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HOPE
“M ille!” I shuffle through the kitchen, still in my robe and bunny slippers. Millie, my devoted and slightly elderly cocker spaniel is hiding again. I'm guessing she’s in my closet, gnawing on an old pair of Crocs. Well, if your dog is going to chew on your shoes, they may as well be Crocs. I actually suspect that was their original purpose.
“Mille!” I call again, yawning and rubbing my eyes. “Breakfast!”
I hear a thump and then the telltale tap-tap-tap of claws on the linoleum. Millie shuffles in and looks up at me imploringly. She has big brown spots and long ears and baleful eyes. She looks like she’s in agony about half the time, and it’s ridiculous. I’ve never met a more spoiled dog. I spend too much money on fancy dog food just because she kept giving me that look. I guess I’m a sucker.
“Here you go, baby,” I mumble pouring out a packet of wet food followed by some kibble into her bowl. “Good morning, Mills.”
Mills lets me rub her head, but then I back away from her bowl, letting her enjoy her food. I stretch and go about making a pot of coffee. As a barista at a very bougie coffee place, I’m a monster of the cold brew and I make some pretty stellar latte art. Which means, of course, that at home, I don’t care at all. I love coffee, and I have absolutely no desire to spend time on it at home because that’s work. Anyway, I get the good beans at a steep discount, and my coffee maker is decent. If I want to get fancy, I might use the French press. But that’s it. Now, I pour my water, spoon grounds into my filter, and flick on the coffee maker. Done.
I am so tired.
My shift at Cafe Amour doesn’t even begin until noon. That means I have some time to fool around or at least wake up properly. That’s good because knowing I didn’t have to be at work until noon means I, of course, stayed up way too late. It’s not my fault there are too many good shows for me to catch up on. Plus, my friends keep bugging me to watch This Is Us because I guess they love to see me cry. I binged with a box of Kleenex while texting my buddies who only laughed at my pain. Then I finally dropped off to sleep at three with Millie curled up at the foot of the bed. So I’m pretty groggy now, but that’s okay because I have some time.
I lean on the counter, scrolling Instagram, and when my coffee is ready, I fix a cup and stand there, slowly waking up. What I should do this morning is go for a run. It’s been a while, and my little panther muscles feel tense as hell. I need to stretch my legs and hunt a bit, maybe even go find some herbs for spells.
Alright, so I’m a panther shifter. I have some magic, or at least, enough to try spells once in a while. I’m not a fully trained witch by any means, but I can still do some stuff. I mainly do spells just for fun, I guess. I try not to get too crazy though, especially not being trained. That’s how accidents happen. But hey, this is the internet age. People do magic on YouTube now.
When I’m properly awake, I drag myself to the shower and get ready for the day.
It’s going to be warm and humid outside, but I think I can still get by in jeans. I live in Florida, in a town called Foggy River, so named because the river is more like a swamp. But that also means I’m close to some nice woods, which is good if you’re a shifter. I live in my aunt’s house that she left to me; it’s a cottage on the fringe of Foggy’s woods. You’ll never know what you’ll get when you go into the forest. There’s a lot of magic going on around this area. On the other hand, there’s a lot of poison oak too. There are also a lot of gators who like to get lost and surprise you when you just want to take a run by the water. But that’s just Foggy River life, I guess.
Even Millie’s come up against gators before. Luckily, they were alligator shifters and didn’t particularly want to chow down on anybody’s pet. Phew.
“Okay, Mills, I’m goin’.” I pat Mille on the head and then I head out, shifting just a few steps away from my back door. Millie is used to my panther by now, but she’s still wary when I shift, so I try to put some space between us before I bust my cat out.
I’ve lived in my aunt’s house for about five years, and I’ve been running in these woods since I got here, so I know them pretty well by now. These are not the tall pines and firs you get back east or the redwoods of the west. Here, we got the giant cypress trees, the bushy buttonwoods, palms, ferns, and other types I don’t know how to identify. I keep meaning to learn more about the fauna around here, but it’s just one of those things I never seem to get around to. Instead, I’m catching up on This Is Us. Except for now, when I’m busy running.
Even if I can’t identify every tree and plant, as a shifter, I still know them. I know my whole environment in a way that I don’t when I’m human. I know which plants are toxic from the smell and which will attract prey. I know when the heat is about to start getting worse and when it’s about to rain. Running in Foggy’s woods makes me feel connected to the earth in a way that grounds me. It makes me thankful that I live so close to the forest. If I didn’t, I think I’d just about lose my mind. It also means that I’m a little out of town. My cottage is on a dirt road and all there is close by is a small general goods store. It’s a few miles further to get to the strip of cute shops where I work at Cafe Amour, but I don’t mind the distance. I kind of like being out of the way.
I stretch my legs as I run, delighting in the stretch and pull of my muscles. It’s muggy and warm out, but I don’t mind that. A heron with a death wish chirps at me by the water and I play with him, not intending to kill. It’s mean, but the thing is terrified, and that amuses me. It keeps hopping away and I pounce after it until I have it cornered. Then I just let it go.
I’m deep, deep, deep in the woods, and I know I should probably shift if I’m going to gather some herbs, and then start to make my way back. But I’m having fun. That’s about when I hear a deep sound, not unlike chanting, coming from the swamp.
I follow the sound, my big sandy brown ears perking up. I sniff around trying to figure out what it is that’s making that strange noise and find myself drawing closer to the thick, warm air of the swamp where the moss and mud make paws sink into the ground.
“Come, lords of darkness...lords of light...let us make this sacrifice...for your gifts bestowed upon me...Come, lords of darkness….”
The chant is coming from a tall, middle-aged dude in a gray robe. He’s holding a staff over a panther that’s lying on the ground. The panther isn’t a shifter, that much I can tell. I can also smell its fear. It’s terrified. Suddenly, I can sense the power of the guy’s magic too and it’s like a pungent stench. This guy is a wizard and a strong one at that.
He’s also about to kill this panther from what I can tell. That staff is a pointy and unpleasant looking end. I feel a rush of anger. How dare he? I tense back on my hind legs, about to pounce. I feel so bad for the panther. It looks so scared and confused. I’m hidden back in some bushes and I see it turn its head. It senses me, even if the wizard doesn’t.
All at once, just as the wizard is bringing his staff down to kill the dazed panther, I pounce. My aim isn’t to kill the wizard so I’m careful, but I send him flying into the swamp. I land in a heap with the panther, who is obviously scared and startled and doesn’t realize I’m trying to help him.
If I were in human form, I’d have a strong urge to laugh at the wizard who’s gone head over feet into the old, muddy water. He’s wearing sandals too. Good luck trying to get out of the swamp in those. But I’m not in human form. I’m a panther and this panther whose life I just saved is pissed at me. I roll into a stance and he scrambles to his feet, growling at me with wild eyes, his back legs tensed.
Meanwhile, I feel a spell whizz by me. There’s no mistaking that kind of electric feeling around me. I turn back and see the wizard on his feet. He’s got a long nose and big dark eyes that don’t look happy.
Oh shit.
I gotta get out of here.
Then it’s on. I’m being chased through the woods. I’m not very worried. This panther might want to fight me, but he’s not going to kill me. I...hope. He probably just sees me as a threat. I’m more worried about the wizard, but when I look back, he hasn’t moved. He’s just standing there back in the swamp with his staff, chanting and looking very angry. But I should be out of range of any big spells in a second if I can just move fast enough.
I jump a log and make a sharp turn around a tree. I feel another spell zip past and sends a thrill of fear through my body. But it does miss me. I would’ve felt it if the spell hit me. I make a couple of sharp turns, trying to lose Mr. Grumpy Pants panther behind me but the guy is stuck to me like glue.
I might have been too cocky thinking I wasn’t in danger because this guy hasn’t given up after a few minutes of the chase, and now he’s gaining on me. I run as hard as I can while dodging other animals, swerving around trees, and jumping obstacles. This is not how I planned for my morning to go. I should be getting home about now and getting ready for my shift. Just as I’m thinking that I’m going to be so sweaty when I shift back that I’ll probably need to shower, the panther springs and dives right at me. We go tumbling together into a very unpleasant pile of thorny sticks. The sticks just scratch me lightly. The panther does not. His claws come out and I feel the sharp pain of a swipe at my hide. I growl, swiping back, trying to fight.
I was trying to save you, dumbass, I think to myself as I fight for my life.
The swipe feels pretty shallow but then I feel a deeper scratch at my shoulder with every bit of strength in me, I throw the cat off and bolt. I head for the back road, thinking I might lose him if I get nearer to some humans. Either that, or it’s going to get much worse much more quickly. I can smell people up ahead and I run towards what I think is a house. When I see a veranda through the trees I run faster, scrambling through some strong smelling bushes, hoping the clash of scents will confuse the panther. Just as quickly, I shift into human form and run for my life, up the steps of the house’s veranda, dashing around to the front porch, and barrelling for the front door.
The house is huge, much bigger than mine. It’s one of those big old Southern houses and it’s just hiding here, set well off from the road in the middle of Foggy’s woods. I’ve passed it before, a long time ago. I remember it being pretty run down, but now there are a couple of cars parked on the lawn in front as there’s no proper driveway or garage. Hopefully, somebody is home who can help me.
“Help! Help! Help!” I pound on the door. My shoulder is killing me and there’s blood starting to soak through my t-shirt. It’s not a horrible wound and as a shifter, I know I’ll heal quickly. But it’s not exactly delightful either. My side is also stinging where the panther swiped at me. I can hear it, having slowed down now, prowling around. It probably smells a human now and not my cat. It’s likely confused, but it might not stay confused for long.
I can hear somebody moving around inside the house and I bounce on my toes, clenching my eyes shut. The panther is behind the house, but he could be on me in seconds, I’m sure. Just when I hear an agitated growl too close for comfort, the door opens and I lay eyes on one of the most attractive men I’ve ever seen in my life.
The guy is wearing gym pants and nothing else. He looks sweaty like he was just working out, a small towel over one shoulder. He must work out a lot too because he’s got abs for days and biceps to match. I feel my face heat up several degrees even as I start babbling.
“Ple-please let me in,” I say, stuttering. “There’s a panther chasing me and he got me already! He scratched me!”
“Whoa, whoa!” The guy steps back and opens the door wider, gently taking me by the arm to tug me inside. The gesture aggravates my shoulder and I wince. He notices immediately, letting me go as he shuts the door behind me. “A panther is after you?”
“Yes!” I’m still breathless from running, and I push my hair back. I have a mass of dark, curly hair, and I usually don’t mind it but after all the running, it’s sticking to my skin. I reach up to pull my hair off my neck, blinking up at this gorgeous dude as he squints at me, hands on his hips, trying to figure out what the hell is going on.
“Oh shit,” he mutters. “Your shoulder... Oh, hell.” He comes around to take a look at my bleeding shoulder and hisses. “Hey, that looks bad. Why don’t you come in and let me dress that up?” He looks at me, waiting for my consent. “Or I could take you to the hospital. Up to you. I’m not goin’ anywhere.”
I smile softly. He seems like a thoughtful kind of guy. “I heal quickly,” I say, hoping I won’t have to explain further. “I don’t think I need a hospital. But if you have a first aid kit, I can handle it myself.”
“Don’t be silly.” He winks at me and grins, all southern charm. “Let’s get this taken care of. Hey, Freddie!” The guy spins around on his heel to face me even as he backs up to let me inside. He wipes his sweaty face with a towel and sighs. “You’ll have to excuse my appearance here, ma’am. It’s arm day.”
“No worries,” I say, blushing just a little bit.
“I’m Jared, by the way.” He touches his chest, gesturing to himself and then sticks his hand out for me to shake. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
Jared has a shock of jet black hair just long enough to curl under his ears. He also has startling ice-blue eyes. His looks would be severe if it wasn’t for the cute little dimple in his chin.
He’s also a gentleman type.
Lord have mercy.
I clear my throat and hope I don’t look as flustered as I feel. “Pleasure’s all mine. I’m Hope.” I have an urge to curtsy. I’m not used to chivalry like this.
“Freddie!” Jared shouts in the direction of the stairs through cupped hands and I take a little look around. The house is really a mansion. The outside featured brand new white wood siding, clearly having just been renovated. Inside, it looks like a very old fashioned kind of southern mansion with big windows and old but stately furniture that looks like it’s been passed down through generations. We’re standing in the foyer near a wide stairwell, and I can see into the parlor. The place is airy thanks to the big windows, but it feels warm and friendly. It feels like a place where you’d come to eat homemade ice cream in the summer and fan yourself on the porch while sipping lemonade with some gin in it. I half expect some grande dame in a big white hat to saunter down the stairs and offer me a mint julep.
“Hold your horses, Jar,” A voice says from the other room. “Don’t get your….” A second brunette with long hair that touches his shoulders walks in, staring down at an iPad. He wears glasses, and he has a warm brown complexion. When he looks up over the rim of his glasses, I see his big dark eyes, his lashes fluttering as he stops short. He takes off his glasses and frowns at me. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, I was gonna say. Who’s this?” He points at me and looks at Jared.
“Very polite, Freddie,” Jared says darkly. “This is our guest, Hope. She was bein’ chased by a panther outside. She requires medical attention. Make yourself useful for once and go get the first aid. I need to make myself look a dash more respectable.”
Freddie nods, taking in the information dump. I watch him clear his throat, straightening his hair as he looks over at me. He seems slightly nervous. “I apologize for my poor manners, ma’am.”
Freddie’s wearing a black button-down shirt, but I can tell he’s just as fit as Jared, if a little leaner. When he sticks his hand out for me to shake, I blush just at the sight of those tantalizing brown forearms revealed by his rolled up sleeves.
“That’s alright,” I say, resisting the urge to giggle. I shake his hand. I feel so warm. I see plenty of cute guys working at the coffee house but these two...Holy hell. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you too,” Freddie says, nodding. He leans back, watching Jared head up the stairs and says, “Where’s Max? He should do first aid. He’s the EMT for cryin’ out loud!”
“I don’t know!” Jared says. “But there’s a kit in the first floor bathroom! Go get it! I’ll be right back!”
“I feel bad causing all this trouble,” I say. I do truly feel like I’ve ruined their morning.
Freddie shakes his head and comes around to lightly set a hand at my waist as he leads me into the kitchen. “Oh, please. We live for the excitement and we mostly work from home. If it wasn’t this we’d have to come up with some other way to entertain ourselves.” He makes me sit down at a huge kitchen table in a kitchen full of light that looks like it was last decorated in the 1930s. Freddie puts his iPad down and jogs over to the fridge. Before I know it, there’s a sweaty glass of sweet tea in front of me. “Have yourself a cold drink,” Freddie says. “I’m just gonna go get that first aid kit and see if I can find Max. He knows this stuff better than I do. I’m just an accountant.” She watched him jog back out toward the stairs. “Maaaaaax!”
“Are they running a frat in here?” I mutter to myself. I’m kidding if only because Jared and Freddie both look too old to be in college. It’s just not often you stumble upon a mansion full of hot men in the woods.
Not that I’m complaining.





JARED
I  had a plan for the morning. I had at least half a plan for the morning. My plan was to work out for a while because it’s arm day, listen to the true crime podcasts I’m behind on, and then go answer all the emails from prospective clients I’ve got piling up.
But like so many mornings, this one took a turn. Most mornings seem to. Although, most mornings take a turn with a problem like Max having to pick up an extra shift at the hospital which means he can’t help out on a case, or Freddie finding a problem with our ledger. But a woman on the run from a panther? I gotta admit, I didn’t see that one coming. But I can roll with it.
Being a professional wizard means that sometimes, you roll with it. Somebody should needlepoint that on a pillow.
I’m also pretty sure this girl is a shifter, but I’m not positive and it’s a tricky kind of question to ask out of the blue when magic isn’t on the table yet. It’s just a feeling I have that’s hard to explain. But I do own my own magical protection business with my best friends Max, Freddie, and Dylan. It sounds goofy and, well, it probably is goofy if you don’t know anything about magic. All four of us are trained wizards and protect our clients when needed using magical means. A few weeks ago we guarded a group of fairies being threatened by a gang of vampires. Yes, for real. When humans ask, I tell them I’m a bodyguard. It’s not totally untrue. It’s just a little more involved than most bodyguarding work.
“Dylaaaaaan!”
This house is huge and I could swear there are some hidden portals in it. My buddies go missing constantly.
“What?” Dylan pops out of his room and I feel foolish. He is wearing earbuds which would explain why he hasn’t heard all the commotion.
Dylan is the youngest and at twenty-three he still seems so young to me. He’s also the shortest so maybe that’s why I think of him as the baby of the group. But he’s tough and he’s a good wizard. Best of all, he’s great with clients. He’s very friendly. Except when he doesn’t want to be bothered...like now. He pushes a lock of his curly blonde hair behind his ear and glares at me.
“Jared, what?”
I’m rubbing my sweaty chest with a towel and I raise an eyebrow at him. “There’s a girl downstairs. Hope. She was being chased by a panther—"
“What?”
“You heard me.” I wrap the towel around my neck and give him a nod. “Max and Freddie are down there patching her up. She got hurt—"
Dylan turns to the stairs and mutters, “Oh, shit.”
“Yeah…” I smile to myself. I know he’s going to want to go see what’s happening too. I don’t know why, but something about this girl seems...special. She’s also cute as hell with her big mass of dark curls, her cupid’s bow lips, and her rosy cheeks. It’s like some kind of modern Snow White came knocking on our door. “I’ll be down in a minute, alright?”
“Yeah, alright,” Dylan mutters, stumbling into the hall in jeans as tight as sin and nothing else.
“Jesus, Dylan put on a shirt.”
He spins around and glares at me. “You’re not wearing a shirt!”
“I had to answer the door!” I say, throwing up my hands. “Now I’m puttin’ on a shirt! Like a gentleman?”
“Okay, okay.” Dylan smirks and rolls his eyes. He backs up into his bedroom, earbuds dangling.
I shake my head and jog into the master bedroom, my bedroom. I towel off and splash some water on my face in the bathroom and comb my hair before changing into a good pair of jeans and a nice shirt. It’s my usual work wear, but I do find myself checking my appearance in the mirror. I don’t know this girl at all. I do know she might need just a little bit of protection if she’s getting chased by panthers on a Wednesday morning. There’s a story there, I’m sure. But there’s just something about her, outside of just being cute as hell. I don’t believe in coincidences, because that’s not how the fates work. This girl is here for a reason. Whatever that reason is, it’s making me want to look a little more presentable.
“So I-I saw a man being...mean to this panther…” Hope is sitting at the table when I walk in, attempting to tell her story. I see that Max has very carefully moved the collar of her top aside in order to look after her wounded shoulder. That’s interesting. Max is a part-time EMT. He’s pretty no-nonsense about that stuff usually. I wonder if Hope was shy about taking off her shirt or if he was afraid to ask.
Max bites his lip as he dresses her wound. Max is stupidly good-looking and like all of the EMTs I’ve met since he became one, he’s super fit. His arms are bigger than mine, though I’m broader. It’s a point of contention between us and he loves to tease me about it. Now, I watch him scratch his head. He has refined features that make an interesting combination with his buzzed red hair and the sprinkling of freckles that mark his skin.
“A man was being mean to a panther?” Freddie says from his seat at the table. “What’s that mean? Was he a hunter? You can’t just go huntin’ panthers around here—”
“No…” Hope frowns. She seems pained. I pour myself a glass of sweet tea and sit at the end of the table.
Wizard, I think. I know a dozen fairly complicated spells that require the sacrifice of a sacred animal. A panther in Florida could be considered sacred.
I swallow and take a sip of sweet tea before meeting Hope’s eyes across the table and then I say very seriously, “Was he doin’ magic?”
The guys look at me, surprised. We don’t usually bring this stuff up unless we’re sure about someone. If it’s a client and they’ve found us, we already know they’re in the club. But a stranger who’s just knocked on our door...who knows? But I just have a feeling…
“Maybe he was,” Hope says warily.
“Maybe so,” I say, shrugging. “Maybe he was a wizard who was doing some kinda dark ritual for who knows what, I’d have to look it up. He needed to kill something big and important. Like a panther. Maybe you stopped it…”
“Maybe I did,” Hope says quietly.
I squint at the scratch on Hope’s shoulder. Max finishes that up and then she lifts her shirt a little to show him another scratch. If that panther caught up with her at all, it’s impossible for me to believe that she got away with a couple scratches, even ugly ones. She also seemed pretty relaxed about the whole thing once she got inside.
“You’re a shifter,” I say. “Aren’t you?”
“What! No!” She looks so adorable when she’s trying to lie that I snort a laugh. This makes her blush, and she ducks her head, one of those jet black curls falling in front of her eye. “Okay, yes. Are you guys shifters? Wait, no. I would know if you were.”
“We’re wizards,” Freddie says. “All four of us. Professional wizards.”
“Oooh.” Hope looks impressed by that. “That’s pretty cool. I can do magic. Not as much as I’d like. I was never formally trained.” She looks a little bothered by that and it does make me curious, but seeing as we’ve only just met her, I don’t want to ask too many personal questions. Dylan says that’s a bad habit of mine. I guess that’s why he’s the one who handles clients in person.
“I wonder if that’s why…” Hope’s voice trails off and I nod at her with interest. Max finishes cleaning up the wound on her side and she smiles in gratitude. She must be pretty tough, this girl. She barely said a word and panthers are no joke. They must have hurt her. “It’s nothing,” she says now. “Just that I had a feeling to run this way, like something was pulling me.”
“The fates work like that sometimes,” Dylan says, appearing in the doorway. She turns her head to smile at him and I bite my tongue so I won’t laugh. He’s put on one of his “good” shirts. It’s the shirt he wears on dates. He’s also giving Hope his “smooth” look and I exchange a knowing glance with Freddie. But I don’t blame Dylan either. This girl is...extremely appealing. And I’ve only known her a few minutes. I just have an urge to get to know her better, and I don’t think it’s only because she’s beautiful. “They know things,” Dylan says, sidling up to Hope who just blinks up at him. “There might be a reason the five of us have...come together and who are we to argue with fate?”
Hope’s cheeks turn red which makes me think she caught that innuendo, and the way Dylan said it, it’s no wonder. He can be so sweet and charming so easily, but when he sees a cute girl, he sometimes loses his senses.
“You’ll have to excuse Dylan,” I say, glaring at him. “I should’ve known better than to let him out of his cage.”
Hope snorts a laugh, but she only looks amused and waves a hand. “That’s alright. He’s funny.” She grins at him, her eyes sparkling and I can actually see the moment when Dylan melts. He swallows and sort of falls into a chair.
“Yeah,” he mutters. “Real funny.”
If you ask me, none of this is funny. I’m not sure what it is. But this girl is already getting under my skin and I don’t know why exactly, but I find myself praying that we see her again once she leaves. There’s a reason she found us today. I know there is.
“Shifters heal up pretty quick, don’t they?” Max says, sitting back once he’s done with the first aid.
“Yeah,” Hope says, attempting to smooth her gorgeously messy hair. “Well, quicker than humans. But this one on my shoulder will still take a while.” She attempts to roll her shoulder and winces. “Shit. This is gonna make work a real bitch, that’s for sure.”
“Oh, what do you do for a living?” Freddie says.
“Barista,” Hope says. “Over at Cafe Amour? Where all the rich ladies go for their green tea chai and almond milk lattes.”
“Haven’t tried it yet,” Freddie says softly. “We’ll have to check it out.”
“I hope you do,” she says, smiling.
That sounded flirty to me. But I’m not sure. It sends my thoughts into a tailspin until Max waves at me from across the table. “Jared! Yo, Jared?”
“Hmm?” I say, looking up.
“I said, I’d like to do a healing balm for Hope’s shoulder,” Max says. “Help her heal a little faster. I’ve got all the stuff.”
“Oh…” I like the sound of that. It will take forever. Maybe I can make a connection with this girl while she waits. I’ll do anything to get her to stay a little longer without seeming weird about it. “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”
“Gonna take a couple hours though,” Max says, winking at Hope. “So unless that’s a problem…”
“Eh, why not?” Hope says, shrugging. “My day is already shot. In fact…” She takes out her phone and grimaces. “I’m just gonna call up work before they send out a search party. I don’t feel too bad, it was my eighth day in a row.”
“Let’s get on that then,” I say, clapping my hands as I hop to my feet. Everybody’s looking at me funny, which is probably fair. I do feel off, but it’s only because I know that this girl is very important to us, all four of us, and it’s freaking me out a little bit.
“Do you need anything?” I say to Hope. “Are you hungry or…?
“I’m fine,” Hope says, smiling warmly. I get a weird tight feeling in my hands.
Lord, she is pretty.
“Okay, then,” I mumble. “C’mon guys…”
It’s probably not a four-person job to get this stuff together for the spell, but I’m used to corralling everyone I guess. They all seem hesitant to leave the kitchen though, trailing after me and looking back at Hope again and again as we make our way upstairs.
This day just got very interesting indeed.





