria starts to go through the motions. I feel such an emotional tie to her now, it’s as if I can feel exactly what she’s feeling, and right now I can tell she’s mainly frustrated and confused. It’s sort of amusing, really. It’s almost as if she wants this all to be over even if that means she’s dead. It’s a dark thought, I suppose. But now, Victoria rubs her eyes and seems to psych herself up. This must all be so incredibly stressful. She takes a deep breath and points at Ian and commands him to quack like a duck.
Ian doesn’t do anything. He doesn’t even appear to be resisting.
Well, that’s interesting. Potentially. Hopefully.
She tries to get him to bark and nothing. Then she tries to get me to hop, and I don’t feel that compulsion I felt before when I had to resist. I don’t feel any compulsion at all. I just stand there. She tries it with each of us, giving us all a few different commands and nothing happens.
This is good news? Right?
Sidjus looks very unhappy anyway, which is always a good thing. Once again, the Inquisitor, Sidjus, and the other DMA people start conferring. They reference their tablets. I can’t follow what they’re talking about. Something about “spells of persuasion.” I don’t know spells per se, so I have no idea what those are. Meanwhile, I wrap Victoria in a hug and she just sort of collapses against me, clinging so hard that it breaks my heart. I might be dangerously optimistic, but I’m starting to think of all of this as just something awful that we need to withstand. When we have this all sorted out, Victoria will be fine and we can all just fall into bed together again before going on with our lives as the full realization of the Love leash.
The little conference the DMA people are having takes longer this time. There’s a lot of arguing back and forth, and it’s a long and arduous wait. It goes on so long that they allow us to sit on the grass while we wait for them to reach some kind of conclusion. Meanwhile, the shield they cast around the house seems to be holding up well because the post carrier stops by and seems baffled because she can’t reach our mailbox. It doesn’t look like she’s bouncing against an invisible wall. Rather, it looks like she can’t make herself cross the barrier of the shield to reach it. She stands there frowning with her bag of mail, looking utterly confused before sighing and just dropping the mail there on the sidewalk. I make a note to myself to pick that up later, though most of it is probably junk.
“We have an idea,” the Inquisitor says, and all of us stand up again. She looks so annoyed as if this just an annoying little bump in her day that’s holding her up. I hate all of them. “There is a subset of spells called spells of persuasion. These spells are not forbidden and they’re not even widely used, even by those with nefarious intent, because they can’t make anyone do anything. They can only highly suggest they do something, and even then, it only truly works if the caster of the spell has very deep ties with those she is casting the spell on.”
I do my best to follow her words, but it only makes my head hurt. Brendan looks like he gets it, but then Brendan always looks like that.
“The spell can’t make anyone do anything against their nature. This is what’s at stake here,” the Inquisitor says, sighing. “It cannot remove one’s inhibitions. And even only works at all if the caster has this connection with the recipients. Connections this deep are quite rare. The only example I can even think of would be if Ms. Pruitt was a shared fated mate to this leash of shifters. In that case, their love bond would be so strong, they would feel compelled to do what Victoria asks of them. It would not be enough to make them do anything that might hurt her. I believe this is why they wouldn’t move out of the way when she commanded them to. They were protecting her. On the other hand, once they realized that following innocuous commands like barking or hopping was further evidence of her guilt, they were able to easily resist.”
At that, I can’t help but grin, feeling sort of proud. It feels like some kind of wonderful proof of our love for each other. Ian seems to take this as good news too, and he leans over to squeeze Victoria’s shoulder as Brendan kisses her hair.
The Inquisitor continues by saying, “If we investigate this connection, perhaps we can unravel this mystery. We’ll have to test the shared fated mate theory. That is, unless Ms. Pruitt would like us to execute her instead?”
She looks at Victoria as if there’s a chance she might rather be executed and Victoria sputters, “Investigate! Yes, the test, please. Don’t… don’t execute!”
“Very well,” the Inquisitor grumbles.
“Can we take a break or something?” Sidjus says, rubbing his temples. “This process is rather tedious, and I was forced to skip lunch.”
Darren blurts a laugh at that. Yet, somehow the Inquisitor allows it. Apparently, the DMA people are all just positively exhausted from having to decide whether or not they should put Victoria to death. The four of us can’t quite believe it, but at least we get a minor reprieve from all of this. With the magical shield up, we can’t go anywhere anyway, so the Inquisitor allows Victoria to go inside for a few minutes under the watch of a guard. We all take restroom breaks, and then we hang out in the kitchen for a few minutes, drinking coffee and talking about how absolutely absurd this entire process has become.
Victoria is positively clinging to us, and my heart goes out to her. We spend most of our time hugging and whispering in her ear how much we love her until she’s all teary again, and we have to go back outside. She wipes her eyes and puts on a brave face. I wrap an arm around her and kiss her cheek.
“You’re doing great, ya know,” I tell her. “If it were me, I’d be out of my mind by now.”
“Thanks, Mitch,” she says, smiling fondly.
    
“Are we all ready now?” The Inquisitor says, giving Sidjus a dirty look. “Is everyone quite well-rested?”
“Please continue,” Sidjus says, looking annoyingly bright-eyed again. “We’re testing for the shared fated mate?”
“Yes, yes. Uh, wizards?”
The DMA wizards all step forward. She asks them to make a spell circle in the ground and begin a spell that is supposed to prove whether Victoria is our shared fated mate. I guess this would be evidence that the spell that’s been making us alternately bark and hop is one of those spells of persuasion rather than The Saddle. Although it still wouldn’t explain why Victoria had the mark of The Saddle on her forehead. I still think that’s got something to do with Hardhum, the son of a bitch. If I ever get my hands on that guy, I’m going to rip his goddamn throat out.
The spell circle ends up pissing me off too because it makes a big, ugly burn mark of a circle on our nice lawn. It will take a while for the grass to grow over it. Although, I suppose it’s not our biggest problem right now.
Then they start drawing blood. My stupid fox nature is pissed that these strangers, who wish my mate harm want to draw her blood, but since it’s in her best interest, I tell my stupid fox nature to kindly shut the hell up. The Inquisitor does a super creepy thing with her wand, drawing the blood out magically and apparently. painlessly. Drops of Victoria’s blood are just hanging in the air like little globules hovering in place. The Inquisitor guides the drops with her wand so that they fall in the middle of the circle in the grass.
She looks at us all expectantly. “Now I’ll need your blood?”
One by one, they draw our blood. This time, they place the blood at four different points along the rim of the circle. When they cast the spell for the test of the shared fated mate, our blood on the circle is supposed to be drawn to the center and join with Victoria’s blood. That means she’s our shared fated mate. I have no doubt that she is, and now, I find myself enchanted by the idea of seeing a visual representation of it. When one of those DMA wizards draws my blood, it doesn’t hurt, but it does feel weird and it looks even weirder to see it floating in the air before it falls into the grass.
I kind of figured that the Inquisitor would just chant a few words and that would be it. The spell would be cast. But there are a few more steps left. She, Sidjus, and the wizards have to walk all around us constantly chanting. The rest of us have to stand around the circle in a very particular way. Apparently, they screw up the chant a few times, and they have to start over. The spell is very tough, the Inquisitor assures us. Apparently, that’s because the shared fated mate thing is so incredibly rare. It’s old magic, and old magic is weird and quirky.
Finally, they successfully cast the spell. It must have been successful because the Inquisitor looks satisfied, Sidjus is annoying, and a ring of sparks rises from the circle. Then, we’re all staring and waiting. The blood around the circle is supposed to move to the center, proving our love bond.
But nothing is happening.
They give it a while. It’s minutes on end of us patiently waiting for something to happen, for the blood to join. Sidjus gives up first and seems impatient for everyone else to give up too. I suppose it’s a good sign that the Inquisitor and everyone else seems fairly convinced that Victoria might be our fated mate. I take comfort in the fact that they’re willing to wait so long and give us a chance.
But the minutes drone on, and still, nothing happens.
My heart feels like it’s cracking in two. It’s not just because Victoria’s fate hangs in the balance either (although, that is most of it), but it’s utterly unthinkable at this point to accept that Victoria is not our fated mate. I don’t understand how we could feel any more strongly that she is, be any more assured, have any more love for her than we already do.
Everyone tenses as the Inquisitor heaves a sigh. She’s about to give up. It’s all over.
But just then, I hear Brendan say, “Wait a minute…” He’s sniffing the air, having caught a scent. He steps forward, shoving Ian out of the way, and turning his head one way or the other. He’s scowling as he sniffs something out. “Wait. He’s here. That bastard is here.”
I can’t smell it, but apparently, Ian can. Apparently, they both smell Hardhum nearby, and the two of them shift and run off down the street to find him. Since the DMA wasn’t holding them officially, they don’t stop them, but it’s just another bizarre wrinkle in all of this. Darren and I look at each other and shrug. It seems Darren didn’t catch the scent either. Anyway, I don’t want to just leave Victoria alone with these DMA assholes if I can possibly help it.
Victoria speaks up and says, “They’re talking about the man who I’ve been saying was stalking me. They can smell him. They’re police, and there’s an official case on this. My coworkers can attest to it!” I don’t know how much they’re listening to her, but it’s enough to make the Inquisitor change tack yet again. She whimpers slightly when she checks her watch.
“Alright,” the Inquisitor says. “Guards, follow those shifters. See if they come across anyone. I need spells to reveal any rogue magic on the premises. Not counting the shields. Let’s see if there’s been some kind of sabotage.”
There’s a whole new round of spells while the three of us just watch. I’m still trying to see if I can sniff out Hardhum, but I don’t smell a goddamn thing. The spells reveal the protective circle around the house that we all cast a few days ago and the protective circle in Victoria’s room. It shows everything the DMA has cast and then…
There are red halos everywhere. Apparently, a red halo is the rogue magic the Inquisitor was talking about. Any red halo means somebody’s been sabotaging us the whole time. The Inquisitor and even Sidjus and all the wizards look like they’re about to tear their hair out now. They discuss what this means, and who must have done it. Now, I see the Inquisitor looking over at Victoria like maybe she actually believes her. Finally. I guess that’s something.
Ian and Brendan eventually return, dragging Hardhum along with them. He glares at us, his mouth a tight little line. My breath is short, and I’m practically seeing red. I want to tear this man apart for how he’s hurt my mate, but I contain myself, clenching my fists at my side.
“Get your hands off me!” Hardhum spits, but I don’t miss how his eyes immediately go to Victoria. When he sees her he looks hungry. I don’t like that at all. “Get off me!”
Sidjus orders a guard to take Hardhum’s wand because of course, he has one. They cast another revealing spell, and it shows a red halo that matches all the halos on the grounds. That proves the spells came from his wand, and I’m angry at him, but I’m also more hopeful than I’ve been this whole time. The guards put invisible shackles on Hardhum’s wrists and force him to stand well away from Victoria while they question him as the rest of us look on.
“What have you been doing here?” Sidjus demands. “You have sabotaged spells cast by the Department of Magical Authority. The punishment for that is quite severe. You are also the man who reported Victoria Pruitt to the DMA. Explain yourself.”
“I have to have her,” Hardhum says slowly. He looks almost sick. “I have to. I can’t help. She won’t have me. So I had to ruin her! Don’t you see?”
He almost looks as if we should be convinced of this, and Victoria bursts into tears.
“It was my spell!” She cries. “The one I screwed up after he bothered me at the store! It must have made him this way-”
“No!” Ian says, throwing up his hands. “He was already after you to begin with.”
“Everyone, be quiet!” The Inquisitor says. “Ms. Pruitt. Show us what spell you’re talking about.”