HOPE
T  hey’re all hot. All four of them. Seriously, what the hell? I’m just wondering how that even happens. They all seem to be close friends who live in this house together (which is really very endearing and sweet). But now I’m just trying to figure out how they came to be friends. Did they meet at some kind of hot wizard meet-up? Did they work their way through wizard school by modeling? These are all questions that I plan to ask if I end up sticking around long enough or if I can finagle an invitation to hang out with the hot wizard men and ogle them to my heart’s content.
I’m guessing it would be creepy of me to do that. But I’m also guessing I’d be stuck ogling. All four of these guys are so wildly out of my league. I think I’m okay-looking, maybe even cute. But I’m nowhere near the level of attractiveness of these four dudes, not any of them. They’re very sweet to be helping me, and I find all of my intense shifter’s instincts trusting them. My shifter’s instincts don’t often let me down, at least when it comes to reading people.
“Found the book,” Max says, walking in and dropping a big spell book on the table. “This is just an old spell book and we don’t use it much for anything but healing. The rest of it is silly stuff.”
Silly or not, I’m always interested in a spell book and I sit up in my seat, taking a look at the battered, old leather cover.
“Can I take a look?” I ask him.
“Sure,” Max says, nodding at me. “Go nuts. I’ll be right back.”
Max leaves me alone with the book, and I take out my phone to call up work. I hate calling out, somehow I always think I’m going to be in trouble even though I haven’t so much as come in late in at least a year. I figure I should have a lot of goodwill built up at Cafe Amour. I tap Cafe Amour in my contacts and put it on speaker, a little itch of anxiety scratching at the inside of my head. I hear the phone ring three times before somebody finally picks up, and I ready myself to hear Bobbi’s imperious voice. Bobbi is the manager at Cafe Amour. He is actually perfectly sweet and cool, but he puts on a kind of snobby persona for the customers. They seem to get a kick out of it for some reason.
“Cafe Amour?” Bobbi says loftily. “May we help you?”
“Hey, Bobbi.”
“Oh, hey, kid,” Bobbi says, his voice changing instantly. “What’s up?”
“Hey,” I say, tensing up a little. While, yes, he’s usually cool, I know he hates when people call out. “So, I’m sorry but I can’t come in today. I’m not feeling well.”
I want to tell him the truth just because I generally like to tell people the truth, but Bobbi is human. I just can’t imagine that telling him I was attacked by a panther in the woods and only got a bit scratched is going to go over well. Might as well keep it simple.
“Okay, sweetie,” Bobbi says. “Don’t even worry about it.”
“Really?” I perk up a little. “I thought you hated when people call out.”
“I hate when Josie calls out,” Bobbi says, chuckling. “Because Josie calls out every other week. You haven’t even been late in I don’t know how long. You’re a superstar and you got some time comin’ to ya. Just let me know what’s up if you can’t make it tomorrow, yeah?”
“Yeah,” I say, feeling a bit better about things, though my shoulder hurts something awful. “Sure thing.”
“Okay, sweetie. Hope you feel better.”
“Thanks, Bobbi.” I hang up and take a deep breath. I wish there was some gin in this sweet tea but then it’s pretty early in the day. I lean on my hand and slide the spell book over to take a look.
I have to wonder what kind of library of spell books they have that this one is considered not that great. I’m an amateur myself, but it looks pretty interesting to me as I page through the tome. When I land on an entire section of beauty spells, I sit up a little straighter.
I’ve always been sort of fascinated with beauty spells, but I’ve never tried one and never felt driven enough to give them a shot. Now though…
I can’t help but think if I was just a little bit hotter, I might actually have a shot with one of these wizards. Which one, I don’t know. In my wildest fantasies, I am certainly not above choosing all of them. Assuming they’d be up for that, which is hard to imagine. It’s not unheard of for shifters though. The rare and incredibly lucky shifter female can sometimes stumble upon a bond to multiple mates. I don’t know much about it but...wow. It always sounded like a dream to me to have multiple men in love with you.
But that’s not happening for me any time soon. But maybe...maybe if I was prettier, I might have a shot at just a fling. I chew on my lip and browse the beauty spells in the book. There are spells to change hair color (which look more complicated than just using regular old human hair dye). There are spells for contouring (which seems oddly modern). There are spells to change the shape of just your nose or the shape of your eyes or the whiteness of your teeth. There are spells to make you thinner or make your boobs bigger. And those are just the spells for women. The spells for men are a whole other section. The beauty spells also seem to take much more space than the healing spells do. It would make sense that the wizards don’t see much use in this particular spell book. They’re already all as hot as they could possibly be.
Spell for General Beautification
I stop on that one. It’s supposed to make you generally more beautiful, which makes it more complicated than the spells targeting something specific like a nose or a waistline. There are illustrated examples which aren’t quite as convincing as photographed examples, but it gives me an idea anyway. I tap fingers on the table.
It’s just too tempting.
I don’t have any books with these types of spells and I wouldn’t know where to find one. The internet is only so helpful in terms of spells. For some reason, though people like to do magic on YouTube, actual spells are difficult to find. Maybe they’re on the dark web. I couldn’t say.
All I can picture right now is what it would be like to be wanted by these four guys. Maybe it’s stupid and horribly insecure of me, but I want to try it. It’s not as if it would be a horrible thing to be just a little prettier.
This is how I find myself tearing that page out of the spell book. It has to be the rudest thing I’ve ever done. I can’t even believe I’m doing it. It’s true that I can be a bit impulsive. But now I feel almost as if I’m floating above my body as I watch my fingers pull on the page. I’m sort of horrified with myself even as I watch the old, thick paper rip cleanly down the bonding.
Spell for Beautification
I could do this spell at home and then maybe just come back with a pie or something as a way of saying thank you for them helping me. Except for this time, I’d dress up a little. I wouldn’t be all gross and sweaty and disheveled from running in the woods, and I wouldn’t be gushing blood. I’d also be...prettier. Or anyway, I’d be prettier assuming the spell works out.
I read the spell a couple of times, trying to remember if I have all the ingredients on hand and at the sound of footsteps on the stairs, I fold the page up and shove it in my pocket.
I’m ridiculous. I know that. But seriously...they’re very hot.





MAX
I  feel like such an idiot around this girl. When Freddie found me in my room and dragged me downstairs to do some first aid on a stranger, I didn’t think much of it. I work part-time as an EMT because, I suppose, I’ve always liked work, and I get restless when I don’t have enough of it. And I like helping people. I can’t use magic as an EMT or at least, I shouldn’t. But there are a few spells that don’t require a brew. They’re not too powerful, but I’ve used them just to calm people down or put them in a better state of mind which can help with the healing process even if people don’t realize it. The point being, I like helping hurt people, and I’m professional about it. And yet, I couldn’t bear to ask this girl, Hope, to take her shirt off so I could dress her wounds.
Then I took an inordinate amount of time dressing her wounds.
I think I covered well, but I was pretty flustered. I don’t know what it is about this girl, but I’m very attracted to her. I get the sense that we all are. Dylan definitely is. He only gets all weird and tries to hit on girls he really likes before realizing he should just be himself. It’s kind of cute. Freddie is the hardest to read, but I think I saw him giving her that dazed, kind of lost look he gets when he likes a girl.
It’s probably nothing, I tell myself now as I follow Jared up the stairs. It’s probably just some primal kind of attraction. Maybe shifter girls just have a way of making a guy feel that way. Who knows?
“Why are we going upstairs?” Freddie says quietly as we climb up the landing. “Aren’t all the brew ingredients downstairs?”
“So we can talk about the girl in private, I assume,” I say, once we’re all clustered in the hall upstairs. “Jared, you’re acting weird.”
“I’m not acting weird,” he mutters, scratching his head. “But...I did want to brew the healing balm because it’ll take a while. I don’t know, I thought...we could get to know her?”
“Oh, sure,” Freddie says wryly. “Hey, why don’t we just keep her hostage? We could tie her up to the radiator. That’ll keep her around a while.”
“Ha, ha,” Jared says, rolling his eyes. “She doesn’t look like she’s complaining, you know.”
Dylan clears his throat and says, “I assume then that we’re all feeling, you know…”
“I feel like I’m floating,” Freddie says softly. “And also like I’m on fire.”
“Yeah,” Jared says, nodding. “That.”
“What if she’s some powerful witch?” Dylan says, his eyes wide and awe-struck. “What if she put the big whammy on us and we’re just falling into her nefarious plan?”
“Why would she do that?” Jared says, shaking his head.
“I don’t know,” Dylan says. “I don’t know the details of her nefarious plan.”
“There’s no nefarious plan,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I saw her wounds. They’re legit.”
“I agree,” Jared says. “And I think she needs some special wizard protection, don’t you? Let’s ask her if we can put our blood in the balm.”
“Why would we put our blood in the balm?” Dylan whispers, looking absolutely horrified.
“So we’ll be able to sense her,” Jared says. “If she’s in danger or something. It’s a form of protection. Don’t worry, I’ll explain it. I’m not just going to sneak our blood in there.”
“I hope not,’ Freddie says, with a snort. “That would be creepy as hell.”
“Yeah, okay, so we’re not going to be creepy,” Jared says. “The plan is to brew the balm, and I don’t know…” He runs a hand through his hair. Jared is usually so calm. He’s never this worked up unless he’s really stressed out. It’s kind of endearing. “We’ll get to know her? Good?”
We all look at each other and nod. “Good,” we say in unison.
    
“Do you like being a barista?” Jared says later.
We’re all back at the table again, and I’m brewing up the healing balm. It’s going to take forever to simmer properly. So there’s plenty of time to get to know Hope like Jared (and I guess all of us) would like.
“I do,” Hope says quickly. She’s picking at some chips and salsa. We practically had to force her to eat a snack, but she’s been here a while and she’s going to be here a while longer. “It’s kind of involved actually, at least at Cafe Amour. They’re like the Harvard of making coffee. It’s not unlike brewing spells really. Which…” She licks her lips and looks a little sheepish. “I’d actually like to go to magic school and properly train as a witch. That’s kinda what I’m saving up for.”
“You should!” Freddie blurts. “I mean...if that’s what you want to do. You seem very capable.”
“Oh really?” Hope says, raising an eyebrow. “What gave it away? My getting attacked by a panther?”
“I don’t know anyone who’s been attacked like that and lived to tell the tale,” Jared points out.
“Yeah, well, I’m a shifter,” Hope reminds him. “I’m stronger than a regular panther. If I can’t take one, I’ve got real problems.” She smiles though and looks around the kitchen. “I really love your house. I don’t think I’ve said—”
“Would you like a tour?” Freddie says quickly.
Jared perks up at that. “Yeah, we could give you a tour. Pass the time while the balm is brewing anyway.”
“Yeah,” Hope says. “That would be nice. I love these old houses.”
I realize I ought to stay down here with the brew, and I find myself frustrated. I’d like to spend some time with the pretty girl too. Dylan looks like he wants to join them, but I catch his eye and he stays where he is, perhaps out of solidarity. Or maybe so as not to overwhelm Hope with three guys in her face following her around.
When they make their way up the stairs, Dylan nods in their direction and says, “You think they’re going to fool around up there?”
I shrug at that. I can’t quite get a read on Hope. “I don’t know. But I would if she was offering.”





HOPE
J ared and Freddie both seem so animated as they take me on a tour of the house. But it’s when Freddie takes me by the hand, helping me up the last of the stairs that I feel an electric spark between us. I also felt it when Max was dressing my wounds, but I tried not to let on. It seems a little too porny of me to knock on the door of these four guys and immediately start fooling around, and yet I find myself so aroused now as we stand close to each other in the hallway. Freddie keeps raising his eyes to look at me as he rambles on about architecture, and I watch him fidget, playing with his hair. I’m guessing he just gets that way around new people. I can’t imagine it’s because he’s particularly interested. Jared seemed eager to show me around, but now he keeps glancing away and licking his lips. The sight distracts me, and I find myself staring at his mouth.
They lead me down the hall and we look in on each room. It’s fun to see how each bedroom is totally different, and I demand the chance to guess whose room belongs to whom. I’m almost totally accurate in my guesses. Dylan’s room is the messiest. It’s got band posters all over the walls and a series of leather jackets hung up on the closet door. Freddie’s room has the most books and a truly enormous TV which he claims is mainly for watching nature documentaries (but I feel like he’s saying that to sound impressive). Max’s room is pretty well organized, but I see a lot of artwork in there that makes me ooh and aah. Freddie tells me Max likes to paint and draw. Jared’s room is the neatest and most “adult.” I’m sort of impressed with his decor. It’s different from the rest of the house and more modern. I also notice he has a whole bunch of plants, and he looks a little embarrassed when he admits to his botany hobby. I think they’re all so adorable I could die.
“Oh,” Jared says when we come back to the hall from his room. “There’s also this cool turret room.”
“There’s a turret?” I say. “I didn’t even see it.”
“Yeah,” Jared says excitedly. “We kind of just hang out in there whenever we want to be alone. It’s a really cool room to read in.”
They lead me up a short, narrow flight of stairs that enters right into the round room with a huge window that looks out on all of Foggy’s woods, the river and the towns beyond. It’s got a window seat and some shelves full of books and a couple of comfy chairs. If I could choose any room to live in, it would be this one. Even though, or maybe because, it’s the smallest. It’s so cozy but cool. I rush over to the long window seat and look out on the woods. I have that feeling again, like I was supposed to
come here, like these men are important to me and I don’t know why.
Jared and Freddie sit on either side of me, and I feel the temperature rise a few degrees.
I have never been this girl. I can barely flirt in a bar, but I swear to God, if it was on the table, I would do both of them right now. Though I admit, I do have a pretty strong libido as a result of being a shifter. I think they’re cranking it up just by being them though.
“Do you like the house?” Freddie asks as if that might actually matter.
“It’s beautiful,” I say softly. “I’ve passed it before just running through the woods. But it always looked rundown. I guess it’s been a long time since I saw it though.”
“Yeah,” Jared says. “We did a lot of renovations when we moved in. Had a little magical help.”
“It’s a...friendly house,” I say, smiling shyly. My skin feels hot. They’re both sitting so close. I feel like I’m about to explode for want of them. “Guess that’s because you guys are so friendly. I can’t thank you enough for how kind you’ve been.”
I’d sure like to try though.
“It’s our pleasure,” Freddie says. I can smell his cologne and his knee nudges mine. I feel dizzy. His voice is low and when he says the word “pleasure” something inside me hums.
“It really is,” Jared whispers. When I turn my head, I see Jared’s eyes fixed on my mouth and on impulse, I lean over and kiss his cheek, testing the waters.
That alone, makes something come loose inside of me. The sensation of kissing his cheek, the skin near his jaw, slightly stubbled, makes me warm and embarrassingly turned on. I hear his short intake of breath, and I move back only slightly, letting him know I am here if he wants me. His eyes flick down to my mouth again and I nod. He pecks a kiss to my lips, soft and sweet. Yet, just that sensation makes me want more, even if it’s only one fleeting moment of madness that doesn’t mean anything to these two gorgeous men. I nudge Jared’s chin, nuzzling his nose, asking for more, and he gives it to me. His lips part and he kisses me more fully. His lips are hot and soft, and I melt into his mouth. His tongue, when it touches mine, makes me quiver and I reach up twirl to a lock of his hair around my finger. When I finally pull away, I feel dizzy, but I turn my head see Freddie only calmly watching. But I see the want in his eyes, and I lick my lips before leaning in to kiss him too. Freddie kisses deeply and firmly.
I feel Jared’s hand rubbing my back, and I hum encouragingly into Freddie’s mouth, reaching around to squeeze Jared’s hand. When I pull away, I’m breathless, absently rubbing my chest and neck. I lean back against the window and nod, hoping they’ll understand me. They do, and Jared kisses me again, his hand gripping my hip as Freddie burrows into my neck to mouth and lick and kiss my throat. I’m wet with desire, and I can feel Jared hard against my thigh as he presses against me. I feel so dirty but delicious as I tug them closer. A hand disappears up my shirt to massage my breast through my bra. I know we’re getting too riled up, and this is crazy, but I feel like I can’t help myself. My panther is making me hungry for these gorgeous men. Freddie tentatively slides his hand down between my legs and I moan into Jared’s mouth, pressing against those strong fingers. Freddie palms me, squeezing gently, and it’s a marvelous kind of agony, the three of us getting seriously heated. The sound of a big metal pan crashing to the floor downstairs is loud enough to make us all jump and we all jerk away from each other, suddenly seemingly horrified at ourselves. Although, I’m more embarrassed than horrified. I don’t know about the guys.
“We should get back downstairs,” Freddie says, his voice pitching up a little high.
“Yeah,” Jared says, not quite looking at me.
Ah, I think to myself. They already regret that. Well, that’s not doing much for my confidence. But it does make me want to try that spell all the more. I know that if someone’s not attracted to me, I should just blow them off. It all seems so superficial. But...I’m human. And they’re hot. It couldn’t hurt. Right?
Freddie and Jared stand up and quickly file out of the room, but I hear them muttering in the hall. I take a second to compose myself before I join them, though I find them looking sheepish and kind of facing away from me. When I glance down and see that both of them are still hard, I hold back a smile. It’s nice to know that I at least affected them that much. They both excuse themselves to go to the restroom, and I cover my mouth, giggling into my palm as I make my way downstairs. Max and Dylan are still in the kitchen except now there’s a quesadilla on a platter in the middle of the table with a side of guacamole.
“Please eat,” Max pleads. “You’ve been here a while, you’ve got to be hungry for something other than chips.”
I sure am, I think to myself but I just nod my thanks and sit down, allowing Max to cut me a large slice of the quesadilla.
“So…” Max smiles so kindly at me that I feel a little guilty that I practically jumped his two friends upstairs. “I hope we’ve been good hosts.”
I almost choke on my quesadilla, but I cover my mouth and swallow before saying, “No complaints here.”





HOPE
“T  here’s one thing about this healing balm…” Max is stirring his brew. It’s done simmering, and now it’s cooling off. He casts Jared a significant look, and Jared looks at me. Just making eye contact with him makes me blush now and I suppress a shy smile, but when I look away, I’m looking right at Freddie who looks just as sheepish.
“Yeah,” Jared says, clearing his throat. “About that…”
We’re all standing around the kitchen. I’m still nibbling on a quesadilla, but I feel a little restless, doubtless from having come so close to...well, to coming, and then not. I eat and inspect the magnets on their fridge as Max finishes up the brew.
Jared says, “See, our business is offering protection as wizards. For...for magical type problems. We’d like to offer you protection, if you want it, that is. No charge, of course. We’re all just a little worried about you being chased by wild animals.” That makes me chuckle and Jared grins. “No pressure. But if you say yes, then we’ll put a couple of drops of our blood into your healing balm. This will allow us to sense if you’re in danger, that kind of thing.”
“Sure,” I say, genuinely touched at how much they seem to care. I looked into Jared’s eyes and nod. “I trust you. All of you.”
Max and Dylan finish the brew, and I watch as each man pricks their own finger with a needle and squeezes a drop of blood into the concoction. It all seems like overkill to me, but I’m mainly agreeing to it because I’m happy they want to keep in touch with me at least, even if Jared and Freddie might regret what just happened upstairs.
Max carefully applies the balm to my side and my shoulder. I’m actually shocked by how effective it is. I kind of stuck around just to stick around and not so much for the healing balm, but now I’m glad I did. My wounds don’t even hurt anymore. Afterward, there’s not much more reason for me to stick around, but all of us make vague noises about wanting to hang out soon. I figure if they wanted to see me again they’d be deliberate about it. It’s not as if four guys like them have anything to be shy about. At the door, I hug them and each one makes me sigh a little, almost painfully. They each feel so good in my arms, and it feels so good to be held even just for a moment.
“I hope we see you again,” Dylan says.
“Sure.” I smile tightly. I just can’t help but think he’s only saying that to be nice. They wish me goodbye, and suddenly we’re all chatty. It takes a stupid amount of time for me to leave, especially when Jared starts to insist on driving me. But I know just where my house is from here, and the panther has doubtlessly moved on by now. When we step outside and onto the porch, I can’t smell anything nearby. I figure I’ll just shift and run straight home.
I realize I could still go to work. There are a few hours left on my shift, but I’d rather get started on that spell instead since I’m not sure if I have all the ingredients, or how long it will take to brew.
When I finally finish my goodbyes, I trot down the steps of their stately home and shift right on their front lawn. I get kind of a little thrill out of it, hoping it impresses them. Though, I’m sure they’ve known some shifters before. I take off without looking back, but as a panther, I only feel more heated. I want to see those men again, and I want to see them sooner rather than later.
I’m going to finish what I started with them. Even if I have to use magic to do it.
    
I get home safe and sound, and I could swear Mille is looking at me like she knows I was up to no good. She’s probably also confused as to why I’m home already. I give her a treat and then I plop down on the couch with my laptop and the beautification spell. I feel so tired, as if I worked a whole shift today, and I relax for a little bit. I try to google any information on brewing beautification spells; tips or tricks or anything at all. But as with most spells, it proves difficult. I wonder if that’s by design. Maybe real witches and wizards and warlocks keep their magic off the internet, except to give the occasional demonstration.
I do more research than usual. All I find are a couple of articles from periodicals aimed at witches talking about how careful you need to be with beautification spells. That makes me a little nervous, but I’m determined now. I’m going to do this. Hey, if nothing else, it will make me feel a little better. And isn’t that what matters?
Finally, I get my butt off the couch and go poking around in my cabinets and magic supplies for the ingredients. I thought I might have everything on hand, but there are about five things I still need to go buy, including Heart’s Bane which I’ve only ever heard of and never used. I change out of the top, still torn from the panther’s claws and give Mille a pet before heading off to the magic shop. There’s a good magic shop just one town over in a place that’s even smaller than Foggy River. Little Slough is swampier than Foggy River, and everyone seems to be a hermit. I hardly ever see anyone when I go there. I have a feeling a lot of private shifters live there, secretive types trying to avoid humans, and maybe a few shady witches. Well, more power to them. I just want my spell ingredients.
I park on the dirt road in front of Little Slough which looks more like a cabana than a magic shop. A few date palms are hunched over it. There’s not even a real floor in there, it’s just compacted dirt. The woman who runs the place always wears a cloak, even in the thick humidity of summer. I’ve never seen her face. I don’t even know if she’s old or young. I know her voice sounds sort of ethereal, and she goes by Altha. But that’s all I know about her.
Everything she sells is packed onto shelves in little recycled spice jars, Mason jars, or bagged into Ziplocks and packed into shoeboxes. If you know what you’re doing, you should be able to find anything yourself. Of course, I...don’t always know what I’m doing. But Altha has never been unfriendly, even though I’ve never seen her face.
I find two things on my list easily enough; a black candle and a dove feather. The rest of it I have to ask her about. Altha really doesn’t speak unless she has to, but she comes around from behind her clapboard counter and finds the ingredients for me, handing them to me without a word. I grab a baggie and scoop in the powdered longhorn she found for me, but when she sees the last thing on the list I see her freeze, her hand wavering in the air.
“This…” She points to the Heart’s Bane that I scrawled on the bottom. “This is...dangerous. If you...don’t know what you’re doing?”
“Oh.” I nod and try to sound more confident than I am. “Yeah, I realize that, but I have the whole thing written down. So I thought I’d try it.”
“Be...careful.”
Her voice really does sound ethereal. I don’t know how else to describe it. Sometimes I have an urge to ask her if she ever sang with Enya.
“I will,” I say firmly. I never know how to talk to Alta. The hood of her cloak is pulled low over her face, but I have the sneaking suspicion that even if she pulled it back, I still wouldn’t be able to see her face somehow.
“Beauty...spell?” She says. I swear she’s floating, although I couldn’t testify to that in court. Maybe her presence is so magical or something that she gives off an otherworldly aura. “Hope?”
I know I’ve never told her my name, and I’ve only ever paid cash because she doesn’t take cards… But of course, she just knows it.
This bitch.
My cheeks burn. It’s embarrassing to cop to wanting to do a beauty spell. I can hear the judgment in her voice already, and it makes me feel a little indignant.
I would never get treated this way at Sephora.
“Yes,” I say, hissing a little. “Yeah, it’s a beauty spell. No big deal. Just for fun.”
“You...don’t need it?” I’m not sure if she’s saying that or asking.
“Thanks,” I say, smiling tightly. “I appreciate that. But ya know, real feminism is about the choice.”
Altha doesn’t say anything to that, so maybe she was just being nice. I clear my throat, abruptly very uncomfortable. It’s not her fault probably, but goddamn does this lady freak me out. “This’ll be it then,” I say, holding up my ingredients.
Altha sort of hovers back over behind the counter and rings me up. She has one of those ancient, cash-only types of registers. This magic shop (that doesn’t even have a name) is literally the only reason I ever have cash on me anymore.
“Goddamn,” I blurt out when my total pops up on the register. “Two hundred bucks?”
Altha doesn’t say anything. I don’t have that much cash on me which means I have to walk down the road to the little general store on the corner (if you call it a corner, it’s more like a patch of dirt), find the ATM, take out a bunch of money, and walk back. I really didn’t intend to spend this much today, but hey, maybe Heart’s Bane will come in handy again sometime.
I’m just handing over my cash when I feel a cold sense of dread wash over me, and all of my shifter’s senses start tingling. Altha’s just bagging up my stuff, and my heart is pounding. I feel as if there’s a monster breathing down my neck and, sure enough, when I turn my head, I see the wizard who was about to kill that panther for whatever nefarious purpose.
He doesn’t recognize me because, after all, I was a panther the one and only time he saw me. But he’s squinting at me as if trying to place me, and I don’t care for that at all. There was a tax on top of the two hundred dollars which means Altha’s making change on what I gave her, and now I bounce on my toes, impatient to get the hell out of this magic shop before Mr. Voldemort somehow manages to recognize me.
All the way home I worry about running into the dark wizard again. I’d never seen him before, but who knows with these magical types? I mean, I’m one of them, and I’m a bit weird myself. God knows how weird a dark wizard is. He could’ve been living a mile away from me and only just come out of some kind of vampiric hibernation. Dark wizards do stuff like that sometimes. I worry about it all the way home, and once again, Mille looks at me with concern.
I feel like she’s judging me for wanting to do the beautification spell.
I’m aware that she’s a cocker spaniel and that she supposedly has no understanding of human language beyond “sit” and “stay” and her name. But being a shifter, I’m a little worried about what animals may or may not understand about humans. I feel like Mille knows what I want to do and that she’s judging me.
Or maybe it’s me who is judging me. I really want to do the spell, but I’m a little freaked out by the idea. I’m also a little bit hesitant just because, well, shouldn’t I want these guys to accept me for who I am already? On the other hand, what I look like doesn’t matter a whole lot to me anyway...it does seem to matter to other people though.
I feel like I’m on the fence so maybe I should put it off a couple of days. For all I know, I’m never going to see these guys again. The thought makes me sad as hell. I really feel like I connected to all four of them.
I decide to hold off on the spell for just a couple of days. But I do plan on brewing it eventually. I have to. I just spent two hundred bucks on it.
But for the rest of the night, the spell is all I can think about. And when I’m not thinking about that, I’m thinking about Jared, Max, Dylan, and Freddie. I’m thinking in particular about the sensation of Jared and Freddie all over me. I’ve never wanted anyone as badly as I wanted both of them, and I could feel their desire even though they immediately seemed to regret what they’d done.
Nope. No spell yet!
Mille hops into my lap, and I pet her absentmindedly. “If you’d seen them,” I tell her, “you’d get it. I’m not above going the extra mile for the right D, Millie. Much less for four of the right Ds.”
Millie looks at me balefully, and I pat her on the head again. “I’ll explain that when you’re older.”
    
For the next couple of days, I feel like I’m on pins and needles. I keep almost doing the spell and then getting nervous. I go to work the next day, and it’s a good thing I didn’t tell Bobbi about my insane panther attack because now that the wounds are healed, he’d certainly think I was out of my mind. I go about my day making up the cold brews and green tea chai lattes for the upper crust set that lives in a very different neighborhood than Foggy River. I’m guessing these people have never even been to Foggy River. They all live in gated communities in the big suburb nearby. They all own fancy boats, and they’re always talking about the Kardashians. Although to be fair, everyone who works at Cafe Amour is always talking about the Kardashians. I had to start following Kim on Instagram just to keep up with the conversation.
I work hard and even cover a few extra hours. I keep catching my reflection in the mirror or in the shiny surface of the espresso machine and wonder if the guys would find me attractive. I just don’t think so. Not that I’m heinous or anything, but they’re all stupid hot. That night, I come very close to doing the spell and then I get a text…
We’d love for you to come over for drinks.
The text is from Jared. We all exchanged numbers. I text back that I’d love to, and he responds quickly. He’d like me to come over now. That is, if I’m free, of course.
I text back that I’ll be on my way in a half hour.
So much for that spell. At least for now.
Just the thought of being around the four of them in a room again makes me have to sit down. I read his texts several times and I already feel turned on. It’s totally mortifying, and I would never tell anyone. I’ve never been so affected before. I’m on the couch, and now, I let my eyes slip shut and drop my phone. I lick my lips and think again of Jared’s hand sneaking up my shirt to massage my breast and the feel of Freddie’s talented tongue as he covered my mouth with his. They were both all over me and they were so passionate and seemed so hard pressed to make me feel good. I think of that happening again. I think about straddling Max with his big muscles and Jared circling me with his arms from behind. My hand finds its way into my jeans and I arch up into my palm as I imagine impaling myself on Max’s, no doubt, impressive cock, and how it would feel to have him fill me up perhaps with my breasts filling Jared’s hands as he kisses my neck…
I come quickly and loudly, and then I just lie there for a minute, catching my breath.
These wizards will be the death of me.
    
Just a little over half an hour later, I arrive at the wizards’ house. I cleaned up quickly and took too long deciding what to wear. But with such short notice, I didn’t have much time to pick out an outfit, and I didn’t want to keep them waiting. I settled on a tank top and a skirt that’s just long enough. I finished off the look with some light make-up. I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard. In fact, I want to look like I’m not trying at all. It’s hard to imagine that any of these four men would be very interested in me. Though if they’re up for just fooling around, I’m definitely down. Ideally, I’d like more, but given how kind they’ve been, maybe their invite is only politeness. I get the sense that they’re always willing to help anyone, and they seemed so protective of me. The thought makes me smile as I knock and wait at the door.
Max opens the door this time. He’s wearing a tight black shirt that shows off his sculpted physique, and I try not to ogle the guy.
“Hi, Hope!” His eyes light up when he sees me, and that feels nice if nothing else. “It’s good to see you again. Come in, come in!”
I feel all riled up again, and I blame my panther for that. That big cat can make a girl extra thirsty. Max comes in for a hug, and I try not to hold on too long. He looks as cheerful as anything as he leads me into the living room where the other guys are already hanging out with glasses of sweet tea.
Everyone stands up and greets me, looking so happy that I’m here, and it makes me blush. Jared wraps an arm me, one hand holding a glass. “There’s gin in it this time,” he says with a wink.
Oh my. This will be fun.
“I know we just saw you a few days ago,” Freddie says when I sit down next to him on the couch. “But how are you? No panther chases, I hope?”
“No, I’m trying to stay out of trouble,” I say, laughing. It’s almost a lie. Doing that beautification spell which might be a little complicated for my skill level, is decidedly not staying out of trouble, but I’m not going to tell them that. A girl’s got to keep some secrets.
The living room is as big and airy as the rest of the house with shiny hardwood floors and antique furniture in good condition. I think they’re old-fashioned tastes are endearing and a bit unusual for a place where four fairly young guys live, but the place doesn’t feel old so much as warm and friendly.
Freddie sees me staring at a particularly nice navy easy chair and says, “I reupholstered that chair myself. It was in terrible condition when I found it.”
“You reupholster furniture?” I say, raising an eyebrow.
“Yeah, well…” He looks a little flustered, running a hand through his hair. “Sometimes. But I use a little bit of magic. I’ve done a few pieces in the house though.”
“That’s so cool!”
Freddie grins, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he was pleased that I’m impressed. Jared is hovering in the doorway, shifting from foot to foot, as the others take their seats. I stifle a laugh when Dylan almost trips over an ottoman on his way to sit next to me. He’s stealing a seat that Max was about to take.
Max glares at Dylan. “I was going to sit there.”
Dylan smirks and gestures to the chair. “Take that seat. Freddie reupholstered it just for you.”
Max snorts and sits in the chair looking very put out, and I have to clap a hand to my mouth as I chuckle at the boys and how they act together.
Jared clears his throat and says, “Hey Hope, do you want gin in your tea? You don’t have to drink it. It was just—"
“No, that sounds good,” I say, quickly. “I wouldn’t mind taking the edge off.”
Max nudges me and says, “Is there an edge?” He looks at me, eyes bright as he bites his lip, and I feel all warm inside.
“Oh...I don’t know.” I rub my knees. I don’t know how I’m supposed to act here. If sex is on the table, I want it, but I don’t want to throw myself at them if they’re just being nice having me over. A lot of guys are flirty too, and it doesn’t lead to anything more than that. “Maybe there’s a little bit of an edge.”
Maybe I should look for a spell that makes a guy’s intentions more obvious.
“We’ll take that edge right off!” Dylan gives me finger guns, and I snort a laugh.
Jared brings me the sweet tea and waits while I take a sip. It’s just right and not too strong, and so I give him a thumbs up. Drinking gin and sweet tea in a mansion in the forest with four hot wizards... I’m starting to wonder if the panther actually killed me, and I’ve gone to heaven.
We talk about silly things for a bit; the weather, life in Foggy River, and how strange and interesting Florida can be. I drink down most of my sweet tea, and I feel relaxed and warm. I sit back, nestled between Dylan and Freddie, keenly aware of their bodies pressed up against mine even though the conversation is casual. Dylan keeps playfully nudging my knee, and when I look over at him, he looks away again, blushing. Interesting.
“What’s it like being a shifter?” Max says when the conversation has hit a relaxed kind of lull. “I mean, we’ve met plenty of them, but they’re usually clients because we offer them protection if they need something only a wizard can provide. We don’t really ask about their personal life.”
“Oh…” I laugh a little, feeling pleasantly buzzed but not drunk. I feel like I’m having a better time than I have in ages. “Not that strange to me, I guess. My family is in a pride of panthers, but we’re pretty assimilated into human life. So the pride just meets up sometimes, and then I’ll get together with my parents and my sister, and we’ll go somewhere and run and hunt together. They live in Jacksonville, but we don’t run there, it’s not a great spot for panthers. There’s a park not too far where they go.”
Jared titters at that and says, “Just a regular working girl...who happens to be a panther?”
“Yeah,” I tell him, raising my glass. “Pretty much.”
Freddy tilts his head and says, “Does your...panther side affect your human side? Like are there panther qualities you possess when you’re human, or does it affect your moods or anything?”
My cheeks burn at that and I squirm in my seat. My hand is resting on my knee, if I moved it just a few inches, it would be resting on Freddie’s knee, and I would be definitively starting something. I lick my lips and twirl a lock of hair around my finger, hardly aware that I’m doing it.
Yes, I want to tell them. Being a panther makes me horny as hell and you hotties aren’t helping any.
“Yeah,” I say slowly. “Um...like if I get angry, I can get really angry because of my panther. And I can get territorial or possessive more than I normally would probably.”
“Possessive, huh?” Dylan says.
“Yeah or...well…” I grin and cover my mouth. Impulsively, I reach for my second glass of sweet tea and take a big gulp for courage. “Or like, I have a stronger libido than a regular human woman because of my panther…”
I lock eyes with Dylan whose mouth drops open, and I feel the whole room get hot. “Oh,” he whispers. I can feel all their attention on me, and it feels absolutely delectable. And somehow my heightened panther’s instincts are certain that they’re waiting for me to make a move and they’re too gentlemanly to make one themselves.
“Um,” Freddie murmurs. “H-how strong?”
Be confident, I tell myself. I could pretend to be an absolute seductress right now, and I already feel so sexy with how they’re looking at me. I can pretend it’s more than just sex if I want to. Even that, I’m pretty happy with. I turn my head to look at Freddie and realize he’s only inches away. I can hear how short his breath is, and it makes my heart pound.
I lift my hand, and it makes that journey, just a few inches, before landing on his knee. Everyone gasps a little at the fairly innocent gesture. You’d think I’d suddenly started pole dancing.
“Strong,” I whisper. I squeeze his knee and then I feel Dylan’s hand on my knee and when I ever so slightly part my legs beneath my skirt I feel him pulling it up little by little, just enough to bare my knee. The tension in the room is so thick I think I’m going to suffocate on the air itself, but then Freddie leans forward just a little bit and we kiss, softly as Dylan squeezes my thigh.
Jared clears his throat and everything stops. “Hope,” he whispers. I look over at him. He’s sitting on the chaise across from us. His face is red, and I can see that he’s hard in his tight-fitting pants. “Is this… Do you want this?”
I stand up then, squeezing Dylan’s hand as I rise. The great thing about antique furniture is that it’s very sturdy, so when I cross the room and turn Jared so he’s lying back on the chaise and straddle him, I’m not afraid of anything collapsing underneath us.
Jared looks at me with awe, and I press my thumb along his bottom lip. “I want this so badly, I think I’ll die if I don’t get it.”
“Oh thank God,” Jared murmurs, and kisses me with such heat that I moan into his mouth as his hands sneak up under my skirt, gripping my thighs.
Jared’s tongue is hot against mine, his lips soft even as his mouth demands more and more. I press up against him, rocking slightly, and feeling him getting harder beneath me. I’m aware of the others watching us, and it’s turning me on even more. I slide my gaze over to Dylan, willing him to join us, and he gets up quickly and crosses the room. He sits on the chaise behind me and moves my hair aside to kiss the back of my neck and then my shoulder. He pulls down the strap of my tank top, and Jared pulls down the other strap, the top slipping down to my waist, my breasts almost bare beneath the sheer lace of my bra. Dylan’s hands slide around me and cup my breasts, and I moan, rocking up against Jared and helping him off with his shirt.
Max crosses the room, but he seems shy, standing by the chaise and watching with heavy-lidded eyes. He starts palming himself through his pants, his expression pained. I lick my lips, raising my gaze to meet his and reach out to unbuckle his belt and undo his fly
I feel gluttonous as if I’m trying to eat everything on the menu of a restaurant. But I don’t want to stop. I just want to enjoy every sensation as Jared reaches down under my skirt and beneath my panties to finger me. It’s abrupt and I cry out, losing my concentration for a moment and bucking against his hand, falling back into Dylan, who unhooks my bra, my breasts filling his hands.
“God, Hope,” Max mutters, watching me. “We want you so much. I can feel it, how much we all want you. I’ve never wanted anything this much.” My hands shake as I help him, and his cock springs out.
“I want all of you,” I whisper, wrapping my hand around his cock and watching him stumble forward as his mouth drops open. “I want every bit of all of you.” I wrap lips around him and moan because Jared is mouthing at my neck while he fingers my clit. Max is hot and hard in my mouth and I like the way he fills me as Freddie kneels beside us, stroking himself and watching.
I’m sucking off Max and rocking against Jared when he stops, and with a growl, my panties are gone, his strong hands ripping through the fabric and tearing them away before he takes his cock out. He and Dylan lift me up as if I weigh nothing. Tenderly, they bring me down, and I’m impaled on Jared’s cock, tears filling my eyes at the feeling of fullness, the heat and girth of Jared so painfully good inside me as Max fills my mouth. Jared throws his head back and cries out, thrusting up into me while Max holds the back of my head, fucking into my mouth. My eyes meet Freddie’s and he’s watching in wonder, and I want him too. I want all of them at once and the intensity of want is overwhelming. I suck harder on Max and he mumbles a warning before he cums. I cough a little bit and he tries to pull away, but I shake my head and swallow, catching his cum, drinking down that thick, saltiness. Max all but falls to his knees on the floor and Freddie takes his place and without hesitation, he’s in my mouth next.
Dylan is pinching my nipples, and I suck Freddie off as I bounce on top of Jared, lost and dizzy with all the overwhelming bliss that fills me until Jared swells inside me, making me gasp around Freddie. When Jared comes, I can feel him pulsing within me, and Dylan reaches around to finger my clit at the same time. The combination makes me sob. I feel as if I can’t take any more pleasure. I can’t even tell if I’m coming again or if I just never stopped, but Dylan doesn’t let up until I’m helpless, almost melted. I feel myself turn to jelly even as I keep sucking off Freddie until he comes in my mouth, his palm cradling my face. Dylan’s magic fingers seem to find some hidden place, some spare bit of pleasure not yet discovered. A kind of lightning bolt shoots through me, and I pull away from Freddie, screaming loud enough to wake up all of Florida before I collapse on top of Jared absolutely spent, shaking and exhausted.