Victoria proceeds to look up the original spell she intended to cast to repel Hardhum and men like him in general. She explains how she put the wrong herb in at the end, and that she couldn’t figure out exactly what the effects were from her mistake. Sidjus and the rest of them confer yet again, referencing their tablets and discussing all of this. Finally, they all nod in agreement.
The Inquisitor talks to them, nods, and clears her throat. “It appears what you cast, instead of repelling or attracting anyone, only heightened the emotions of everyone around you,” she says to Victoria. “To an extreme degree. That means men with a…” She sneers at Hardhum. “Predatory interest in you were only more inclined to act that way and become more obsessed with you. As well, your fox shifters most likely felt an increased attraction to you. It exaggerated their feelings.”
Ian snorts at that. “Are you trying to say if the spell is broken, we won’t be just as attracted to her? Because I find that hard to believe.”
“Not at all,” she says, with a wave of her hand. “Only that it likely brought you together. If this man here sabotaged our fated mate spell and you truly are fated mates, no attraction is as strong as that. It’s notorious.” She glances at her other wizards and they all nod in agreement.





VICTORIA
I ’m just so tired. I feel like sorting out this whole mess has gone on for days. I’m on the verge of asking the Inquisitor to just off me and get it over with already. Not really, but I am exhausted. My eyes are sore from crying, I’m hungry, and my arm itches from where they drew blood earlier. Now, with Hardhum, shackled in front of me, I’m starting to hope again just when I thought all hope was utterly lost.
Now he’s the one on trial as he’s questioned and his wand is linked to all the spells he cast. They continue to question him, but he keeps deflecting and staring at me, even pleading with me that we must be together. He does admit that his feelings became much more intense after that day he talked to me, looking for the blue book. That would have been after the spell. I guess that proves my spell intensified his feelings. But according to the Inquisitor, he’s still responsible for his actions. The spell doesn’t make you do a goddamn thing. It’s still his fault. He followed me and pulled all that hacking bullshit. I have an urge to laugh in his face. I also wouldn’t mind spitting.
The wizards do a kind of spell history showing all the spells that Hardhum has cast since the one I screwed up. They discover that he burst my tires. He didn’t mess with my social media, but I think it’s clear now that somebody else affected by the spell must have done that too. Maybe it even affected people who only know me online.
But the kicker is when they discover that Hardhum cast something that made it look like I cast The Saddle on the Loves. When they find that spell, as they read the halos coming out of Hardhum’s wand, I start crying. This is it. I think. I hope. Does this mean I live? Hardhum tries to defend himself while the guards hold him. He kicks and flails. His whining is annoying enough that the Inquisitor throws a hex at him to silence him.
Ha, ha.
“Did you have a cold sensation recently?” The Inquisitor asks me. “Something you couldn’t explain?”
I almost say no, and then I remember that feeling like cold water washing over me when were casting the circle of protection the other day. I never did find out what caused it. “Yes, I did.”
“Yes,” the Inquisitor says, nodding. “That was the mark of The Saddle hitting you. That’s it then. He did this. It is slightly complicated by your little screw-up, but he is still responsible for his actions. Unmute Hardhum?”
The wizards allow Hardhum to speak, but he just sputters on about how he must have me, and that if he can’t, I need to die. It doesn’t do much to disprove the case against him.
“Mr. Hardhum!” The Inquisitor shouts over him. “Mr. Hardhum, do you have any response to the allegations against you?”
“I did it,” he says, hissing. “And I’d do it again if that bitch rejected me. Why should she get to fuck those shifters and leave me wanting her like this-”
“God, mute him again, would you?”
Hardhum goes silent, and the Inquisitor takes a breath. “Alright. We will not execute Mr. Hardhum.” She speaks directly to him then, even as he silently moves his mouth, still spitting angrily as he twists in his invisible shackles. Two guards hold him on either side. “But by order of the Department of Magic Authority, Mr. Hardhum, I’m going to have to strip you of your license to practice magic.” Upon hearing her words, his face turns red. Phlegm collects at the corners of his mouth. His messy, black hair is all askew. “If you attempt to cast any spells of this nature again, or any spells at all, you will be executed.”
Then, she confers with her wizards, and when she turns back, she smiles at me like we’re old friends. As if she didn’t originally come here to kill me. “Ms. Pruitt! We do apologize for the inconvenience. We’ll be able to reverse Hardhum’s spells against you as well as the spell you originally cast by accident. And then you are to free to go. No charges.”
“Ah!” I cry out. Overwhelmed, I fall to my knees.
The DMA people are looking at me funny, but I don’t care. I don’t know what their problem is. I finally have justice. All the Loves crouch down around me, enfolding me in their arms. Sidjus looks a little grumpy about the whole thing, but he seems to be taking it all out on Hardhum. In the background, I can hear him lecturing that creep as to why it’s wrong to frame other people for casting forbidden spells. It doesn’t look like Hardhum is listening. But I don’t care. I just squeeze my eyes shut and let my guys squeeze me tight, basking in their love for me. I thought I couldn’t cry anymore, but now tears are streaming down my face as they hold me. The wizards are working on reversing the spells and sparks are flying. At some point, I smell sulfur. But soon enough the guys break away, and the Inquisitor informs me that all the spells have been broken, but it shouldn’t at all affect my bond as a fated mate.
“I am impressed, you know,” she says to me, in a conspiratorial whisper. “Shared fated mate? It’s so rare. Quite wonderful.” She eyes the guys up and down and I almost growl, feeling territorial. But she only winks at me and says, “Good for you.”
Good for me indeed.





DARREN
V ictoria is on her knees and our arms are around her, right where they should be. We’re all kind of tangled in a group hug. This day has been so long and stressful with so many twists and turns. I can’t imagine how overwhelmed Victoria must be feeling right now. But it’s over now. She’s free, and she’s ours.