HOPE
When I get home that evening, I feel both naughty and wonderful. I think I’ve had a good number of decent sexual experiences in my time, but nothing compares to this. You’d think that would mean I’d be full up for a long time, coasting on the ecstasy of that afternoon with the wizards, but it’s only served to make me want more. I just don’t think they want more, and I might have a better chance at something real with the four of them if I was a just a little bit hotter. It sounds bad, I know. But I honestly don’t see how a spell is much different than some extra special make-up, and to my mind, it’s less dangerous than plastic surgery. Spells can be undone. Knives are terrifying.
The boys all send me follow-up texts that are sweet but non-committal, which is fair. They say they truly want to get together again soon, but they’re slammed with work. I can’t decide what that really means. It’s hard enough not to over-analyze every little thing when you like one person, but compound that by four plus my sometimes over-reactive panther nature and it’s a recipe for a bit of paranoia. Still, I’m assuming they’re not truly interested beyond that one magical afternoon. They’re probably trying to make their lines clear by saying they’re busy with work, and that’s alright. I text back that I’m going to be working on my magic and working a lot of hours at Cafe Amour. All of which is true.
After that first night, I lie on my couch and watch something random on my TV, but my head is swimming with everything that happened between me and the wizards. My friend Jacklyne from Cafe Amour texts to ask how I am, and I text back that I just got laid and how which results in a long chain of enthusiastic emojis. I’m not even sure what I’m going to tell Jacklyne about it. Maybe I’ll just reduce the four to one. Jacklyne’s a friend, but I don’t know how she’ll react if I tell her I just had sex with four guys at once. Jacklyne wants to know all the details, so I vaguely promise to get together for drinks soon and spill. I’m not ready to give out details yet. I like having this all to myself. I also know that if I let slip to Jacklyne that I’m afraid I’m not attractive enough for the “guy” to be in to me, she’s going to lecture me on self-confidence and body image, and I would agree with her while not being able to help myself. I don’t feel like sitting through a lecture and life is short after all.
I find the page I ripped out of the spell book and read it about a dozen times while tuning out the goofy reality show I’ve put on TV. I’ve got all the ingredients now, but I’m still nervous about it. Then I see in smudged ink that I’m also going to need four hand mirrors for this thing. I didn’t even notice that before. Well, I definitely don’t have four hand mirrors, so I’ll have to pick those up after work in the next couple of days.
I’m simultaneously eager and nervous about the spell. I keep telling myself there’s no rush. I can do this thing any day. But I definitely want to do it before I see the wizards again. If they’re busy with work though, I have a little grace period to get it all ready and make sure I do it right. I check my calendar and see that there’s a full moon coming up in a few days time and decide to brew it then. Spells are always done best on full moon nights. That’s why so much shit goes down on a full moon.
The next day, I go to work as usual. I skip a morning run in the woods this time, feeling a little paranoid about escapee werewolves. Otherwise, I have a nice day. I’m still in a dopey, giddy mood after that epic sex session. The only drawback being that everyone seems to know something is different about me. Bobbi asks me if I’ve been using something new on my skin because I’m “glowing” and Jacklyne keeps giving me sly looks. I just smirk and keep it all to myself. Even the most annoying customers don’t get to me today. Nothing can touch my good mood. By the time I leave work, I'm feeling extra optimistic about the spell.
In the days leading up to the full moon, I practice the incantations for the spell and text back and forth with the guys. Dylan seems to be the most prolific texter. He’s also the one who deals with customers face-to-face the most out of the four of them, so the two of us share a lot of stories about crazy customers. I would have thought my stories would be boring to somebody with an exciting job like magical protection, but Dylan seems even more amused by how upset people can get about their slightly overpriced coffee than I am about the guys battling vampires and werewolves.
Finally, the day of truth arrives. It’s the night of the full moon. I’m a little bit on edge all day. Somehow, even the guys can tell I’m a bit off just from my texts, but I don’t tell them a thing. I don’t tell anyone a thing. I’ve got my hand mirrors and all my ingredients, and I’ve practiced the incantations a million times. It’s now or never. All day at work, I’m jittery. But I calm myself down imagining how beautiful I’ll be. Those four hotties won’t know what hit ‘em when they see the new and improved me.
At work that afternoon, I get a text from the guys inviting me to dinner for the next night, my heart thuds in my chest. Hopefully, I’ll be newly beautiful when they see me next. I text our group thread a thumbs up, and when I slip my phone back in my apron pocket, I feel giddy with excitement.
I make myself take my time that night. I figure if I rush things, I’m more likely to make a mistake and anyway, I’m not going to do the spell until around ten o’clock. I treat myself to some Chinese take-out and put on the goofy sci-fi show that Max begged me to watch so I can tell him what I think. For the most part, it’s a nice relaxing night.
At a quarter to ten, I start getting ready. I take all my stuff outside to the backyard. I set my cauldron out on the damp grass along with all my ingredients. I have a lantern to light things, and I make sure I can see everything clearly. First, I start adding the ingredients together. Every little element has to be measured and added carefully. Then, I mix according to the directions and set out the mirrors as directed. They’re all supposed to be facing me from different angles. Then, I sit lotus style in the grass and start the incantations. The passages are in Latin, and I barely know what they mean. I don’t think I need to though. I just need to make sure I say the right words in the right order. The whole thing takes about an hour, and I don’t think I’ve made a mistake. The tricky part is that there are variables even a decent witch can’t necessarily control, like if the wind blows wrong and makes the ingredients stir a little bit the wrong way. There are other things too, unproven sort of theories about how spells go wrong like spirits “stealing your voice” when you speak an incantation. This is, assuming you’re around a bunch of spirits. I hope I’m not. At the height of the incantations, I feel a hot sort of buzzing feeling in my face. It doesn’t hurt, but it feels weird. I figure that’s good. It must mean the spell is working.
When I’m finished, the brew in my cauldron bubbles and explodes a little, but that’s to be expected. And then that’s it. I’m done. There’s nothing more I can do either way.
I really hope this works because it sure cost enough to brew. I grab a hand mirror and hold the lantern close, but I don’t look any different as far as I can tell. I run inside to the bathroom, switch on the light, and look in the mirror. No change at all.
I try to keep hope alive. A lot of spells take a little time to work, they’re not always instantaneous. I’m just nervous because the spell didn’t say whether the change would be instantaneous or not. But if it didn’t work at all, well...that was an impressive waste of money. I suppose it’s not much worse than spending too much money on eye cream or something that doesn’t work. It happens. I might research the spell if there’s still no change in a few days and save up and try it again. Second time’s the charm, right? I do know a couple of shifters who dabble in magic. Maybe one of them can help me out.
That night, I have strange dreams. I’m running in the woods again, and the panther is chasing me. Only this time there’s a thick fog, and I can’t see where I’m going. I’m trying to get to Jared’s mansion, to safety, to the guys. But I can’t see even a foot in front of me. Soon I’m lost and worse, I’m stuck in human form and I can’t shift. I’m just running and running, forever lost and forever being chased. It’s a mild kind of nightmare, but it makes me toss and turn all night. When I wake up, I don’t feel rested. I’m stiff and achy and practically drenched in sweat. I also feel strange, and I wonder if the spell has worked overnight. Millie is whining and I drag myself out of bed to let her outside and then trudge into the bathroom and flick on the light.
When I see myself in the mirror, I gasp and clap my hands to my face.
I’ve changed alright, but I am not beautiful. The spell has given me thick, jagged scars that crisscross my face. It looks as though someone dragged my face through broken glass a while back, and I was just left to heal naturally. I never thought I was beautiful, but this is awful. My right cheek is so thick with scars, the skin is mottled. My mouth, eyes, and nose look the same, but the rest… I stare at myself, my mouth hanging open. I have no idea what I did wrong with the spell, but it could not have turned out much worse.
A cold, empty feeling passes through me, and I burst into tears.
I might be vain. Sure. I don’t care. I screwed up my own face and now it’s scarred forever. It might be my fault, but for the moment, I’m going to bask in self-pity. So much for attracting those hotties, they’ll never look at me twice now. Neither will anyone else. I’m utterly hideous.
I keep staring into the mirror like it might all disappear at any second. But it’s not going to. At least, it’s not going to disappear unless I find a way to reverse the spell right the hell now, and I have no idea how to do that. I don’t even know who I’d ask about something like that other than the guys, and that’s way too humiliating. I’m not about to ask the four hottest men I’ve ever met and just slept with if they can reverse the spell I just tried to use to make myself hotter for them. Big yikes on that one.
I can’t help but think of that wizard in the woods who was about to kill that panther. It’s a completely crazy idea, but whatever he was doing was clearly working. I could feel the strength of magic just standing there, and I’m sure he knows a lot about spells. I wonder if I could possibly ask him…
“You’re out of your mind,” I tell myself in the mirror.
Yes, clearly. Also, where would I even find him?
But that scarred and awful face is still staring at me in the mirror. I suppose, given enough time I would get used to it. I know that what’s underneath matters most and all that, but on the other hand...I was pretty used to my face and as much as I wanted to make it a little prettier, it still was my face. This face is marred and twisted. This doesn’t look like me anymore.
Abruptly, I burst into tears, and I can’t stop. I’m supposed to be getting ready for work, but the thought of going to Cafe Amour is horrifying. How on earth will I explain this to my co-workers who don’t know anything about magic? The scars look like they’ve been around for a while. It looks like the aftermath of horrible injuries I would have gotten months ago. How would I face customers? I don’t even know what someone’s reaction might be when they see me.
I’m crying so hard, I have to sit down. I slide to the tile floor in my bathroom, and I cry until I can’t cry anymore. It goes on for half an hour. I feel so stupid and vain and awful. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I can never face the guys again. I don’t know how I can ever face anyone again.
When I can manage to stagger to my feet, I grab my phone from the nightstand and leave a mumbling possibly incoherent voicemail for Bobbi explaining that I have a bad flu and don’t know when I’ll be in. I can’t imagine what he’ll think of me. I had a good week but just before that I called out. My work record overall is very strong, but it can’t look great to suddenly be acting like a flake.
My eyes are swollen and sore from crying so much. I toss my phone on my bed and strip off my clothes, turning away from the mirror. At least the rest of my body is okay. I step into the shower and turn it up as hot as I can stand and I feel a little better. But when I lather up my facial cleanser and reach up to wash my face, I’m reminded of those thick, jagged scars again. I actually forgot about them for a second there. But this is real. This is my face now. I take forever in the shower. It’s not just my looks either. I just feel like the biggest fool in the world. This also means that I screwed up the spell, and I have no idea how. I guess I really do need to go to magic school and work on honing what little skills I have.
The worst part is that I told the guys I would have dinner with them tonight, and I can’t possibly go looking like this. I’ll have to make my excuses. I pick up my phone, intending to text them, but I get choked up just seeing their last few texts. Dylan made a joke about me being a panther and having a Cocker Spaniel and Max teased him for his joke. They’re silly things, but my heart swells with my affection for them which only makes me feel worse. I change into sweatpants and a t-shirt and collapse onto my bed, grabbing my laptop from my nightstand. I’ll text them later. For now, I should at least attempt to do some research and see if I can possibly figure out a way to reverse this spell. But I have a bad feeling about it. I research for about an hour and get nowhere. Catching myself in a mirror by my closet, I start to cry again, and I cry so long and hard, I exhaust myself and fall asleep.





FREDDIE
I f I’m honest, I never really pictured myself as the type to fall in love, and yet, I find myself constantly thinking of Hope. I think we all are. Between the four of us, we’ve met a lot of women in our time, but there’s something so special about Hope, or there is to us anyhow. Initially, it was just that instantaneous attraction that drew us to her. It certainly can’t be denied. There’s so much tension and heat and passion whenever she’s around. I’ve never felt anything like it. I feel as if we could, all five of us, explore each other for an eternity and never ever find an end.
But beyond the sex appeal, I find Hope quite charming. She’s sweet and intelligent and funny. All of that is true, yet it can’t quite explain the connection between us. It’s as if the four of us have been a nearly completed puzzle all this time and we were just waiting for Hope to come along and add the final piece. Of course, I don’t know how she feels about a long-term, real relationship. None of us can really tell, and it’s so soon, I think we’re all a little apprehensive about finding out. We figure we’ll keep hanging out with her and hope it turns into something real. I’m rarely an optimist myself, but when I talk to Hope, I just don’t get the sense that she’s only in it for the sex. It seems as if she feels the same way we do.
I think we’re all a little riled up with anticipation on the evening we’re having Hope over to dinner. It’s been a very busy week for us. We had to create some powerful magical wards to protect a witch heiress who is afraid members of her family (some of whom are demons) are going to try to steal her fortune (which is in invisible gold coins but none of us could quite figure out how that works). There were a couple of other smaller cases too, including some from humans. We actually get a fair number of cases from seemingly regular, non-magical humans who have had some contact with the magical world. These humans tend to trust wizards, warlocks and witches more than their own people to protect and help them. I’d say humans account for about half our business. So we had to go out on some jobs that included scouting around with spells, checking houses and businesses for signs of dark magic. Some clients were even paranoid that they were the victims of some dark wizard’s vendetta. Those little cases often come to nothing, but we charge a consulting fee large enough to make it worth our time and people are willing to pay it. A lot of our time is just spent driving out to where the client is since there aren’t many businesses like us.
I’m taking much longer getting ready for dinner tonight than I usually take to get ready for anything. I want to make sure my hair is styled just right, and I want to look sexy for Hope. Dylan is apparently taking that to mean wearing the tightest t-shirt humanly possible and, honestly, it’s working for him. I start to get hard just remembering how the four of us were all together the other night. It’s not as if we’ve never fooled around with each other before. It’s happened. We’ve been really close for a long time. But it’s as if Hope has unlocked something within us. It’s thrilling, really.
I’m changing my shirt again. I can’t decide whether to go with a blue or a burgundy button up. I like the way the sleeves fit on my arms. I’m not as much of a gym rat as Jared or Max, but I’m fit enough, and I want Hope to notice me. I take a deep breath and stare into my mirror, frowning as I hold my blue shirt in front of me.
Dylan appears in my doorway. He’s smirking. Because he’s always smirking.
“You should wear the burgundy,” Dylan says. I look at him like a deer in headlights. He chuckles and comes in, taking the blue away from me. He takes the burgundy shirt from the hanger where it was dangling from my mirror and helps me put it on, which really isn’t necessary at all.
The other night Dylan ended up with my cock in his mouth just because it seemed to turn Hope on. It’s hard not to think about that as he’s standing in front of me. I feel my cheeks burning.
Dylan raises his eyes to mine as he buttons up my shirt. “You look nervous.”
“Not nervous,” I murmur.
“Kinda cute when you’re nervous,” Dylan says.
I roll my eyes at that, but it makes me smile anyway. “Shut up.”
“I’ll be honest. I’m really hoping for a repeat of the other night.” He’s smiling a little shyly now, his thick eyelashes fluttering. “With Hope, of course. But...you too? I mean, ya know, all five of us.”
I’m glad I’m not the only one, but I’m blushing red when I say, “Yeah um...me too.”
“Good.” Dylan buttons my top button and then he leans in and kisses me once; soft but wet and hot with promise. “See ya down there.”
I watch him walk away and when he’s just outside the door I yell, “Your ass looks great in those jeans, Dylan!”
“I know!” Dylan says from the hall.
I turn back to the mirror. He’s right. I look better in the burgundy. The sleeves are nice and tight on my biceps, and when I roll them up, my forearms look good. I style my hair and that takes another ten minutes. Finally, I make my way downstairs.
I’m mildly embarrassed to discover that I took the longest to get ready.
Jared is cooking tonight. He’s making beef bourguignon which he’s never made before, and he’s not even the best cook—I am. But we are all hoping for the best. He seemed pretty fired up about cooking.
“How’s dinner coming?” I pour myself a glass of wine in the kitchen. The four of us are all just sort of hanging around, fidgeting, and waiting for Hope to show up.
“It’s good,” Jared says, sounding very grave. “I think I’m going to put horseradish in the potatoes.”
Dylan steals a mushroom and says, “You do you, man.”
Hope is supposed to come over at six, and the four of us are on pins and needles.
But six o’clock comes and goes.
The dinner is ready and our good dining room table is set. We don’t have fancy linens or anything. We have some nice furniture, but the only reason we have a nice dining table is because Max found a nice one at the Goodwill and stained it. Now it’s set with plates, napkins, and a good bottle of wine.
We put a little bit of lateness down to getting ready and think nothing of it, but at half past we get nervous. At a quarter to seven, Jared texts Hope and asks if we’re still on for dinner.
We don’t get any response, so we text a few more times.
By now, we’re all sitting around the dining room table, picking at our beef bourguignon and feeling dejected. I’m on my second glass of wine. We should have made our intentions clear, I think to myself. She thinks we’re not even interested. Another part of me thinks she must not be interested in us. Maybe she just wanted that one wild night and that was it.
But this really doesn’t feel like that.
“I’m worried,” Max says finally. “I think something’s happened.”
“Yeah…” Jared hisses. He keeps obsessively checking his phone for a new text that never comes and then putting it down again. “I’m worried too.”
I swallow the rest of my wine and slam my glass down on the table. “Well, we told her we were putting our blood in the healing balm as a protective measure, so hell, let’s use it.”
“What time is it now?” Dylan says.
“It’s ten to eight,” I say. I feel my anxiety about Hope’s wellbeing bolt through my body, and it makes me shiver.
“Yeah.” Jared nods. “Fuck it. Let’s do it. So link hands and concentrate on Hope. We should be able to sense her whereabouts.”
The four of us link hands. We’ve done this before, a whole bunch of times in fact. We’ve even done it for each other. We’ve never done it for a fifth person who we cared so much about though. We hold each other’s hands across the table. Jared squeezes my hand and I squeeze Dylan’s. I can feel their concern for Hope like a physical presence.
I take a deep breath. It’s a little like meditation. I try to let my worries and fears go and just keep Hope clear in my mind. It’s a kind of skill to do it this quickly and takes some practice, but inside a minute, I can feel the hum of magical energy between us. We’re all connected, and just like that, I get a very strong sense of which direction we should head in. We should go southwest through the woods. I can picture it in my head.
“I got it,” Jared says.
“Me too,” I say.
“Yeah, got it,” Max says.
Dylan says, “Same.”
We all drop hands and get up from the table, leaving our dinner left half eaten. We have more important things to deal with now. All four of us hurry to the front door, grabbing our jackets on the way. Now that the bond is set, we should have a strong feeling of which way leads straight to Hope. Jared locks the door behind us. We don’t run, but we do walk quickly down the road, following that sixth sense that the bond between us and Hope as instilled. It’s similar to following a scent, except it’s more like a strong feeling.
We don’t run because it doesn’t feel like a totally legitimate emergency yet. It could just be Hope is ghosting us, in which case, it’s going to be awfully awkward when we knock on her door. Or it could be that she’s sick and couldn’t text, or who knows what. But I can still feel how much everyone is worried about her as we go off-road through the woods. At first, it worries me that we’re being directed into the woods. My first thought is that the panther caught Hope this time and that she couldn’t get away, although shifters are doubtlessly stronger. But then I worry that it’s something else. What if a hunter found Hope in her shifted form? What then? There’s no telling.
The four of us are striding quickly through Foggy’s woods, climbing over logs and under branches. We don’t talk much, but we don’t need to. We have only one thing on our minds: Hope. I keep imagining her panther bleeding somewhere in the woods, and it’s not doing great things for my state of mind right now.
When we’re directed back to the road, I breathe a little sigh of relief. Apparently, that was only a short-cut. Well, that’s something anyway. We follow our sense down the road and when we reach a quaint, little, yellow wood-sided cottage, our senses stop, and we feel a kind of buzz between us. That should mean we’ve found her. The small house is set well back from the road. It’s a really cute place with prettily overgrown grass in front and a stone pathway. There’s a red wheelbarrow with flowers growing out of it and a garden gnome that gives me a little thrill of affection for Hope.
Jared doesn’t waste any time. He clears his throat and marches down the walkway, and we follow him. He knocks on the door politely and waits a bit.
Nothing.
I take a deep breath and try to be patient. Jared knocks again and calls out, “Hope! Hope, are you home?” Jared pounds on the door a little harder and waits, and we hear Hope’s Cocker Spaniel bark from within.
We hear Hope’s voice say, “Millie, quiet!”
We all grin at each other, relieved. Well, we know she’s not dead in a ditch anyway.
The front door opens just a crack, but the screen door stays shut. Hope is wearing a big hoodie with the hood pulled down low over her face, and she’s also bowing her head. It’s as if she does not want us to see her face.
“I am so sorry,” Hope says. “I fell aslee—"
“Oh!” Jared blurts out, and we all sort of sigh, laughing at our worry. “That’s alright, sweetheart. Are you—"
“I’m not feeling well,” Hope says, interrupting him. “I’m so sorry. I feel asleep because...I’m not feeling well. I just need to stay in—"
“Oh, okay,” Jared says, leaning there in the door. Hope pulls her hoodie a little lower over her head. It strikes me as very odd, but then if she’s sick, maybe she doesn’t feel like she looks her best. Sometimes people are really sensitive about that. “Can we take care of you or do you need anything?”
“No, no!” Hope says quickly. She’s still holding onto the door, keeping it just barely ajar and peaking through it. The whole thing just gives me a bad feeling even if I’m relieved that for the most part anyway, she’s okay. “I just need to get some rest on my own. I’ll be fine in… I don’t know. Maybe a few days. Just one of those things. I’m sorry I didn’t text!”
We all wave a hand at that, and Jared makes her promise to text if she needs anything but I’m feeling like she’s not going to. Finally, we all bid her goodbye and she seems in a big rush to get the door closed on us again. It’s kind of crushing. I wonder if we’re being blatantly rejected and we’re just being idiots about it.
We walk back out to the road, but then Jared just stops, frowning at the cottage, chewing on his lip. We all stand there in a line on the road, looking at Hope’s house and feeling like something is off. Or, anyway, I certainly am.
Max says, “Would it be weird if we kept an eye on her house for a bit? Make sure she’s okay?”
“Yes,” Jared says, nodding. “That would be weird.”
“Do you care?” Dylan cracks.
“No,” Jared says.
That’s settled then. I guess “Operation Hope Watch” has officially begun.





HOPE
I  don’t know what I’m going to do.
I have to think I’ll eventually get used to this or that perhaps I can come up with a convincing story to explain it. But in the short-term anyway...I don’t know what I’m going to do.
When I heard Jared pounding on my door, I was actually happy for a minute. It was so moving to me that they came over to check on me. For a second, I even forgot about the scars. The boys I liked came to check on me! How sweet is that? I almost rushed to open the door, and then I remembered how my face looked and almost started sobbing all over again. It’s a little pathetic, I know. Instead, I grabbed my hoodie and tried not to let them see me.
I’ve been ridiculous about this whole thing. It’s not like I’m not aware of it. There must be a way out of this. I just haven’t seen it yet. I spent most of the day asleep.
Now, after the guys leave, I collapse on my couch and give myself just a few short minutes of wallowing in my self-pity. Millie, at least, isn’t horrified by my appearance. But she definitely knows something is wrong. She keeps licking my knee, so I pet her head and tell her everything is fine.
“Alright, Mille…” I heave a sigh and wince as I brush my fingers along the thick, rough ridges of the scars disfiguring my face. “We’re either going to fix this or we’re going to have to get used to it. But...let’s try to fix it first. Yes?” Mille wags her tail and I take that as agreement.
It’s only a little after eight. I put on a podcast and camp out with my laptop, trying to find a solution to this spell. I think I remember the name of the spell book, and I use that too. I go to all the forums I know where spells are discussed. I can’t find anything. Or at least, nothing about doing a reversal or a miscast beautification spell. I even create a few new accounts for the forums under different emails asking about it. I don’t use my regular usernames. I don’t let anyone know I’m the one who’s asking. Just in case.
I can’t find anything, and I look for hours. I even order a few books about the magic mechanics, hoping that might be useful. It probably won’t be, but if they’re not, at least I can sell them back.
At two in the morning after endless and fruitless searching, I finally throw in the towel.
I haven’t found anything. Again, I start to wonder about the dark wizard…
God, I’m seriously considering finding that guy and asking him for help. Maybe he won’t know I’m the shifter who messed up his spell? So he was going to do some weird ritual where he killed a panther…So what? Everybody’s into some kind of weird shit, right?
“Oh my God,” I mutter to myself. I’m getting drowsy and I feel awful. Now, I’m considering asking for help from a most likely very disreputable source.
I keep it in mind as a last resort.
I start getting ready for bed and in the bathroom, as I brush my teeth, I can’t stand to look at myself, so I cover the mirror with a towel. Not a great sense of self-image, I know. But that problem will just have to be fixed on a different day.
That’s when my phone buzzes. When I see who it is, I almost choke on my toothbrush.
It’s Alex.
“Shit,” I say. My voice echoes in the bathroom. I spit out toothpaste and rinse my mouth. “Shit! shit!”
My ex-boyfriend, Alex, has been wanting to hang out again for a while. We didn’t end on terrible terms or anything. We just figured out that we didn’t have much in common and that our feelings for each other weren’t very strong. We were mostly in it for the sex.
He’s been texting me every once in a while, and I’ve half-heartedly answered, intending only to maybe catch up. To be completely honest, I wasn’t even very interested in that. Alex is just kind of a boring dude. He’s also a mountain shifter. I feel like that was the main reason for our relationship, but it just wasn’t meant to be. But then I ran into him at a party at Jacklyne’s house about two months ago, and I was buzzed enough to swear on my dead grandmother’s grave that I would definitely agree to hang out. I’ve already put him off twice.
I’m really not obligated to hang out with him at all, but I have the urge to be nice.
He probably just wants a roll in the hay anyhow. Normally, I wouldn’t be against it because we did do pretty well in bed. Now, of course…
Hey, Hope. Just hoping we can catch up soon? Let me know. :) -Alex
I bite my lip and frown at the text. Actually, this might be an opportunity to do a little test run on my fucked up face. There might-might be the slightest chance that it’s not as bad as I think it is. Stuff like this always seems worse for the person it’s happening to. And then you get an objective observer and find out it’s not that bad!
That’s a thing...right?
It’s worth a shot anyway. Alex is sort of a good test case. He knows what I looked like before, but if the mere sight of me horrifies him or something, well, I don’t really care that much. I mean, I’m sure it will be a bit painful but outside of being a reliable booty call, Alex and I really aren’t close anymore.
He’s texted very late, but that’s not unusual for Alex. He works from home and he has little sense of normal working hours. That may have been the most interesting thing about him other than being a panther shifter.
Okay sure, I text back to Alex. Can you do coffee tomorrow?
Alex texts back an enthusiastic emoji, and we make our plans. He assumes we’re going to Cafe Amour, and I almost choke. That can’t happen. I tell him I don’t like to hang out at work when I’m not working, and we make plans to meet across town. Hopefully, where nobody else I know will see me.
After all that, I flop down on my bed and watch the most mindless cat videos I can find on YouTube until I fall asleep.
I feel terrible.





HOPE
I  don’t remember my dreams in detail that night, but when I wake up, I know they were dark. I feel all wrong, almost as if there’s some darkness coming. It’s probably just anxiety. It’s been two days since I cast the spell, but I still reach up and touch my face, hoping some miracle has happened and my face is back to normal. No such luck.
I’m not going to work today. I don’t think I can possibly go back until I at least come up with an explanation for what happened to my face that people will believe. If it was just one or two people, I might explain about a magic spell gone wrong. Maybe. But Cafe Amour has a couple dozen employees who, as far as I know, know nothing about magic. And that’s not to include the large number of regular customers who also know me.
But that’s a tomorrow problem. Right now, I have only today to think about.
I call work again to call out. Bobbi picks up this time and is very understanding since I still have a strong work record. He does sound really concerned though, and it makes me feel guilty for lying. I hope I can go back to work soon. I may just have to tell them that I got in a terrible accident and this is how I healed. No real explanation. If I had the money, I would just disappear and go somewhere else where nobody knows me. But I couldn’t do that to my family.
I’m in the shower when it occurs to me that I’ll have to explain this to my family somehow. My mom is going to flip her lid. At least I can tell my family the truth though, as horribly embarrassing as that will be. I wonder if I can get away with just showing up as a panther the next time we go for a run? At least that way, I can delay the inevitable. Although...we usually go out for drinks afterward. I can’t show up as a panther for that.
It probably looks awfully dramatic, but when I go to meet Alex that afternoon, I take a while to get ready. I give some concealing make-up a try. It helps a tiny bit, but it’s not really hiding the scars. It’s just making them look a little better. I squint into the mirror, still horrified at what I see. I wonder if there’s even the slightest chance it’s not as bad as I think it is?
I get dressed and throw on a scarf that wraps halfway around my face, but at least it’s a pretty scarf. I put on sunglasses too and a hat. I look sort of like the Invisible Man, but it will have to do for now. I just can’t bear for anyone to see me before I’m ready.
During the drive on the way to meet Alex, I’m shaking all over, I’m so nervous. Alex was never a bad guy. Not from what I remember. We just didn’t have a lot in common. I feel like if he thinks I’m just too awful to look at, I’m definitely not going to fair any better with my wizards.
At the coffee place I chose for us, I feel stuck inside the car. It’s as if I’m glued to my seat, my hands clinging to the steering wheel. I have a horrible sense of dread, but I can’t stand Alex up on top of everything else. This is just getting terribly rude.
I find Alex waiting at a table with an iced coffee. He frowns and looks sort of confused when he sees me, and no wonder. I look like the worst spy in the world with my scarf wrapped around my face on an early summer day. He regains his composure quickly. Anyway, for all he knows, this is just a weird fashion thing with me. I always was just a little bit kooky like that. Once, for an entire year, I wore nothing but overalls.
“Good to see you, Hope,” Alex says. He’s more handsome than I remember, but that doesn’t really matter to me. He’s still too boring for me to fall in love with. He goes in to kiss my cheek, but I duck my head so he ends up kissing my hat. He clears his throat. I must seem like a crazy person. But I just sit down like nothing’s wrong. “Thanks for meeting me.”
“Sure!” I say, attempting to sound normal and cheerful. I’m practically speaking through my scarf. “I’m glad we’re getting a chance to catch up.”
I feel ridiculous. Who does this? But I am determined to ignore the elephant in the room that is my super spy disguise until I’m ready to show Alex my face.
The server comes by, and I order a pastry and a coffee. I need to work up to this. “So, how have you been?” I ask Alex.
Alex starts talking about his latest coding jobs as a freelance developer. I don’t even think his job is boring. I’m sure programming can be interesting. It’s just the way he talks about anything that makes it boring. He’s always been that way. I find my mind immediately wandering as he talks, but I nod and ask a question once in a while to try to seem like I’m interested, which seems to satisfy him well enough. Alex asks how I am, and I talk about Cafe Amour, my friends, and some changes I’ve made to the cottage. It’s not as if I’m going to tell him I just fucked four hot guys. I might want to if Alex was an asshole. But he never has been that.
When there’s a brief lull in the conversation, I feel as if it’s now or never. I take a deep breath and clench my fists on top of the table. Alex seems to sense something’s off too.
“Are you alright?” He’s looking at me like I might be dying. I guess that’s what I must seem like. For all he knows, I’m deathly ill under the scarf and sunglasses—so gaunt and pale that I didn’t want to shock him with my appearance.
“No,” I say slowly. “Listen, I really can’t explain how this happened, but...something happened to my face.” He only looks confused at that, and I take a breath. “I have—I look much different now. I sort of wanted to meet you because no one has...seen me since this happened. I wanted to see, I don’t know, what your reaction would be.”
Alex is squinting at me like I might have completely lost my mind. “Okay, sure. Did you get some weird plastic surgery or something?”
“No,” I say, laughing bitterly. “I kind of wish it was that simple.”
“Jesus, Hope, what happened?” Alex looks genuinely concerned.
I honestly don’t know if I’m making him worry unnecessarily or what. But instead of answering, I take a deep breath and then remove my hat, sunglasses, and slowly unwind my scarf. Finally, I look up at Alex.
Alex’s mouth drops open. His eyes are wide. He looks absolutely horrified.
“What the hell happened to you?” Alex says. “I don’t—Were you attacked or something? Oh my God, Hope.” He starts to reach out to grab my hand, which is sweet, but at the last second, he recoils and looks away. He glances over again and grimaces, only to turn his gaze from me once more.
“I…” I have a lump in my throat. I feel myself choking up and my hands shake as I try to cover my face again. “I told you, I—I can’t tell you how it happened…” My voice is shaking so badly, but the way Alex is looking at me is making me feel worse and worse. I thought I was being much too vain and superficial. But Alex is looking at me like I’m an absolute monster. “Is it really that bad?”
“It’s…” He shakes his head. “I...I don’t know. I don’t know what to tell you.”
Well, there’s my answer.
“Can you not even look at me?” I say, my voice wavering all over the place. “Alex?”
I see him sort of build up his courage, and I feel as if that hurts more than anything. The idea that he has to really psych himself up even to look at me is horrible. Finally, his eyes meet mine and he just looks sad.
“I’m sorry this happened to you,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry.”
I can’t decide if how serious and grave he’s being is making me feel better or worse. No, worse, I think. He’s acting as if I died. It’s actually making me feel a little bit indignant. I’m about to tell him that when he gets up from the table, checking his phone.
“Hey,” he says. “I’m sorry, I’ve really got to. I’ve got a meeting—”
“You work from home,” I say darkly. Of all the dippy excuses.
“It’s a Skype meeting,” he says quickly.
“Yeah, right,” I say, shaking my head. I stare down at my hands.
What on earth am I going to do?
“I really am sorry, Hope,” Alex says. When I look up and smile at him he turns a bit green and takes an entire step back. “Honestly, if I were you, I’d keep wearing that scarf and stuff.”
“You’re an asshole!” I blurt out. He doesn’t look angry at that, only sad, and he starts to walk away. “And you’re boring!” I add that in for extra measure, and it makes me feel slightly better.
I wish we’d arranged to meet at a bar instead of a coffee shop.
I could really use a drink.
    
I end up bringing the drinks home with me. If I’m going to be the phantom of the opera for the rest of my life, I might as well booze it up. I’m starting to wonder if I should go the Alex route and try to find a work-from-home job. I don’t know how to code, but maybe there’s something else I could do from home.
I take the bottle of vodka I bought at the store out of its bag and frown down at Millie who is wagging her tail because she doesn’t know any better. “Virtual assistants,” I say to Mille. “Those are a thing, right?”
Millie just keeps wagging her tail because she doesn’t know any better, but I do, which is why I pour vodka into a glass with some cranberry juice. Because cranberry juice is very good for you.
Before I even go for the cocktail, I knock back a large shot of vodka by itself and then shout as it burns going down. Then, I take my cocktail and my laptop and shuffle into my room to plop down on my bed. I change into my favorite pair of what I like to call “moping pajamas.” They’re purple flannel, and they have laughing poodles and dog bones all over them which make me feel slightly better when I need to do some serious moping.
“I’m a monster, Millie.” I sip my cocktail and screw around on YouTube. I also do some half-hearted researching of that spell, but as expected, I discover nothing. “Yeah… I am a complete monster.”
I think of that dark wizard in the swamp again. I wonder if I could possibly bribe him to help me… My last resort is swiftly becoming my first resort. And abruptly I realize that I’ve already decided. I’m definitely going to the dark wizard. I already know it’s what I’m going to do because I can’t find any other options. But if that doesn’t work, I really am going to have to figure out how I’m going to live this way. Maybe I’ll just go full hunchback and move to a bell tower. The sky is the limit really.
At least I’ve made a decision. But that night, when I curl up under the covers and struggle to get to sleep, the thought is not very comforting.
    