“Oh my God,” Ian says, pulling away now. We all start to pull apart, getting to our feet, and dusting off our knees. The DMA is gone, having taken Hardhum with them. Ian is pointing to the blood drops left in the circle for the fated mate test. We’re all kind of half in the circle, and now he pushes us back, his eyes on the blood, which is apparently moving. “Guys, look. It’s happening.”
Ian stands behind Victoria, wrapping his arms around her and we watch as our blood on the outside of the circle slowly begins to creep inward of its own volition. Since the DMA reversed Hardhum’s sabotage, the spell is working now.
I was already certain, deep in my soul, that Victoria was our shared fated mate. When I look at her, I see our future together. I see us sharing our deepest secrets and fears and dreams with each other. I see myself closer to my other leash mates because of her. I see us sharing this love for the rest of our lives. It won’t always be easy. Nothing this good ever is. But we’ll be together, fighting for each other with understanding and compassion.
As certain as I am, it’s so satisfying now to watch those drops of blood creep across the grass into the middle of the circle to join with Victoria’s blood. It’s like a visual confirmation of what we already know. It’s like the universe assuring us that, yes, we were right all along. We belong to her, and she belongs to us.
The DMA removed the magical shield, which means regular, non-magical humans suddenly notice us again. I see a couple of passersby looking at us funny; four guys and a girl staring into the grass, seemingly at nothing. If they look closer, they might see the circular burn mark in the grass.
The practical part of me hopes that burned grass grows back pretty quickly. We don’t need the neighborhood knowing we practice magic. Humans can get really weird about that stuff, and it’s already going to be apparent pretty soon that the four of us are in a relationship with this one woman. Humans can be weird about that stuff too.
The blood joins and we can’t help ourselves, we all embrace each other again, basking in our affection for one another, and secure in the knowledge that we’re safe now. All the bad spells are broken, and the bad guy has been caught. All we need to do now is live our lives together, and get to know Victoria better. I find myself impatient for that. I’m impatient to start the rest of our lives.
    
As we head back inside, we all have this feeling like we’ve been away somewhere. It almost feels as if days have passed. Gus comes trotting up to Victoria, and he meows plaintively, rearing up on his hind legs to paw at Victoria’s knee. I know he’s been fed today, but I could swear the thing looks as if he knew what was happening. It’s almost as if he knew that Victoria was in terrible danger and now she’s finally safe. Victoria coos at him and picks him up. We take turns scratching him between his ears. He’s been standoffish with us. We were actually relieved that he was only standoffish. Pets can be awfully tricky with shifters. There’s no doubt that the cat sensed our fox natures and hasn’t been sure if we’re friendly or not. But he seems to have warmed up to us, and he purrs when I scratch him under his chin.
“I’m so hungry,” Mitch says sighing, as we all plop down in the living room.
Brendan says, “I’m too tired to cook.”
Ian squishes in between Brendan and I and leans his head on Brendan’s shoulder when he says, “Fuck that. Let’s order out. What do you want to eat, Vic?”
Victoria is standing in front of the four of us, all squished together on the couch and she smiles fondly before lying down on top of us, her head in my lap. “Pad Thai sounds good,” she says, smiling sleepily. I pet her hair and we all laze about for a few minutes before somebody summons the energy to take out their phone and order food.
The food takes a while to arrive. It’s long enough for us to enjoy lazing around on the couch doing nothing with our beautiful fated mate in our laps. When she giggles, she bounces up and down, and eventually, Mitch starts tickling her until she becomes a squirming, breathless ball of joy in our arms. But again we get quiet, just enjoying each other’s presence for a while.
“How do you guys live so long?” Victoria says. She turns on her side, still laying across us and Ian absently rubs her leg. “Can I live a long time like you guys? Or is that only a shifter thing.”
“Oh!” Brendan laughs softly to himself. “No, it’s a potion. It’s been passed down in our clan. We’re not supposed to give it out. It doesn’t make us immortal or anything. Just lengthens our life spans. Slows down aging.”
“Oh…” Victoria blushes and looks a bit sheepish. “That’s okay. I don’t need to-”
“Goofball!” Ian says, laughing and squeezing her leg. “You’re in the clan now, of course. You’re one of us. We’ll give you the potion. You only have to drink it once a year. It’s easy.”
“Okay,” Victoria says, grinning at us. “Ooh, I get to be young for ages with my hot boyfriends.” She wraps her arms around my waist while she lies there and nuzzles my stomach. “Wonderful. Mm, you’re cozy.”
I might be cozy, but I’m about to get hard with her so close to my groin, and that will be great later, but I know we’re about to eat. I tangle my fingers in my hair and bite my lip, trying to control myself. Victoria gazes up at me and I see the mischief in her eyes as she squeezes me a little tighter. She knows exactly what she’s doing, and I smile down at her even as I shake my head with wide eyes. She bites her lips and while the others are busy talking, pushes the hem of my shirt up just a little and kisses my stomach.
Now I’m definitely getting a little hard, and I hiss, “Victoria!” She splays her hand along my stomach and I bite down on my lip hard as her hand slides down, down…
Knock, knock, knock!
“Food’s here!” Ian says.
Everyone wants to get up then and Victoria blushes when she mouths “sorry” at me before getting to her feet and straightening her shirt. I kiss her hair. It’s not like it was bad.
“We continue this later?” I say in her ear.
“Count on it,” she says, grinning at me as we head to the door.
Dinner is a boisterous affair. Brendan busts out the wine and we put on some music in the dining room as we spread out our Pad Thai, shrimp cakes and angel wings. The sleepy mood is gone at the prospect of good food, and it takes us three times as long to eat because we can’t seem to stop talking. The main topic of conversation is the DMA and Ian goes on a rant about his problems with the institution. He thinks their methods are both inconsistent and flawed, and he gets so worked up about how much Sidjus sucks that he gets this one little throbbing vein in his neck. We’re all pretty familiar with Ian’s Throbbing Angry Vein, and when I point out it to Victoria she almost snorts Thai iced tea through her nose, she’s laughing so hard.