When I finally drop off to sleep, I dream I’m running in the woods. I’m in my panther form, feeling the pleasant pull and stretch of my muscles as my stride quickens. I feel like I’m gliding, almost flying over the ground, a cool breeze blowing back my fur, the sun shining down on me. But I feel the heat on my blood that must be sated. There’s only one cure. I’m searching for those men, those men full of muscles and blood as hot as mine. I’m searching for their warm skin, those firm lips, and tongues that will make me moan.
I dream that I come to a clearing in the woods. At first, I’m wary, on the lookout for any danger that would dare to threaten a predator like me. Then, from out of the clearing, Jared, Dylan, Max, and Freddie appear. They look just the same as when I last saw them, dressed casually in t-shirts and jeans. But the energy between us has shifted, and I can feel their hunger for me.
The men approach me. They’re fascinated by my panther form. They pet my head and stroke my fur. They feel my muscles twitch as they stroke my back and tail. But this isn’t why we are here.
I shift back into human form, and I’m naked, standing there in the clearing, vulnerable and bare before them. The blood inside me pulses for them, and my heart beats faster as their touches change from innocent little pets to something more sensuous. I stand and close my eyes, letting their hands wander. I feel them all over me; rubbing my back, massaging my breasts, stroking my thighs, cupping my cheek. I hear their sweet whispers insisting that I’m beautiful and that they want only me.
I want them so badly, yet in the dream, I can’t seem to move. I open my eyes and look straight into Jared’s. The men are naked now, and I want to pull Jared towards me. I want to claim him with my mouth, but in the haze of dream logic, I have to wait for them to take me.
“Please,” I whisper. “Please…”
I can’t even seem to speak the words, but Jared takes pity. He steps forward, so close that the jut of his erection presses into my hip. I shiver as a cold wind makes my nipples harden, and then Jared’s mouth is covering mine just as Freddie moves up behind me, his cock gently pressing against me. Jared is plundering me with his tongue and Freddie’s hands come up, squeezing my breasts, pinching my nipples. But I want them. I want them inside me. I feel dizzy with it, trembling from it.
Jared takes my hand, kissing my palm, and leads me over to a soft patch of grass, directing me to lie down. I follow his instruction, lying in the cool grass and raising my hands over my head. I feel more naked than I ever have in my life, my legs parted, looking wanton as I lie there. I’m wet, my clit throbbing for them. I dare to touch myself because they’re standing there, watching me, making me wait. My hand cups my breast and slides down my stomach to my entrance. I began to finger myself and Max steps forward.
“No,” Max says. It’s the first word any of them have spoken. He kneels down and pushes my hand back over my head and there is a hint of a smile on his face as he backs up and ducks down. All at once, his tongue plunges inside me and he grips my thighs as I cry out, startled and overcome. His tongue fucks into me and his fingers grip me hard enough to bruise. The others only watch, biding their time, stroking themselves as they stand there with me on display.
I’m so close to coming, I’m clenching my fists, but just when pleasure is moments away, Max stops and smirks, rolling away before Freddie kneels down and hovers over me. He ducks his head and kisses me hard, and I wrap my arms around his neck, arching on the ground, wordlessly begging him to fill me. A single finger teases at my entrance, dancing around my clit and occasionally plunging inside me, and it’s not nearly enough. He knows it. He smiles, before biting my lip, and he disappears allowing Dylan to kneel before me. I want them, I want one of them at least in me, but Dylan gently takes my legs and lifts them up straight in the air. I feel ridiculous for a moment, but then he’s pressing his cock between my thighs, fucking between my legs, and I shriek, arching in the grass. He holds my legs tight and thrusts between my thighs, so close to my core that I’m weeping, aching with need. It feels so close to true satisfaction that I think I’ll die from it. He scratches my skin, not hard but just enough sting. The sensation makes the entire experience feel all the more overwhelming. Then, he’s gone, and Jared is hovering over me.
I’m shaking on the ground, my mouth hanging open, my cheeks sticky with tears. All my blood seems to have rushed down to my center, but before I can beg Jared to finally finish this and give me the satisfaction I carve, he’s shoving my knees apart and all at once his thick cock is plunging inside me. I throw my head back, my mouth wide open at the shock of an orgasm that takes over my whole body as Jared thrusts in and out of me, whispering to me about how much they all want this, how much they all want me, how I am the only one.
I wake up in the middle of the night and my sheets are sweaty. I’ve never had a sexual dream that intense or one that felt so viscerally real. I half expected these guys to be naked in bed with me. I’m writhing in the sheets, and I don’t think twice before reaching down to finger myself, furiously stroking my clit, the dream still fresh in my head. I don’t think it’s even a minute before I’m screaming into my wrist, bucking against my hand. I can still feel Jared inside me, it’s so real. I can feel their hands, the heat, their want. When I finish, I’m left quivering, a smile on my face as I once again drop off to sleep.





HOPE
I n the morning, I wake up feeling a little better. Maybe that’s just because I had an intense dream, but I also think it’s because I’ve decided to talk to the dark wizard and get him to undo my scars. I’m not scheduled to work today anyway, but I drag myself out of bed and mull this over as I feed Millie and make myself some coffee.
It seems unlikely to me that a wizard who was clearly doing some magic on the side of the sinister (considering the panther sacrifice and all) would agree to help me out of the goodness of his heart. On the other hand, the spell he was doing was clearly illegal. The magical authorities don’t allow spells involving certain animal sacrifices, and certainly not with something like a panther. If I turned him in, he’d at least have his license to practice magic suspended. Maybe I could use that against him.
I sip my coffee as I contemplate this, leaning against the counter in the kitchen, and Millie looks up at me and barks. “What?” I say to her. “Yeah, I know it’s blackmail. Technically. Do you have any better ideas? Look at my face.” Millie barks again. Millie really doesn’t seem to care about my face. Sweet of her.
First things first. I have no idea where this wizard is. All I really know is he frequents my favorite magic shop and sometimes he does super creepy spells in the woods. I guess I’ll start with the magic shop first. I can go down to Altha’s and just ask around. Not that Altha seems like somebody who’d be very willing to give up details about her customers, assuming she has any information to give. But maybe I can buy it from her. Or else, I can just stake the place out until the dark wizard shows up again. Though God knows when that will be.
I eat some cereal, get dressed, and head off to Altha’s feeling not great about what I’m doing. But then again, who knows? Maybe I’ll get this all fixed and eventually this will just be a crazy story that I tell my little panther children someday (one each from Jared, Dylan, Max, and Freddie). Gosh, they would make beautiful children.
I park at Altha’s and sit there for a minute, listening to some Nine Inch Nails and trying to psych myself up. This is all a little more femme fatale than I’m used to. I’ve brought my scarf, hat, and sunglasses, and now I put them all on. I kind of hate wearing that stuff as much as the scars, but I don’t really want anyone to stare. Then again, the crowd who hangs around Altha’s might not be the type to care.
When I walk into Altha’s, she hovers over to me right away. It’s almost as if she immediately senses something is wrong. Or maybe she senses the messed up magic attached to me because of the scars.
As per usual, Altha is wearing a cloak, although this one is purple while usually, her cloak is gray. I guess she’s feeling festive although the hood is still pulled way down. This time I actually wonder if something is wrong with her face too. You never know. I stand there in the store, not bothering to pretend to look for brew ingredients. I feel as if she already knows why I’m here.
“Ask me.” Altha sways on her feet and I can’t see her face but I sense she’s staring at me.
“I’m looking for a dark wizard,” I say slowly. “He was here the last time I came in.”
“You have...twisted magic attached to you,” Altha says, ignoring me.
“Yeah.” I take a deep breath and take off my hat, glasses, and scarf. “Yep. I did a spell and I screwed it up. Do you know how to fix this? I could get the spell and show it to you if—"
Altha shakes her head. “No. I don’t...involve myself…”
I clench my jaw. She could help, she just doesn’t want to involve herself.
“I could pay you—"
“No.”
I heave a sigh and say, “Okay, well then do you know where I can find that wizard?”
“Walter?” Altha says.
I gape at her. “Walter? The dark wizard’s name is Walter?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, well. Do know where Walter is then?”
Altha doesn’t speak for a while, and I think she’s going to say she doesn’t involve herself again but instead she says, “Yes...for the right price.”
“You won’t let me pay you to help me with this messed up spell, but you’ll let me pay you for info on this guy?” I say dryly. “Is that it?”
“Yes.”
Must be a magic thing, I guess.
“Okay…” I throw up my hands and say, “Fifty bucks?”
“Yes.”
Shoot. I should have started lower and let her haggle. Maybe she would have done it for twenty. But I dig fifty bucks out of my wallet anyway. I know enough now not to come to Altha’s without a bunch of cash. Somehow I hand her the money without even seeing her hand. It just sort of disappears up inside her sleeve. After she takes the money, she hovers over behind her counter and writes something down on a piece of paper, blessedly assuring me she does still have hands.
Altha’s penmanship is surprisingly impressive. The directions go to a house in Little Slough, not far from the magic shop. There’s no street named, just a lot of landmarks and turns described. I suspect it’s close to the swamp. I thank Altha and get out of there.
My car doesn’t like the drive to Walter’s house. I’m not even sure I’m on a road as I make my way there. My little Camry is struggling over some bumps that nearly have me hitting my head on the ceiling. I hope I can drive out of here okay. The last thing I need is to get stuck in some mud, and it is starting to drizzle outside, as warm as it is.
Turn left at the banana tree.
There are about a million banana trees around here, but I find a particularly large one at the end of the road so I inwardly cross my fingers and turn left. There are no more directions left, and when I look up I do see what could be described as a home in front of me. Truthfully, I don’t know if I could really call it a house; it’s more of a dwelling. The place is a kind of hovel entirely covered with vines and leaves, a mass of overgrown shrubbery and grass grows up in front of it. Looking closely, I can see a trail flattened out to the door where the wizard must walk. I pull over to park and make my way down, trying to avoid the stickier looking patches of mud.
This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, I tell myself. But I make myself keep walking, following the tamped down grass all the way to the door. It’s not really a conventional wooden door. It looks like it’s made of bamboo or something, and it’s all covered in vines and ivy. But before I can figure out how to get Walter’s attention, the door opens, and he appears. The room behind him is dimly lit. I only see a glowing lantern on a table.
Walter scowls at me and says, “Who are you?”
There’s something kinda disappointing about this guy’s appearance, considering he’s a dark wizard who lives totally off the grid and in a pretty magical looking hovel. He’s kinda pudgy and he has shaggy salt and pepper hair. He doesn’t even look evil. He looks like somebody’s uncle. A gross uncle, yes, but an uncle nonetheless. He does smell like old fish though. Not at all attractive or appealing, but not obviously evil. Then he steps into the light, and I see his eyes. They look...empty. There’s just nothing there at all. He’s dangerous, this guy. I should remember that, but I don’t want to be scared either.
“Hi, uh, Walter. I know you’re a pretty powerful wizard,” I say slowly, forcing myself to look into the dark and empty depths of his eyes. “I’d like your help with a spell.” I’m not wearing anything to cover my face now. I figure Walter doesn’t care if I have ugly scars.
He scowls at me again, looking me up and down. “I know you… Why do I know you?”
He shouldn’t really. Or anyway, he should only recognize me from the magic shop. When I interrupted his ritual, I was a panther. Although if he’s powerful enough, for all I know he has a way of sensing people.
I lick my lips, trying to decide how to play this, and he just shrugs and starts to close the door. “Whatever. I’m not helping you, girly. Get off my property, or I’ll hex you into next Tuesday.”
“Wait!” I sum up my courage and try to look remotely tough. Maybe the scars will help that. “The reason I seem familiar is because I interrupted one of your spells. About a week ago in Foggy’s woods. You were about to kill a panther?”
Walter’s whole face changes. His eyes light up, and he sneers. He doesn’t look like anybody’s uncle now. Not a nice uncle anyway. “You’re the stupid cat who interrupted my life extension! You little shifter bitch!” His turns just a little bit yellow, and I step back. I can feel the magic coming off of him in waves.
“Now wait a minute!” I say, shouting over him. “You were about to kill a panther! That’s illegal! If the magical authorities found out, they’d at least suspend your license, but they won’t find out if you help me!”
He looks so angry that I suspect I’m about to be killed. “You’re blackmailing me,” he says, hissing a little. “And you don’t have any proof!” He says that, sure, but he looks pretty uncertain. He is afraid. I can tell.
“Don’t I?” I say carefully, raising an eyebrow. It’s complete bullshit but apparently, I’m convincing enough.
Walter snorts and then sighs as he leans in the door. “Alright, girly. I’ll help you. For ten grand.”
“Fuck you!” I blurt out. “I’m the one doing the blackmailing here! Besides, I don’t have ten grand? Are you out of your mind? You might as well kill me now, you might as well—"
“Alright, alright.” He scoffs at me and then looks me up and down in a way that I can’t mistake and makes my stomach turn. “So the spell I was doing with the panther was to lengthen my life, but you screwed it up. I’m going to try it again—"
“Why would I agree to let you kill me!” I say, throwing up my hands. “Again, I’m doing the blackmailing!”
“Shut the hell up, would you? I’m not gonna kill you,” he says. He leans into me a little, and I recoil. “This is a different version. But it does require...certain sexual acts? You don’t have to pay a dime though. Then I’ll help you with your spell. I assume it’s to fix your fucked up face.”
I feel sick. I’m going to have to have sex with him. God knows what a dark wizard is into; plus there’s actual dark magic involved. I feel like I’ve hit rock bottom, but then again, if he can truly fix my face...do I have a choice?
“I’ll...think about it,” I mumble.
“Hey, listen to me.” He grabs my chin in his big hand so hard that I’m sure it will leave a bruise, and I yelp in surprise. “You’re not blackmailing nobody, little girl. If you go to the wizard cops, I’ll make sure those ugly scars stay right where they are for the rest of your life. But...if you play nice with this ritual then, yeah, I’ll help you. Everybody gets what they want.”
“Yeah, right,” I say under my breath. “As I said, I’ll think about it.”
“Don’t think too long,” Walter cracks. “I won’t wait forever. I’ll be at that same swamp in Foggy’s woods tomorrow night. Show up, and we can get this done.” He winks at me and I grimace. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”
I leave feeling pretty disgusting, but I try not to think about that. Alright, well, clearly “certain sexual acts” potentially refers to something pretty gross, but it would only be for one night and then Walter would fix my face and I would be fine. I try to get myself used to the idea. It’s not really the idea of having sex in trade for magical help that is so awful, it’s more that Walter is evil and smells like old fish and doesn’t look any more appealing than old fish either.
Halfway home, I pull over because I feel sick and end up vomiting into a shrub.
This day isn’t going great.
When I get home, I pet Millie and try to look on the bright side as I lay on my couch like a slug. I have a solution after all. The end is definitely in sight. I just have to do this one horridly unpleasant thing first, and then it will all be over. At this point, I really just want my face back. But if the spell can be corrected and I get a little dash of extra beauty, that would be even better.
I pick up my phone and sigh. I've got a bunch of texts from the guys that I haven’t answered except to tell them that I’m still feeling ill. I just don’t know what to say to them.
A pounding on my door makes me sit up with a jerk.
“Hope!” It’s Max and my heart gives a little leap, though at the same time it only makes me sad to hear his voice as he shouts through the door. “It’s me! Max! I—I brought you some chicken soup. I know you don’t want to have visitors right now, so I’m sorry if this is intrusive! We just—We’re really worried about you! So...I have soup.” I sit there, my eyes welling up with tears, as this sweet man shouts his concern through my front door. I want to get up and open the door and throw my arms around him. After what happened with Walter, I wish I could. I could use some comfort, even I’m the one doing all this to myself. But I just can’t bear for them to see me like this.
I sit there, frozen, my eyes shut. I wish everything was different. I wish I hadn’t even tried to brew that stupid spell in the first place.
“I’m just going to leave the soup right here on the front step!” Max says. “Sorry...if I bothered you.”
He sounds so sad that I just burst into tears. I wait several minutes until I creep out to the front step and collect the soup.
That night, I eat Max’s chicken soup for dinner, and it’s so good, it makes me want to cry again. I send him a text to tell him so, but I stay vague about my “illness” and what I’m doing. Anyway, as sweet as they are, it’s not as if I owe them an explanation. Max texts me back that he hopes I feel better, and I sulk and eat my soup.
It’s decided then. I only have one solution.
I’m going to have to go bang Walter in his dark ritual of doom.
That night, I cry on my pillow for hours before I finally manage to fall asleep.





DYLAN
T  he other guys like to tease me sometimes just because I’m the youngest. It doesn’t really bother me though. I just tease Jared for being old, and I figure that means we’re even. They’ve also teased me before about having never been in love. But I feel as if I’ll have the last laugh on that one. The other guys may have been in love before, but I know it was nothing like this. I know, because they keep saying so. Whatever this is with Hope, it’s incredibly intense. All four of us are constantly worried about her. We get our work done because we have to—going out to brew spells of protection or searching for whatever bad guy is hassling some witch. But when we come home at the end of the day, there’s only one topic of discussion anymore: What about Hope?
It was probably a little over the top for us to start tracking what she’s doing, but we’ve been seriously worried. Now that we see who she’s been talking to, we’re a lot more worried. Max said he felt a little bad pounding on her door and pretending he didn’t know about this Walter guy, but me being the youngest and Jared being our de facto leader, I’m just going with his decision. It might be weird, but we’re doing this for Hope. Even if it means lying to her.
That evening, after Max drops off the soup, we all sit down at the dining room table with our dinner (Freddie’s famous linguine) and talk about Walter the evil wizard. We followed our sense bond to Hope to his house. We almost missed it since we were on foot and the woods and swamp are so thick over there, her car didn’t end up outpacing us much. We didn’t hear her conversation. But we were able to find out who the guy in the house was.
He’s Walter. Walter the evil wizard.
“Okay,” Max says, sighing. He’s poking at his pasta and not really eating it. “What do we know about this guy?”
Jared is sitting in front of his computer, but now he shuts his laptop and leans on his hand, reading from a notepad. “I had to ask around. There’s nothing about this guy online. But his name is Walter. He’s a pretty advanced wizard. Practices a lot of dark magic on the down low.”
“This is the guy who was going to kill the panther before she stopped it, right?” Freddie says.
“That’s my theory,” Jared says, frowning at his notepad and scratching his head.
It doesn’t make any sense to me. “Why would she want to talk to that guy?”
“When you were watching the house, did you notice that she always covers up when she goes outside?” Max says. “Like scarf, hat, glasses—It’s like when we went to check on her and she was wearing the hoodie?”
“Hmmm.” Jared taps the table. “Maybe this is about a spell gone wrong? Something messed her up?”
“Could be a shifter problem,” Max says. “Think she’s half cat under there or something?”
Jared snorts at that. “You think there’s any way we could tell using the sense bond?” Everyone just looks at each other blankly when he says that and Jared says, “Jesus. Go get the spell book we used, guys. The one with the healing bond? It’s also got stuff about the sense bond in there.”
I reflexively say, “Can’t we just google it—"
“Somebody go get the book!” Jared says, rolling his eyes. Max huffs but he stands to find the book, and Jared tells us how the wizard shops at a shack of a magic shop in Little Slough where Hope also shops. She went looking for him there. This guy just sounds like bad news. I hate the thought of Hope going to him for anything.
I feel like the subtext here is that we’re hurt she didn’t come to us for help.
Though I suppose if there’s something wrong with her, she might just be embarrassed.
Jared seems to sense my anxiety, and he wraps an arm around me. “Hey, don’t worry. We’re gonna figure out what’s going on with Hope and help her out. She’ll be okay.”
“Yeah…” I smile tightly. “I just—I wish I just knew if she feels the same way about us as we feel about her.”
“Me too,” Jared says, squeezing the back of my neck.
“We’re falling in love with her,” I whisper. “Aren’t we?”
Jared chuckles at that and says, “I know I am. Aren’t you?”
I don’t think I really need to answer that but just then Max returns with the spell book. He plops it down on the table and starts paging through it. A big chunk of it is beauty spells we never use. Suddenly Max frowns and opens the book to show that one page has clearly been ripped out of it.
“Wait, who did this?” Max says. “You guys rip a page out of the beauty section?
We all shrug at each other and Jared says, “We left Hope alone with the book the first time she came over…”
I snort a laugh at that. It seems ridiculous. “You think Hope tore a page out of our book?”
“I mean…” Jared just laughs. “She’s kinda feisty? Quirky? Maybe.”
“She must have,” Freddie says. “What spell was it? Check the table of contents.”
Jared pages through back to the beginning and finds the corresponding page number. “Spell for general beautification.”
“Why would she want to do that?” I say. It’s scrambling my brain. “She’s a knockout? How much prettier can she get?”
“You think it was for a friend?” Max says.
“No.” Jared looks a little dejected, but he takes a deep breath, nodding to himself. “No, I think she took the page to do the spell on her herself, and it got screwed up somehow. And she’s clearly going to Walter to get it fixed. Forget why she did it. Her magic feels muddled when we sense her. I mean don’t you guys feel that through the bond?”
We all nod at each other. I’d forgotten about that because it’s subtle. But after we found Hope’s house we realized we could feel her magical energy and that it’s a bit off somehow. It’s like smelling spoiled milk. It must be the screwed up spell still attached to her.
“I hate this!” Max says, shoving the book away. He gets up and paces around the room, and I sit back in my chair, suddenly feeling very tired. “I hate that she thought she needed to do this to herself. I wish we could have stopped her.”
“Alright.” Jared sits back and takes a breath, spreading his hands on the table. “I know we all want to go off half-cocked and confront this guy and find out exactly what his business is with Hope—"
“Damn right,” I mutter.
“But,” Jared says, “we’ve been invasive enough with her. We’ve been following her around, keeping an eye out without even telling her. I think we should try to get her to talk to us again before we go any further. I know we all want to protect her—I do too—but she is a grown woman, and she makes her own choices. Right?”
We all kind of mumble in the affirmative and Jared nods. “Okay,” he says. “So that’s what we’ll do next.”