We talk about all kinds of things that don’t even matter, and something about it is so freeing and joyous. Brendan and Victoria talk about books, and then we each start talking about our favorite books.
I find out that Victoria is a fan of the Swords of Saturn series. Somehow this never came up before, but even though I’m the resident geek of the four of us, all of us have read all of the Swords of Saturn books. In fact, we’d just finished reading the most recent one just before we met Victoria.
“How is this not come up before!” Victoria says, swatting my arm.
I laugh at that and shrug helplessly. “I don’t know! But what did you think of the new one?”
All that leads to a seemingly endless conversation during which we discover that we hate a character who Victoria loves, and we love a character who Victoria can’t stand.
The conversation gets quite heated, especially once we’ve all eaten and the wine is getting heavily poured. Then, Brendan changes his mind and agrees with Victoria and we all label him a traitor, but Victoria sits in his lap and kisses his cheek, so I guess he really is smarter than the rest of us.
Soon, things quiet down again and the light gets low. We go out to the veranda and relax in the moonlight. Victoria sits between me and Mitch on the porch swing, and we chat about whatever happens to come up. We tell Victoria about living in Cannes and around Europe. We talk about how we all met in San Francisco and felt like we’d found something special in each other and never wanted to be apart again. Victoria leans her head on Mitch’s shoulder I watch their hands tangle together. Next, she reaches over with her other hand and grabs mine, and our fingers mingle.
“Do you think you want to stay at the bookstore a long time?” Ian asks her from his seat on an Adirondack chair.
“Oh!” Victoria perks up, and then frowns, looking off at the view into the arroyo. “For a while, I think. I’m happy there for now. But sometimes I think about writing my own stuff. I don’t know.”
“You should!” I blurt out, excited by the prospect. “Do you write usually?”
“Sure,” Victoria says, looking sheepish. “Just as a hobby really-”
That leads to all of us begging to read Victoria’s writing, and she seems bashful enough about it that Ian finally tells us to shut up. But she’s still smiling, a little pink in her cheeks, looking pleased by all our attention.
Sometimes, it does feel as if she’s still not quite used to the idea of our intense interest in her. Like she’s surprised, or as if she believes she doesn’t deserve it. When the wine runs out and the others disappear inside for one thing or another, I can’t help but bring it up.
We’re still in the porch swing and Victoria gives me a sweet smile. She nestles up against me as I put my arm around her. I feel embarrassed when I sniff at her hair, but I just really love the scent of her shampoo and of her. I feel her giggle as she snuggles up to me.
“Are you sniffing me?” She says, wrapping an arm around me.
“Sorry.”
“No, I like it.” She smirks at me and I dip my head, kissing her softly. We sit like that, lazily swinging and kissing for a bit and feeling utterly content.
But I guess I can’t leave well enough alone. That’s what Brendan says anyway.
“You know, you deserve all this, right?” I ask her. “I don’t know. Sometimes I get the feeling like you think you don’t.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Victoria murmurs, but I can hear her hesitance. I don’t know if my sense of empathy has heightened or if maybe our connection has allowed us to sense each other’s feelings more easily, but I can tell she’s secure about this. “I think, I just… don’t feel special enough. I mean, I’ll happily take it. But the Inquisitor talked about how rare it was to have a shared fated mate, so it just seems crazy that I would be like… chosen. You know? It just seems like too special and precious a thing for someone like me.”
“What’s someone like you?” I say, taken a little aback. “You’re smart and sweet and beautiful. You’re interesting to talk to, and you’re creative and compassionate-”
“Okay, okay,” Victoria whispers, looking so bashful and cute that I have to kiss her again.
“Hey, don’t stop me now,” I murmur in her ear. “I like telling you nice things.”
“Well, I’ll take ‘em then,” Victoria says, before kissing me back.
“Hey, I want some,” Mitch says, returning from inside. He sits on Victoria’s other side, and she laughs and reaches up to scratch his head and tousle his hair. Mitch hums happily and ducks his head to kiss her neck. The three of us are just lazily kissing each other for a while under the moonlight. Everything smells like the jasmine hedges next to the pool.
“You want to go for a swim?” Mitch says in Victoria’s ear.
“Oh, that would be so nice… I don’t feel like getting my suit though.”
“Who needs a suit?” Mitch says and I know that wild look in his eyes. It makes me laugh when he abruptly stands and picks up Victoria in his arms.
“Oh my God, Mitch!” Victoria is laughing even as she swats his chest as he carries her down to the pool. “Don’t you dare!”
The ruckus attracts Ian and Brendan who appear, watching with amusement, as Mitch carries Victoria down the steps and into the yard, before promptly jumping into the pool as our mate squeals in his arms.
“Sounds good to me,” I mutter, taking my shirt off. I kick off my shoes and jump in. The pool is cool, but not cold, and it feels refreshing after this long day. It feels like the perfect capper to this day to jump in the pool and laugh and swim. I dive under the water and grab Victoria’s legs just as she’s righted herself, cackling as she shrieks when I lift her up out of the pool only to splash back down into the water with her in my arms. Ian and Brendan dive in and there’s a riotous splashing fight that gets so loud I’m sure the neighbors are on the verge of calling the cops. Considering what went on in the front yard for the bulk of the day, it would be pretty hilarious if they did.
Victoria swims over to Mitch, and in seeming retaliation for tossing her in the pool, she grabs him by the shoulders and playfully bites his neck. Soon enough, they’re making out. I watch, both fascinated and aroused as she backs him up to the wall of the pool and pushes his soaking shirt up, forcing him to take it off. She grabs the shirt and throws it over his shoulder onto the ground where it lands with a splat. And then they’re on each other again, her palms sliding up his well-sculpted chest and around his neck. Brendan and Mitch are talking, but I see them looking over with interest. With the opportunity presented to me, I swim over and help Victoria peel off her shirt before sliding my arms around her stomach. When she bares her neck and looks up at me, I take the hint and tongue kiss her neck. The three of us get lost in each other, Mitch and I eagerly exploring Victoria’s body sandwiched between us as she takes turns kissing us. Even in the cool of the water, my cock is quickly hard and I squeeze her to me even as I press her into Mitch. She moans, reaching back to tug me closer. Mitch breaks a kiss with her and looks heatedly into her eyes, and then he’s unbuttoning Victoria’s jeans. I watch his hand disappear into her panties under the water and I watch her eyes as they slip shut. I unclip Victoria’s bra and slip it down off her arms, tossing it aside. I go back to mouthing at her neck as I cup her breasts in my hands, squeezing gently and tweaking her nipples. Based on the tempo of Victoria’s moans, Mitch slowly and agonizingly fingers her. Mitch and I catch each other’s gaze, and I see my own awe mirrored in his eyes. Hesitating only slightly because this is new to us, I press Victoria closer to Mitch and reach for him. I tug him forward and then we’re kissing with Victoria egging us on. She moans her pleasure while Mitch continues to finger her and bucks up against him. The three of us become lost in each other’s pleasure as Mitch fucks Victoria with his fingers. I knead her breasts from behind and leave love marks along her throat. We watch as Victoria throws her head back and comes on Mitch’s fingers. She cries out with abandon as she turns her head, and I plunge my tongue into her mouth, our kiss heated and deep.
If anything, I’m only more riled up, and Victoria seems giddy but no more sated than she was before. The realization hits us as she smiles shyly and climbs out of the pool. She leaves Mitch with a kiss on his cheek. It’s her way of telling us that this is only the beginning, and it makes my cock throb harder with desire.
Finally, we make our way inside. I run to get a giant, fluffy beach towel to wrap Victoria up because she’s standing there, wide-eyed and shivering, her arms crossed over her breasts. There’s a buzzing feeling between us now as we head inside, drying off and slinking upstairs. Everything that needs to be said is in the looks we’re giving each other. It’s silent and heated.
It feels as if there’s some unspoken understanding that we’re all meeting in Ian’s room and not going off to bed in our own rooms. I saw the heat in Ian and Brendan’s eyes as they watched us in the pool, and I saw Mitch’s tented pants when he climbed out of the water.
And frankly, I’ve never been hornier in my entire life.
Also, Ian’s room is the biggest, and I feel as if we’re all just waiting for Ian, our alpha, to confirm what happens next.
“Meet me in my room?” He says it softly as if it’s a question and not a command, and that’s how I know that he’s just as affected as the rest of us. I don’t know exactly who he’s talking to, but I think it’s all of us.





VICTORIA
I  don’t think I’ve ever felt happier or more content in my life than I do right now. As I pad up the dark wood stairs to my bedroom, I’m wrapped in Darren’s big Star Wars beach towel, my hair still dripping, and my face sore from laughing so much. Mitch is ahead of me. As he climbs the stairs, he glances over his shoulder at me, cheekily winking.
Beyond my contentedness, I feel wired up and my body feels like it’s humming.
Mitch and Darren both made me come and my body is still thrumming with pleasure, but as talented as Mitch’s fingers are, they weren’t nearly enough. I want my men, my beautiful fox shifters. I want them all. I want as much of them as I can get all at once.
And I want them now.
But I take my time when I get to my room. Partly because I know that nobody’s going to sleep any time soon, and also because I know they’ll wait for me. But I’m also enjoying the anticipation. It’s only making it hotter to think about what’s waiting for me. I dry myself off completely with Darren’s towel and dry my hair the best I can until I’m warm and no longer dripping.
I treat myself to a little bit of primping. I also don’t have a ton of lingerie, but I have an urge to look sexy for my boys. I change into some pretty blue lace panties and a barely there, lacy white nightgown. I don’t bother with a bra though. At this point, it would just be an unnecessary obstruction. I put on a little mascara and some lip gloss, and I brush out my hair. I slather on some lotion that smells like coconut and when I look in the mirror I’m smiling like a loon.
I pad into Ian’s room, and he’s sitting on his bed in only his boxer-briefs. To the point, maybe, but I’m too riled up right now to waste any time taking off clothes.
“Hey, there,” Ian says. He looks me up and down, and I see his eyes darken with desire. It’s no wonder. I looked in the mirror. This nighty is practically translucent. “Look at you.”
Ian stands up and enfolds me in his arms and we kiss. The sensation of his rock solid body against mine is enough to start getting me wet, but then I feel someone behind me, hands at my hips, gripping through the thin material of my nighty.
“Hey, sweetheart,” Brendan whispers in my ear.
I want them all so badly…
I reach back and tug Brendan’s head down so he’ll kiss my back. My time with these men hasn’t been long, but I’ve already grown to love the feeling of being pressed up against one of them while another embraces me from behind and kisses my neck.
Mitch and Darren join us, and soon enough, I’m dizzy as four pairs of hands slide, stroke and caress my body. My knees go weak as I kiss each of them one at a time. I feel that throbbing of desire inside me and a feel a surge of impatience. I push Ian down on the bed and climb on top of him.