HOPE
T  he next day, I do have to call out from work again. I don’t know what Bobbi must think of me. He probably just thinks I’m sick, but knowing the truth myself, I feel as if everyone must know about me. I feel as if everyone around me knows the silly things I’ve done and what I must do now to fix them. I spend the day in bed, screwing around online and pretending I don’t know what’s coming.
My wizard hotties gave me links to their social media so I try to cheer myself up by looking at that stuff for a while. Dylan has the best Instagram account. It’s a little bit cheesy but in the sweetest way. He takes pictures of all the food that Freddie makes because Freddie has the best presentation. He also takes a lot of selfies and pictures of his abs. He takes candids of the other guys too. There’s a picture of him kissing Max on the cheek while he makes a funny face that just warms my heart. I see that Jared rants about his favorite TV shows on Facebook, and apparently, a lot of his opinions aren’t popular and then people reply to disagree and he fights with them, which only amuses me. Freddie obsessively writes Yelp reviews and then tweets links to them. His reviews are kind of pretentious, but I find them endearing. Max tweets a lot too. He’s always talking about being an EMT and he talks to a lot of other EMTs, and then he rants about his favorite bands.
I miss them. It’s good to look at this stuff, I tell myself. It’s motivating me to get this awful spell with Walter over with tonight. Then, he’ll fix my spell and then I can go out in public and even more importantly, hang out with my guys again. And maybe, if I’m very lucky, they’ll fall in love with me.
I feel good about that decision for all of a second, and then I burst into tears for what feels like the millionth time in a week. But I make myself get out of bed as sunset approaches. I take an extra long and extra hot shower. I have this gross feeling like Walter already has his hands on me. I dress in only a tank top and the shorts that I sleep in. It’s a dark thought, but I figure, I’m not going to be needing a lot of clothes. I’d rather save time not having to take too much off. I just wear a trench coat over top and put on my shoes.
Every little action feels like a stab in the heart. I feel as if I’m actually going off to my death and not to do this one disgusting thing.
Mille knows something is wrong. She keeps whimpering and trying to jump on me, and before I go, I plop down on the couch and let her jump in my lap. I give her lots of kisses and tell her everything is fine even as I’m wiping away tears.
“I miss my boys,” I say to Millie. She whines again and licks me. I feel as if I’m connected to them even now. I close my eyes for a minute and think of each of them and the last time they all held me in their arms. I think about them lending me their strength to do this, as awful as it is.
I hate the thought that even if I do end up in a relationship with these four wonderful men, I’ll never be able to tell them about any of this. It would always be between us.
“Don’t think about that now,” I say to myself, wiping my eyes. “Maybe someday. Yes, someday I will tell them. Assuming they’ll even have me after all of this.”
I’m on pins and needles, feeling sick with panic, and yet I dread leaving to embrace my fate. But when the sun sets, I force myself to my feet, grab my keys and phone, and make my way out the back door and through the woods to that swamp where I first saw the panther being killed.
It’s as if there’s a funeral dirge playing in my mind. Everything around me seems a little bit muted and grim. It’s even drizzling rain as I walk, and when it starts to rain a little heavier, I cinch my coat around me tighter, shivering. I stick my hands in my pockets and focus on walking; one step in front of the other.
“One night,” I whisper to myself. “It’s just one night.”





JARED
We give Hope one more day. I send her a couple of texts. I try not to sound too desperately weird about wanting to talk to her and help her out if something is wrong, but I probably still come off a little bit hysterical. It doesn’t feel awesome pretending I don’t know what’s going on, or rather, what’s probably going on anyway. We did tell her we wanted to keep an eye on her though, and it is our actual business. So she can’t be too shocked that we’ve uncovered this stuff once it all comes out.
The next night, we give up on trying to reach her through more appropriate means and head straight to her house. We walk since it’s pretty close. It’s chilly out and when it starts to rain, we keep our heads down, our hands shoved in our pockets. We tromp through the mud, and we don’t talk. I think all of us are pretty freaked out worrying about Hope and wondering just how much trouble she’s in. All I can hear is the puff of our breaths and the tap of raindrops falling on leaves, our shoes getting half stuck in the mud, the wetter and thicker it gets.
We get to Hope’s house and we all kind of line up in front of it as if waiting for something to happen. I just stare at the place for a second, and then I glance at the guys and head down the little stone walkway to the door. Her car is in the driveway so she should be home unless she ran somewhere.
I pound on the door and shout out to Hope. “Hey, Hope! It’s Jared! I’m here with all the guys! Hey, we really need to talk to you!”
Max says, “What if she won’t talk to us?”
I feel a sense of wanting to protect Hope stronger than maybe any other emotion I’ve ever fault. Damn propriety and being polite. I’m going to protect this woman whether she wants me to or not. If she wants to yell at me for it, I’ll just be happy she’s still alive.
“Then we break the door down,” I say darkly.
I pound on the door a little more and we call out for her but nothing happens. I stand back and tense up, but Max grabs me before I can break in. “Whoa, whoa. Let’s try the sense bond, huh? Before we actually damage her house?”
I lick my lips and take a breath. I’m having trouble being patient right now, but I nod and agree. “Yeah, that’s a good idea, Max. Let’s do it.”
We all link hands and focus on our bond to Hope and our connection to her. It doesn’t take long before we know exactly where she is. We even feel each other catch onto her all at once without having to ask aloud, which has never happened before. It makes me think that our connection to Hope is about more than this sense bond we created through the healing bond. It’s our love for Hope. It hasn’t been long, but I know that’s exactly what it is. She’s a shifter which means she’d eventually choose a mate, and I know there’s a lot tied up with magic and the fates for shifters and their mates. We may not be shifters, but maybe we’re her mates—all four of us. The very thought of that makes my heart swell in my chest.
We all know exactly where to go, and we walk around the house, heading through the woods, following the path laid out for us by our bond to Hope. It’s starting to rain harder now, and my hair is drenched. I push it back and sigh. It’s a warm spring rain. If these weren’t dangerous times, I might enjoy it. An image comes to me unbidden of walking with Hope in a warm spring rain. I feel a desperate desire to have her with us always. I know she would fit in with us perfectly (in so many ways). We could give her the room in the turret that she liked so much. That is, if she wants it. If she wants to stay in her own little house, that’s fine too. I think we’d all be willing to make all kinds of compromises if Hope agreed to be with us for the long haul. But I can imagine her being so happy in that room that she seemed to love so much. She could have her own little reading nook and her own space. I can imagine her eating with us and cuddling up with us to watch movies. I can imagine the nights of passion the five of us would share. It would be an idyllic life. It would be the life the five of us have truly always wanted without even knowing it.
“We’re close,” Freddie says, coming up next to me.
I nod silently and when we see a rustling in some ferns up ahead, I grab Freddie and gesture for everyone else to freeze. Hope has slowed down. She’s just up ahead near a big swamp. She doesn’t see us. We hear her talking to somebody, but we can’t make out what she’s saying. I step carefully over a log and peek around a tree. Hope is speaking to the dark wizard, I think. We never got a picture of him or anything, but I went down to Altha’s magic shop myself and she gave me enough of an idea. Yeah, it’s Walter alright.
Hope is all covered up again in her scarf, hat, and sunglasses. She’s wearing a trench coat on top of that, her hands shoved in her pockets. She’s keeping her head down, and if I had to make a guess based on her body language, I would guess that she looks afraid. I see Walter step towards her, and she turns away. It looks as though she’s trying to make a decision and is second-guessing herself. She’s so close to us that I think she can almost see us. Just then, the wizard walks away, laughing to himself as he picks up his cauldron to move it. It’s the perfect opportunity to just grab Hope and get her out of here. Whatever she’s here to do, it can’t be good.
“Grab her!” I say softly.
We all move at once, as quickly as possible. I get my arms around Hope and Max helps me, and the four of us take off into the woods.
I wouldn’t say it’s the perfect rescue. It would have been better, I guess, if we’d known what Hope wanted. But there’s no time for that, as we run through the woods.
Hope is squirming in my arms, and I shift around to carry her bridal style. She doesn’t weigh much, but it’s tricky to carry her as she tries to escape, while also running through the hazardous woods.
“Let go of me,” Hope cries. She wraps her arms around me even as she screams at me to let her go.
I sense her trying to shift and grimace, getting a firmer hold on her. She’s burrowing her head into my chest as she cries, as if hiding her face.
“He’s coming!” Dylan says as the five of us continue to run for the road. “He’s gaining on us!”
I turn to look back, and I see Walter booking it through the woods. Just as I catch sight of him, his eyes begin to glow with yellow light. He lifts slightly into the air and begins floating toward us like a spirit. The sight puts my heart somewhere near my stomach, and I grip Hope even tighter as I run.
“You won’t want me!” Hope cries, holding onto me. “Just let me go! You won’t want me after what I’ve done!”
I ignore all that nonsense because I’m too busy dodging curses that Walter is hurling at us. He doesn’t seem too happy about having yet another spell in this swamp shut down by interfering types. The curses must be strong because I can actually see them whizzing through the air like little yellow lights. One seems to hit Dylan as the four of us keep running on, and he winces and grabs his arm, but he quickly shakes it off.
“Just grazed me,” Dylan says, as he runs past me.
Hope is crying and my heart goes out to her. At least, she’s stopped struggling in my arms. We need a strategy here. Somehow, I hadn’t actually counted on a battle right here in the woods by our house.
“You and Max take Hope!” Freddie shouts at me. “We’ll take the wizard!”
You don’t have to tell me twice. Max and I start running as fast as we possibly can toward home, though I can’t help but worry about leaving Freddie and Dylan to deal with the pissed off big bad wizard with the yellow eyes hovering in the air behind us.
I can hear the buzz of spells flying back and forth behind us as we make it further away. When I glance back, I see that the tables have turned, and Freddie and Dylan are chasing Walter instead of the other way around. I grin to myself despite everything, and Max and I have a clear shot all the way back to our place.
Once the house is in sight, I stop running.
“Let me down,” Hope says shakily. “I’m not even hurt.”
Begrudgingly, I help her down to the ground and my heart clenches when I think she’s going to bolt, but instead, she just walks ahead of us. She rolls her shoulders and sniffs, straightening the scarf around her face. I didn’t get to see whatever it is she’s hiding. I was too distracted by the chase. But she doesn’t seem any more inclined to show us than she was before.
We walk quietly through the woods. Max and I glance at each other as we follow Hope who keeps whimpering and sniffing.
“It wasn’t any of your business, you know,” Hope finally says.
I wince at that. She’s really not wrong. “We just wanted to protect you.”
“Some might call it stalking,” she snaps. We don’t have an answer to that. But she goes with us to the house anyway, and only a minute later, Dylan and Freddie come running out of the woods to join us.
“We got rid of him,” Freddie sighs, bending over and bracing on his knees to catch his breath. “For now, I mean. We knocked him out.”
“He was going to help me,” Hope says, turning away and covering her face with her hands. “I’m not proud of what I was going to do. I’m not proud at all, but it was the only way…” She starts crying again, and I can’t help myself. I run to her and pull her into my arms.
“Sweetheart,” I whisper. “Hey, come into the house, alright? Please? Can we talk about this?”
“Okay,” she says softly. She lets me put my arm around her, which I take as a good sign, and we all head into the house.
It’s hard not to dote on Hope, who just keeps hiding her face, pulling her hat down low and bringing her scarf up while ducking her head. We leave her be without asking any hard questions just yet, and sit her down in the kitchen. I figure if anything, the girl could use a strong drink and forget the sweet tea. I pour Hope a couple of fingers of gin and slide it to her across the table before I pour myself some and we all sit down.
Hope takes a deep breath and says, “I tried a spell...it didn’t work. I don’t know why, but hell, that’s why I want to go back to magic school in the first place.”
“The spell for general beautification?” Dylan says.
“Yeah...that’s it.” She sighs. “I’m sorry I ripped a page out of that book too.”
“That’s okay,” I say, with a snort. “We don’t use beauty spells.”
“Why would you!” she says. “You’re all insanely hot!” We all kind of snicker and blush at that, but Hope doesn’t seem particularly amused. “Anyway, it—I don’t know how it happened, but whatever it was, the spell gave me these horrible scars.” She sinks her head in her hands and I almost think she’s going to cry again but instead, she grabs the glass of gin and takes a long swallow. “Oh. That’s better. And very necessary.”
“That’s what we thought happened,” I say softly. “So you tracked down this Walter guy to get him to fix it for you?”
“I tried to blackmail him,” Hope says. She bursts out laughing, and the sound makes me smile after so much crying. “Oh my God, guys. I tried to blackmail somebody!” She throws up her hands. I wish I could see her face, but I don’t want to spook her trying to get her to show us what’s so awful. Some scars really don’t seem that bad to me, and even if they were, her physical beauty isn’t even why we love her. “I’m a freaking barista, and I tried to blackmail a dark wizard!” The way she says it makes the rest of us laugh, and it does kind of lighten the mood. We all glance at each other, unable to stop chuckling at the absurdity of the situation. Hope takes another sip of gin, shaking her head.
“This is all so embarrassing,” he mumbles. “I was just too horrified to let you see me, and I had to call out sick to work because I had no way to explain how I suddenly have scars to people who don’t even know about magic. I didn’t know what to do. So, yeah...I went to Walter. He said he’d help me if I...helped him. He wanted me to...do things for him. For his ritual to extend his life.”
“What kind of things?” I say, frowning.
“You know…” Hope titters and I feel hot with rage at Walter for even entertaining the idea of making Hope do anything like that when she didn’t want to. “Things,” Hope says. “It was supposed to be part of his spell. Then, he was going to help undo my spell. Wouldn’t even cost me anything. Well, it wouldn’t cost me any money anyway.”
“Would you please just show us,” Dylan blurts out. “I think you’re making too much of this.”
“I showed my ex,” Hope says. “He practically teleported, he ran so fast. I think there was a plume of smoke behind him.”
“Then he’s a jerk,” Max says.
Hope snorts at that and shakes her head. I take her glass and pour in a little more gin before sliding it back over. “Take another drink and then show us, Hope.”
Hope takes a deep breath, throws back a large swallow of gin, and shakes her head with her eyes shut. “Okay,” she says, throatily. She takes off her hat and sets it on the table and then takes off her sunglasses and begins unwinding her scarf. At first, I don’t even notice anything different. Then, I begin to see the thick, mottled lines of jagged scars along her forehead, beneath her eyes and zig-zagging down her cheeks as she takes off her scarf.
Her scarf is now completely off, and she folds it up and lays it on the table with her hat and sunglasses. She looks so pained, like we’re all going to be completely horrified and call her a monster, but I find myself weakly laughing and rubbing my eyes.
“Well, don’t laugh!” She says, her eyes bright and fiery. She slides her glass back over, and I tip in another finger.
I’m not the only one who’s relieved, I can tell. I can just feel everyone relax suddenly.
“I’m not laughing at you,” I tell her. “Well, alright, that’s not true. I’m definitely laughing at you. But it’s not at your scars. Hope, they’re not even that bad.”
“I think they’re kinda badass,” Max says, shrugging.
“Shut up,” Hope murmurs, but I do see the ghost of a smile.
“Hope,” I say softly. I turn her head to face me, stroking her cute little chin. “We don’t love you because you’re beautiful. Though to us, you are beautiful. You always will be.”
“Love?” Hope says softly. I honestly can’t tell if she looks happy or kind of horrified, and I drop my hand and sigh, rubbing my neck.
“Well...you know,” I mumble.
“Yes,” Freddie says. “Love.”
“What he said,” I say, feeling stupid and incoherent. “Yeah, alright. Yes, we love you. I know it hasn’t been long, but when you know you know. In my opinion anyway.”
“I know,” Dylan says. He comes around behind Hope’s chair and wraps his arms around her, kissing her hair. “I love you, Hope.”
I’m just a little bit jealous that he got to say it properly first. But you snooze you lose, I guess.
“I love you too,” Max says.
I’m just about to say it when Freddie blurts, “I love you!”
Hope is grinning from ear to ear, and how she ever could have thought we wouldn’t love her because of some stupid scars is beyond me. She looks transcendently beautiful when she smiles at us like that. I feel a lump in my throat, as if all our dreams are finally coming true at once. We’ve found her; our person. She’s ours and she makes the rest of us make sense together in a way that I don’t think any of us realized was possible.
I feel a tear slide down my cheek when I finally say, “I love you, Hope.”
She looks at all of us, and her eyes are shining. “I love you too,” she says. The sound of her saying it is like the singing of angels to me.
“Alright!” Max claps his hands. “Enough of this sappy, weepy stuff! Hope, you must be starving. Can we please feed you? I got all the stuff for my famous beef nachos.”
“As long as there are jalapenos,” Hope says, looking very serious before she smiles again.
Max strikes over and kisses her on the lips, “There will always be jalapenos for you, my love.”
Just like that, the tension is broken again. Hope finally looks relaxed, and she asks for a Coke to pair with her gin. I still think we might have a problem with Walter. He’s not likely to take kindly at having not one, but two, of his spells interrupted by the same person even if it wasn’t her fault this time. But I don’t want to think about that just now. I want to think only about this beautiful woman in front of me and my three best friends and how much we all love each other.
Hope gets up from her seat and demands to help Max with the nachos. When she realizes she’s still wearing her trench coat, she blushes and gives it to Dylan to hang up for her. I do a little double-take. She’s not wearing much underneath it—just a little camisole and a tiny pair of shorts. It’s not like it’s lacy lingerie, but it does heat my blood. When she catches my glance and smiles as she blushes, I get to my feet and stand behind her where she’s hanging out by the stove as Max sautees the beef. I wrap my arms around her, tentatively at first, waiting for permission. But she leans into the embrace and tilts her neck so that I can kiss her there, humming with pleasure when I follow her unspoken command.
Dinner takes a long time. The five of us can’t seem to stop talking. Then, Hope finds the ingredients for margaritas, and even hours later, we’re still hanging around chatting. Hope sits in my lap as she giggles into my neck and kisses me, tasting of tequila. It truly feels as if this is how it’s supposed to be. Hope and the four of us; five people brought together to share our souls with each other.
As if reading my mind, Freddie says, “Have you guys heard of shared fated mates?”
Max, Dylan and I just stare at him blankly, but Hope says, “Yeah! I mean I’ve heard of it with shifters. It’s usually one woman mated to multiple men. I mean, usually, they’re all shifters but—”
“Usually?” Freddie smiles at her and I catch on.
“You think we’re shared fated mates?” I ask him. “I guess it makes sense.”
“Yeah,” Freddie says, nodding. “I was doing some research. It’s rare in general, but when you bring humans into the equation, it’s even rarer. But I think that’s what we are.” We all exchange expressions a little shyly. I feel as if my relationship with my friends has shifted incredibly since Hope came into our lives. I’ve always loved Max, Dylan, and Freddie. But now I love them. Or rather, I realize I always have. Hope just made me realize it.
“Is there a way to test for it?” I ask him.
Max says, “Do we need to though? We know how we feel. Why do we need magic to tell us?”
“Because it’s fun!” Dylan pipes up, grinning. “Why not? Honestly, if it says we’re not, it doesn’t matter at all. We’ll still be in love.”
“I want to do it!” Hope says, wrapping her arms around my neck. “If it’s not too much trouble or anything. I’m with Dylan. I think it would be fun.”
“I know how to do it,” Freddie says. “I found the spell. I’ll go get the stuff.”
He pops up and Dylan joins him. In the meantime, Hope gets up from her seat on my lap and plops down in Max’s. He lights up when she takes her new seat, and they chuckle as they kiss. It’s strange how I can watch them and not feel jealous at all. In fact, I scoot a little closer, and I smirk to myself as Max’s arm comes up to curl around my neck. He pulls away from his kiss with Hope and kisses me. I reach up to stroke his cheek, lazily curling my tongue around his before switching to Hope. The only problem being, it’s getting both me and Max hard.
Hope sees our respective arousals and giggles into her hand. “We’ll save that for later, huh boys?”
“You bet we will,” I tell her, pressing one more kiss to her neck.
Freddie and Dylan come back with another one of our spell books, a stone tablet, and a needle. Freddie sets the stone tablet on the table and opens the spell book as he takes a seat. Hope just seems amused by the whole thing as she rests there in Max’s lap. I look at her, getting lost in her beauty, and somehow, it only occurs to me after a few seconds that she has those scars. I see them and yet I don’t see them at all. Anyway, they don’t make her ugly to me at all.
“Okay,” Freddie says, sighing. “Now the pain. I need a drop of blood from all the guys. Cut your finger and drop a little blood at some spot on the edge of the tablet.”
Freddie goes first, biting hard on his lip as he cuts his finger and lets a neat little drop of blood fall and hit near the edge of the stone tablet. We each follow suit, and soon there are four drops of blood at different spots along the tablet’s edge. Dylan’s blood is noticeably messier than the others, dripping down the sides of the tablet in a somewhat gory manner.
“What about me?” Hope says.
“Right.” Freddie nods encouragingly. “You’re next, Hope. Except you’ll drop your blood right in the center.”
“I don’t want her to cut herself,” I mumble, twisting my face.
She leans over and kisses my cheek. “I’m a panther, baby. A little blood doesn’t scare me.”
Freddie hands her the needle, and Hope stands up and leans over the tablet, neatly stabbing her finger with no hesitation. We all watch a single drop of blood fall into the center of the tablet.
Freddie lets out a long breath and says, “Okay, so it’s probably going to take hours before anything actually happens according to the spell. It says to give it a couple of days before trying it again—”
“The blood is moving!” Max gasps.
Freddie just blinks and says, “That’s impossible.”
“No!” Max says. “Check it out, guys! The blood is moving!”
We all lean over the table and watch, mouths agape, as the drops of blood slowly ooze their ways across the tablet toward the center even as Hope’s blood begins to slide four ways, as if growing little arms and reaching out for us. It’s fascinating, if kind of disgusting. Our blood reaches her tiny blood tendrils in a matter of a couple of minutes, and then the five drops of blood merge into one little blob in the middle of the stone tablet which begins to glow with a bright white light.
Hope is quietly crying, a couple of tears sliding down her cheeks. But she’s grinning from ear to ear. “That’s beautiful,” she whispers.
“Wow,” Freddie says. “I read up on everything I could find about shared fated mates and this spell specifically, and it said it always takes forever for the blood to merge.”
“Guess we’re really meant to be,” Hope says happily. She hops to her feet and wraps Freddie in a hug, and I watch him squeeze his eyes shut as he embraces her.
“Guess so,” he whispers in her ear.
“Well…” I rub my chin, feeling tears prick my own eyes. “I guess you’re not getting rid of us now.”
“Good,” Hope says, squeezing Freddie tightly.