I straddle Ian and feel him, thick and hard in his box-briefs, but for a while, I just enjoy that sensation of him underneath me as Darren kneels behind us, and Mitch and Brendan kneel on either side. Darren’s hands come around to knead my breasts, and I arch into the touch as I rock back and forth on top of Ian. The buzz between us, the connection that pulses with our desire is almost hypnotically pleasurable. Darren pulls at my nighty, and I raise my arms, blushing as I hear their murmurs of admiration. Then, hands are sliding over my skin again. I can feel the friction of my core, hot and pulsing with want in my panties, as I rock on top of Ian. It’s starting to drive me wild, and I feel Ian’s hands clutching my ass, slowly pulling down my panties, until I get impatient and then we’re both scrambling out of our underwear. My chest heaves as I kneel and I bite my lip. I’m delighted by the sight of Ian’s cock, swollen and leaking just for me. I guide him inside me, and Darren whispers affirmations in my ear, pinching my nipples as Ian fills me up. The feel is so full and satisfying that I can’t help rocking. I watch his mouth fall open as he bucks up into me. But it’s still not enough. I lean over, seeing Brendan taking off his underwear. I hardly wait until he’s naked before I take him in my mouth. The feel of Ian and Brendan inside me all at once is so good, I tear up, quivering with pleasure as Ian and I find a rhythm.
“Darren...” I mumble hoarsely, slipping Brendan out of my mouth just long enough to cast a dark look at Darren, hoping he knows what I want. I lean forward, staring down at Ian and I swear he grows just a little bit inside of me and I gasp, throwing my head back. It takes a bit of gentle easing, but then Darren is inside me too and I can’t speak. I can only tremble, on the very edge of bliss. The guys all seem awestruck, but then who knows, I don’t know anything. I’m dizzy and my head is spinning as Darren and Ian both fill me up. I rock between them, trembling until Ian carefully grips my hips and thrusts into me. I come all at once, screaming my pleasure. The both of them pulse inside me until all I can do is collapse on top of Ian, catching my breath.
Yet, it’s only a moment more before I find myself wanting Mitch who’s been patiently watching us, his mouth hanging open a little as he strokes himself. I slide off Ian and roll onto my back, sprawled naked and wanton on the bed. I stare up at Mitch, imploringly.
“C’mere,” I murmur.
Mitch climbs on top of me and I wrap my legs around him. There’s little preamble, and we’re both impatient as I guide him inside me. I feel the ripple of his muscles under my fingers and the contained strength of him as he looks down at me and thrusts. Our breath mingles and tears slide down my cheeks. I feel so close to all four of them, my passionate fox shifters, who I know would do anything for me.
Mitch makes me scream and I think to myself, this is it, I can’t possibly take anymore. But when Brendan so sweetly lays soft kisses all the way down my body and then, ever so slowly, slips his tongue inside me to lick and kiss and milk the pleasure from me as he squeezes my thighs, I tremble like a leaf. A gentle kind of pleasure course through me until I feel boneless and weak.
Afterward, we all cuddle together, naked, sleepy and sated. I rest my head on Ian’s chest, Brendan presses against my back. The four of us are crushed together. A particularly dopey smile is probably plastered on my face.
    
I have a weird dream about my mates. I don’t know much about fated mates yet. I know that dreams can sometimes mean things in the magical world. I don’t know if this dreams anything though. I bet Brendan would know.
I dream I’m a princess in the woods. It’s all pretty much like a fairytale. I’m playing by a stream, and when I look in the water and see my reflection, I see myself and my four foxes staring back at me. But when I look around me, they aren’t there. In the dream, I guess I don’t understand about seeing reflections in the water. I suppose my dream self is pretty stupid because I jump into the water to look for the foxes. While I’m in there, the stream turns into a raging a torrent. Like rapids, the current is too strong for me to swim in. I don’t find the foxes, but I’m carried away down the raging river with no control as the cold, rushing water keeps overwhelming me. Just when I think I’m about to drown and die, I see a flicker of auburn fur. I see flashes of foxes in the water, and I fight like hell. I swim to them, fighting the current, struggling to get air just long enough to make my way to my beloved foxes. I fight and fight. The dream is so real that I think I’m really drowning. It’s actually terrifying, it feels so real.
Dimly, I hear voices.
“Vic! Victoria!”
Then suddenly, strong hands have me. Strong arms are wrapping around me and lifting me up through the water. Warm, strong bodies are protecting me from the rushing rapids. At once, I know that I’m strong enough to swim, but I also know that I don’t have to swim alone. I have my beautiful fox shifters. They’re here with me, and they’ll never let me go. The river becomes warm, soft grass beneath me, and I snuggle up with my foxes, hugging a broad, solid back.
“Victoria…”
Something furry is tickling my nose. When I wake up, I groan, resistant. I’m happy in my dream. Then again, the morning doesn’t feel too bad either.
“Hey baby, wake up,” Mitch whispers in my ear. I’m hugging Ian’s back and Mitch is behind me. We’re all naked in Ian’s huge bed and a fox tail is tickling my nose and making me giggle.
“Who is that?” I mutter, my voice is a little throaty from the late night in the pool. I reach up to rub my eyes and squint up at the fox curled up on the pillows behind me. He seems to be smiling at me. It’s either Darren or Brendan.
“Darren?” The fox nods and I giggle as it tickles my nose with its tail again. There’s a scuffle behind me and some grumbling, and then Brendan is switching places with Mitch. He’s insistent and snuggles up behind me for a while. When I glance back, Mitch is hugging Brendan from behind as Brendan hugs me, and nobody seems very upset about it.
I feel hazy with bliss and as nice as my dream was, this is much better. The only downside is that eventually, I’m going to have to get up. I do have a shift at the bookstore later, and I’m assuming the guys have to work.
“Will you move in with us?” Ian says, sounding thick with sleep. I jerk up in surprise, and Brendan laughs behind me. Ian rolls over to look at me, smirking a little.
“Move in?” I say, my voice going up a little. “Like move in move in?”
“Of course.” He reaches over and twirls a lock of hair around my finger. “You’re our mate. I figure you’re moving in at some point anyway. I mean if you don’t want to-”
“Please, Victoria?” Brendan murmurs in my ear.
“I want to!” I say quickly, my cheeks burning a little. “Of course, I want to. I’d love to. Besides, my place doesn’t even have a laundry room.”
“I knew it!” Mitch pipes up. “She only wants us for our washing machine.”
“What a femme fatale,” Ian says, ducking his head to kiss me. “Shit, we all have to work today. Got a couple of hours though.”
“Think how nice it’ll be to come here after work,” I say softly. “And be together again.”
“Very, very nice,” Brendan says in my ear. He tickles my stomach and I giggle and flail, which throws everyone off. We shift around in the bed and suddenly Darren is back in human form, having taken Ian’s place. Ian gets up, and I watch him casually walk out of the room, naked as the day he was born, mumbling about making coffee.
“Do you know…” I lie on my back to stretch and instantly two hands from different men are softly caressing my body. There’s no further intent than being sweetly affectionate, and I luxuriate in their touch as Darren traces a finger down the center of my chest and Brendan leans over to kiss my shoulder, his hand on my hip. “What was I saying…” It’s hard to keep my head around these men. “Oh yeah… Do you guys know about the Pair Bond of Fate? I read it’s like a spell that binds couples together, humans or shifter. It’s like marriage. Except the bond is so powerful that when it’s done, you can communicate telepathically?”
“We can already communicate telepathically,” Darren mutters, kissing my chest almost absently.
“Well, I can’t.”
“If you want to, we could do that,” Brendan says, leaning on his hand. He smiles fondly and I reach up to play with his hair. “Why not?”
    
That morning, it takes us a while to get the day going. Eventually, the guys shower and dress and head off to work. This after telling me that, oh yeah, they had the tires on my car fixed. When I go outside, it’s sitting right there, parked in front of the house. Sweet boys. I take my time getting ready for work since I start a little later today. The house is empty, but it’s fun to explore on my own as I sip my morning coffee. I spend some time in the library, browsing all their books. Finally, I get ready for work and drive to the shop.
“Vic!” My manager, Becca, says as I walk in. “How are you?”
I’ve already almost forgotten that the last time I was at work. I was in quite a state. Now, I just feel relaxed and happy. Of course, I know it’s going to be difficult to explain how I’m suddenly in a relationship with four men and also that the stalker problem is magically gone out of nowhere.
“I’m great,” I say, beaming at Becca. “Could not possibly be better.”
At work that day, there is no Hardhum. With the spell on him reversed and his magical license revoked, I guess he knows better now than to come to Baker Books. Frankly, it’s a huge relief. If I ever see his face again, it will be too soon. In fact, nobody bothers me at all at work all day. It’s probably because I’m already so happy, but my day is just lovely. I recommend books to some people and end up stacking up a pile of books I want to buy for the boys because I think they’ll like them.
On break, I take the time to text Shea and tell her about my four boyfriends. I know that a while ago she would have thought the whole thing very strange, but having met them when she was trying to get me out of my death sentence, I think she could see how much they care for me.
Now she just says, “I cannot believe you are hogging all four of those hotties to yourself. There ought to be a law.” But a moment later, she promises to come to dinner. I think she’ll understand once she’s tried Brendan’s cooking.
At the house, after work, I try to make myself useful before the boys get home. I clean the cat’s litter box and unload the dishwasher. I do a load of laundry. I still have stuff at my apartment, so I’m going to have to move everything out. I wander down to the study and start jotting down a list of things I need to do to properly move into this house, and I find myself smiling. When I hear Ian’s car pull into the driveway, I hop to my feet.
I know that eventually, I’ll get used to everything. But for now, I’m embracing the giddiness of new love, especially since it’s multiplied by four.
“How was your day?” I run right into Darren’s arms just because he’s the first one who walks in. He laughs and swings me around before passing me onto Mitch.
“Our day just got better,” Ian says before kissing me softly.
    
“I can’t believe we have to burn another circle into the lawn,” Mitch says, frowning as I sprinkle salt.
“At least it’s the backyard,” I say, smiling hopefully.
The Pair Bond spell calls for a circle of power, and we figured we’d rather scorch some grass rather than the carpet.
It’s a Sunday afternoon, and I’m wearing a white sundress. The spell is involved. It’s been a whole project to get all the ingredients together and make sure we all know the chants. Meanwhile, I’ve been moving all my stuff in. Darren seemed especially pleased with my Buffy the Vampire figurines which he placed one of the shelves in the living room, which I consider a place of honor.
Also, we each had to write vows.
The guys are adorably nervous about all this. I guess, I should be nervous, but I’ve been too busy getting the spell ready. Just brewing the potion that I have to pour into the middle of the circle took six hours.
I step to the outside of the circle of salt, and the guys all take their places around it.
“The dove, the earth, the ash…” We read the recitation from scraps of paper, and then I take a drink of lavender tonic from a goblet and pass it around. I pour the brew into the middle of the circle and light a red candle. I kneel in the grass as each of the guys comes over and places a hand on my head.
“The dove, the earth, the ash…”
The circle starts glowing, and this overwhelming sensation of connection with the guys, that’s even stronger than usual, comes flowing through me.
Spells are so weird. One second you’re reading some chant from a Post-It note. A minute later, you’re levitating. The guys’ eyes glow as they touch my head. They kneel down in the grass beside me as we keep chanting. The blue light of the circle gets brighter and brighter and I hear a hum in my head that becomes their voices chanting. Suddenly, I realize that their mouths aren’t moving and neither is mine. We’re speaking into each other’s minds.
I love you, Ian says in my head, as the glow fades and the spell is complete.
I love you, Mitch says.
I love you, Brendan says.
I love you, Darren says.
They all embrace, and I say it back to them over and over in their minds. We hold each other in the grass just as the sun begins to set. The five of us are one, bonded for as long as we live on this earth and beyond.
I love you.





AFTERWORD
A Final Note from Jade:
I hope you enjoyed this story. Well, the good news is that there’s more to come. If you want to be the first to hear about my new releases, promotions and giveaways, I urge you to join my Exclusive Reader’s Club:
[Yes. Sign me up, please!]
I love supporting my readers and I want to be able to provide more to you, you can also join me on Facebook here.
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