HOPE
T  here’s a delicious kind of tension as dinner finally winds down. We’re all just a little bit buzzed as we get up from the table and clear the dishes and glasses away. We spend a little time in the kitchen, but I can feel how riled up we all are. It’s as if my connection to the guys is so strong that I’m beginning to feel their feelings too. And right now, the feeling is, well, everyone is damn horny.
I insisted on helping with the dishes, and now I bite my lip as I scrub at a plate with a soapy, hot sponge. Even this seems sexual somehow, but maybe that’s because I’m standing so close to Max. He’s rinsing the dishes, and he keeps glancing down at me. Every time I catch his look, he glances away again. But he smiles a little impishly. And it feels like a game.
“You have pretty eyelashes,” I tell him.
He nudges me and smiles slyly. “You have pretty everything, sweetheart.”
He stops rinsing and reaches over to play with my soapy fingers. I watch our hands flirt, and he leans down to kiss my cheek and my neck even as Dylan comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist.
“I can’t stop staring at your ass,” Dylan whispers in my ear. “It’s so cute in those tiny little shorts.”
I press that ass up against him and he groans, nibbling on my earlobe as Max kisses me.
Jared appears leaning on the counter, merely watching with hungry eyes. But now, he squeezes the back of Dylan’s neck and strokes his hair. “We need to take this upstairs before I embarrass myself.”
“Seconded,” Freddie says, his breath hitching a little. I look over at him, leaning against the fridge, watching us and palming himself through his jeans. His face is red, and I can tell he’s erect.
Dylan’s hands are sliding over my body; his fingers sneak under the hem of my cami to caress my stomach and I can feel him hardening against me. My breath quickens, and Jared presses against the two of us, kissing Dylan’s cheek even as he slowly curls his finger around the strap of my cami, pulling it down my shoulder.
“Please,” I whisper, shutting my eyes, melting into Dylan. My desire is coursing through me but so is theirs, and it’s overwhelming. “Please, I need you now. All of you—don’t tease.”
I don’t know who moves first. I feel dizzy, like a drug addict in withdrawal. Suddenly, Jared has me in his arms, picking me up bridal style. I cling to him as he carries me out of the kitchen and the others follow, gradually shedding their clothes and dropping them on the floor as they go.
Jared carries me up to his room—I assume because it’s the biggest—and he lays me down atop the thick comforter of his giant king bed. I want to be open to them, naked and bare. They’ve made me completely forget about the scars by the way they’ve been looking at me all night, as if I’m the most beautiful girl they’ve ever seen. I don’t feel self-conscious at all; I just want to be naked before them, and they watch me as I take off my cami and drop it on the floor. I didn’t wear a bra with it and my nipples pebble in the cold hair. Max is yanking at Jared’s shirt, urging him to take it off as he kicks off his shoes. The others are down to their underwear and now wordlessly they shed that too. Jared keeps his eyes on me as he takes off his jeans and his boxer-briefs. I’m still wearing my little shorts. I want them to take them off for me, but I’m impatient at the sight of the four of them, completely naked, their cocks growing as I absently pinch my own nipple. I press my thighs together and decide to give them a little show. I lick my lips, pinching my nipple again as my other hand slides into my shorts and into my panties. I tease myself, my fingers raking through the bit of hair there. I tease my clit with my finger, and I’m so wet already as the guys watch, eyes wide as the strokes themselves.
“I’m thinking about you,” I say softly. I do feel a little self-conscious talking while I do this. But their eyes light up when I talk, so I keep going. “I'm thinking about all of you, how it feels when you’re inside me. How it feels to know you love me and think I’m beautiful.”
“You are beautiful, Hope,” Dylan says. They all murmur their agreement, and I press my finger more firmly to my clit. “We love you so much.”
“I love you too,” I cry, arching up into my hand.
Jared utters a little growl, and he bends over to yank at my shorts and my panties so suddenly that it makes me laugh. He slides them off my body, and I sit up and kneel on the bed to face him, as the others crowd around us. Hands come toward me from everywhere, and I part my knees on the bed a little. I throw my head back and close my eyes, reveling in the sensation of four men putting their hands all over me.
My hair was up in a ponytail, but now it comes down and someone is kissing my neck. Our connection is so deep now that I don’t have to look to know that it’s Dylan, and the revelation makes me smile. Dylan is massaging my breasts, and Freddie’s hands are on my thighs, temptingly close to my center that pulses with need. I open my eyes finally, my mouth probably stupidly agape, and I see Jared and Max making out in front of me, stroking each other. The sight pleases me, and I cover Freddie’s hand with mine and slide it up to my entrance, pressing against it. He gets the idea, and I watch Jared and Max pleasure each other as Freddie’s finger teases my clit, rubbing slowly and making me moan. I reach back to encourage Dylan, my fingers tangling in his air, and he shifts to come around and lick and suck at my breasts, his cock pressing against my belly. I roll my hips and I wrap my hand around Dylan’s cock as Freddie fingers me, the three of us falling into a lazy rhythm of pleasure. Jared and Max are watching us, stroking each other off, looking dizzy with want. I get lost in it for what seems ages until I see that Max and Jared are tensed, their mouths hanging open, their faces red as they resist coming.
“We need you,” Max whispers. “Please, Hope…”
Impulsively, I pull away from Freddie and Dylan and crawl over to Max. No one argues as I yank him away from Jared and push him down on the bed, climbing on top of him. My panther is coming out, fiery and strong, and I lock eyes with him as I straddle him on the bed and impale myself on his engorged cock. I feel so full of him, and the electric kind of thread between us hums. Max moans and I brace myself on his chest, rocking against him as he thrusts up into me. Freddie is nearby and I tug him over, urging him to kneel so I can take his cock in my mouth. I ride Max and curl my tongue around Freddie, and tears slide down my cheeks as I feel their desire in my blood. I’m shaking, it feels so good. Jared comes up behind me and I feel his finger tentatively pressing at my ass. I encourage him, pressing his hand there. The idea of having two, no, three of them inside me at once makes the tears fall faster, and Dylan appears beside me, kissing my tears away. I want to tell them how it feels, but I know they feel it too. Jared opens me up slowly, and I turn my head to take Dylan in my mouth next just as I feel Jared pressing at me from behind.
“Are you okay?” Jared whispers in my ear.
I pull away from Dylan long enough to say, “Yes, oh God, yes!” I twist my head around to kiss Jared, and he hums into my mouth, sucking on my tongue before I turn back and hunch over a little, baring myself for Jared. He slides into me and I cry out, feeling bliss so sharp it’s almost agony as Jared and Max both fill me up. I take Dylan in my mouth again and Freddie leans down to suck at my breasts. I’m trembling so hard at the thunder of sensation taking over my body, I think I’ll die from it. My mind is scrambled, and the four of them shout their love for me as Max and Jared pulse inside me. I can feel everyone’s heart beating in sync with mine as they come, and I’m pulled over the edge into a storm of absolute rapture.
“Freddie…” I’m hardly aware of what I’m doing, the five of us are in an almost trance-like state, but I pull away from Jared and climb off of Max, even as I feel their cum sliding down my thighs. Everyone shifts around. We’re all sweaty and almost not able to be lucid, but I lie down, folding up my legs, and Freddie climbs on top of me. He wastes no time sliding into me, and I throw my head back as I wrap my legs around him. He holds me still, I’m shaking so hard, and I cry out as he thrusts into me again and again. He turns his head and tongue kisses Dylan as he fucks me. Max leans down to kiss me hard as I weep from the ferocity of the pleasure.
“I love you,” I cry, sobbing as Freddie plunges deeper and deeper. “God, I love you all so much…”
“We love you too,” Freddie says, gasping, looking almost pained before he shouts and comes inside me. “We will never stop,” he says, gasping and pulsing in me. “We will never ever stop loving you.”
Eventually, we all sort of collapse onto each other, having exhausted ourselves with our lovemaking. We’re all sweaty and sticky, but I sort of love the mess of it. I feel like a wild animal and also like the most loved woman in the world as I collapse on top of Dylan, who just made me come yet again. We’re all kind of melting into each other, catching our breath. Jared spoons Dylan and me from the side and Freddie and Max are lying next to us. I turn my head and see Freddie leaning on his elbow, his hand resting on Max’s chest as he absently rakes his fingers through the latter’s chest hair.
Jared is stroking my hair, and I let my eyes slip shut, basking in this sense of total peace and love. “Will it always be like this?” I whisper.
“Forever,” Jared says. “I promise, Hope.”
I grin, almost embarrassed at my giddiness and rest my head on Dylan’s chest, smiling into his skin.
We rest for a while like that, naked and sweaty and sticky on top of the covers. No one willing to move or part. We’re not tired enough to sleep though, and we get to talking again, mostly about the incredible states of bliss we just reached together. Max is caressing my cheek, and only then do I realize he’s tracing the lines of my scars. But he doesn’t look remotely disgusting, only loving and devoted.
We’re lying around, comfortable in the silence, and I start thinking about how beautiful my men made me feel. When I used to look in the mirror, I felt as if I wasn’t seeing myself. I was seeing myself the way somebody else might see me. Somebody who would no doubt find me wanting.
“My dad used to call me ugly,” I say abruptly. It just comes spilling out of me. Everyone looks at me, their brows furrowed. Dylan strokes my hair, urging me to continue, and I take a deep breath. “All the time, really,” I say, laughing a little. “My friends’ dads would call them beautiful little princesses and dote on them, but my dad was not always the nicest guy, you know? My mom tried to shield me from it, but...he could be mean. He took care of me and gave me everything I needed, but he always acted as if I owed him something for it. And he’d tell me I was ugly and that he wished he’d had a beautiful daughter. He passed away a long time ago, and I’m much closer to my mom now, but I guess it—I guess that always stuck with me.”
Dylan looks sad, and Jared looks angry. I hide my face in Dylan’s chest, and everyone is gently stroking my hair and my back.
“You were beautiful before,” Jared says softly. “And you’re beautiful to us now. Your father was just angry and bitter. That seems obvious.”
“I’m so sorry you had to grow up like that,” Freddie says.
“Yeah, it sucks,” Dylan says wryly. “No kid should have to deal with that.”
“I don’t think I ever realized how much it was in my head,” I tell them. “But I guess it really affected me. It always has. Made me feel like I was never good enough, pretty enough. But you guys make me feel like...whoever I am, whatever I am...I’m always good enough.”
“Are you kidding?” Max says with a snort. “We’re thanking our lucky stars you want to be with us. Good enough?” He gives me a hard look and says, “Baby, you’re everything.”
Everyone else murmurs their agreement, and I rest my head on Dylan’s chest again, relishing in their warmth and love. We fall asleep like that, entwined in each other arms, happy and content.





HOPE
I  don’t remember what my dreams are, but I wake up smiling. Everyone else is asleep, and we’ve shifted around in the night. I’m sandwiched between Freddie and Max now, and I snort a chuckle to myself. As lovely as it is to wake up with my four mates, I’m feeling too strong an urge to go clean up a little. Freddie frowns in his sleep and tries to hold onto me as I climb out of bed.
“Shush,” I murmur, and press his hand away. He hums and cozies up to Max, hugging him instead.
I am naked and sticky, and I have no real clothes here. I know I wasn’t scheduled to work today, so at least I don’t have to call out. I wonder what the guys have planned for today? It’s all too tempting to blow off all responsibilities in life and just spend the day together. I actually wouldn’t mind them coming over to my place for a bit just so they can see my place properly and meet Mille. In fact, I need to get home soon and take her for a walk and feed her, the poor thing. I didn’t think I’d be staying overnight.
I tiptoe into Jared’s master bathroom, intending to rinse off a bit and brush my teeth with my finger (unless Jared’s good enough to have a spare toothbrush). Reflexively, as I have for the past several days, I avoid the mirror. I just keep my head down. I don’t actually realize I’m doing it. I feel as if my instense self-consciousness about the scars is gone now. It’s a new habit I’ve formed, I guess. I was going to wash myself at the sink, but Jared’s got a nice big, glass shower and here I am, already naked. I get the water good and hot and take a nice shower. Their house is old so there’s nothing fancy, but it feels luxurious. Maybe it’s just because I’m so happy.
“Oooh, eucalyptus body wash.” I soap up and rinse off, though I miss my special facial cleanser and all my creature comforts. I steal a towel for my hair and borrow Jared’s surprisingly fluffy bathrobe. At the sink, I find some toothpaste and I’m brushing my teeth with my finger, blinking at myself as I’ve now caught my own eye in the mirror, and that’s when I notice.
“Oh,” I say stupidly. My mouth drops open. I stare into the mirror, disbelieving, my heart pounding in my chest.
My scars are gone. My face is exactly as it was before. Actually, I think I look better. It’s as if I have some kind of glow about me. I think that’s partly just because I was feeling so badly about myself before, and now I’m feeling more confident. But I think it’s also the love of these men and the blissful happening in me that’s giving me just a little bit of a halo. I clap my hands to myself, stroking my own smooth skin where once there were thick, jagged lines marring me.
The guys made me feel so much better about myself, but still, I feel a weight coming off my body at the sight of myself in the mirror, not necessarily because I’m prettier, but because I’m me. I didn’t feel like I was myself with those scars, pretty or ugly, they didn’t feel like me. When I look in the mirror, I see myself now; plump cheeks, big eyes, the dimple in my chin… It’s maybe not the most perfect face in the world, but beautiful or ugly, it’s me.
I just don’t understand how my scars suddenly disappeared.
I find myself crying looking in the mirror, unable to turn away as I dry my hair. My hair is damp and curly around me, and I comb my fingers through it, sniffing and grinning at myself.
“Hope!” That’s Dylan in the doorway. He gestures to his own face. He’s naked and that’s distracting, but I try to focus on the moment. “What happened?”
“I don’t know!” I say, shrieking a little. “The scars are just gone! Look, it’s my face! My face is back!”
“I’m happy for you!” He runs forward, his feet squeaking on the tile and wraps me in a hug, kissing my neck and the others file in. Everyone is cheering, yet confused at the sudden disappearance of the scars that have caused me so much trouble. Max takes me in his arms and spins me around the bathroom, and it takes a good half hour for everyone to have their fill before I finally leave Jared with a kiss and insist on making coffee downstairs.
The morning feels bright and joyful with promise. I cinch Jared’s bathrobe a little tighter, and I feel like I’m floating as I make my way downstairs, skipping down the steps and humming to myself.
I’m getting used to their kitchen. I feel like I’ve been hanging around this place for years somehow. There’s an old fashioned radio on the counter, and I put on some music, dancing around as I take out the coffee, throw out the old filter, and fill up a new one with grounds. Max is the first one down, looking fresh in clean in jeans and a t-shirt. I know they have two bathrooms up there so hopefully, the fights over the showers aren’t too bad. I fill the coffeemaker up with water, flip it on, and spin around to look at Max who’s just leaning against the counter, watching me and smiling contentedly.
“Dance with me,” I say, nodding at him.
“I don’t really dance,” Max says, seeming almost shy about it.
I shimmy up to him and throw my arms around his neck. “Dance with meeee.”
Max indulges me and we sort of awkwardly ballroom dance around the kitchen, making each other laugh, until the coffee beeps that it’s ready. The only thing that could so swiftly take me away from any of them is the promise of coffee, which seems more than fair. I pour myself a cup and Max wordlessly hands me cream and then stevia.
“How’d you know how I like my coffee?” I ask him.
He moves my hair and presses a kiss to my cheek. “I like to pay attention.”
I can’t wait to start the rest of my lives with them. I feel like it’s the beginning of something so special, as if whole countries are waiting to be discovered as I get to know them better and better every day.
“Yeah?” I ask him, biting my lip. “What else do you know about me?”
“I know that you like dopey fantasy movies and you love your dog way too much, and that you really want to learn more magic,” he says softly, twirling one of my curls around his finger. “And I know we all want you to move up to the turret room. But we’re afraid to ask.” He looks shy then. “Feels fast.”
My heart leaps in my chest. I love the turret room. It’s small, but I actually like that. It’s like something from a fairy tale, and anyway, the house as a whole has plenty of room for my things. I could see myself living here so easily. It already feels so much like home.
I’m chewing on my lips as I stir my coffee and Max winces, looking worried. “Hmm. You don’t like that idea?”
“No, I do,” I tell him. “Trust me. I’m just thinking about—I don’t want to sell my house. My aunt left it to me. Maybe I could rent it out?”
“That’s a good idea,” he says, nodding.
The thought is interesting to me. I own the house, so it would just be an asset I could hold onto for a while that would give me an extra little source of income. Or it could pay for magic school, and that thought makes me even more excited for the future.
“What’s for breakfast?” Dylan says, sweeping into the kitchen.
“Whatever you’re making for us,” Jared says, coming in behind him.
Freddie follows and sits at the kitchen table looking relaxed as he leans on his hand. “I vote French toast.”
“I want to help!” I spin out of Max’s arms and into Jared’s, and he laughs and kisses my cheek.
“Absolutely not,” Dylan says. “I make a great French toast, that’s why Freddie is asking for it. And you already made coffee anyway. Sit your ass down.”
I pretend to pout, but I sit at the table with my coffee and the three of us talk as Dylan cooks. We can’t seem to stop discussing this bond between us and how amazing it was to watch our blood merge on the tablet. I ask them if they could feel each other’s feelings and mine the way I could feel theirs, and they confirm it. The bond we have that makes us shared fated mates has tied us together.
“I still can’t figure out what happened with your scars,” Freddie says thoughtfully.
“I don’t care,” I say wryly. “I’m just glad they’re gone. I hope they don’t make a reappearance.” But I’m not very afraid of that. I can’t say why, but I feel like everything’s going to be okay now. It’s as if this love has assuaged the worries that I’m used to having. I feel calmer, more peaceful, even as excited as I am about the future. I feel as if I can take on anything that comes my way.”
After breakfast, I invite the guys over to my place, if only so I can change into some decent clothes. The boys meet Millie, and I sigh in relief when she seems friendly with each of them. Millie is a fairly laid back dog, but she has on occasion snapped at new people, especially guys I was seeing. Maybe she knew something about those guys that I didn’t? Anyway, I take it as a very good sign that she likes these guys.
I love having the guys at my house. The time just flies by. We take a walk outside, and we sit down to watch a movie but it ends up getting paused when we start talking, and then somehow I end up straddling Freddie on my couch. It’s not long before we’re all sweaty and naked again. But they go back home that night since it’s not as if they can all sleep over, and I have work in the morning, after what seems like forever. Saying goodbye to them takes next to forever though. We end up all making out with each other on the front lawn under the moonlight for a solid hour until they finally leave.
    
In the morning, I wake up grinning. I’m a complete goofball, and I think I might end up being one for the rest of my life. That’s what these boys have turned me into. I feed Millie and all but dance into the shower after sending the boys a “good morning” text. I find my towels still on the mirrors in the bathroom, and I snort as I take them down. The way I’ve been acting and thinking for the past few weeks, I guess it’s the only remaining thing that does make me cringe and shake my head. But it’s down to a shitty self-image. It’s something I should have dealt with a long time ago. I guess it’s something I’ll be dealing with one day at a time.
But today is a great day. I wear my favorite skinny jeans and boots to work and skip making coffee. I’ll get it at Cafe Amour. The boys have all texted me good mornings, and by the time I practically float into work, my mouth hurts from smiling. I catch myself in the window, and I actually have to clap my hands to my face and rub my mouth. I don’t want to look like a complete fool when I come in, especially since I’ve been gone so long and supposedly sick.
“Heeeey!” Jacklyne’s eyes light up when she sees me, and she runs to me and gives me a hug. “I’m so glad you’re back! You feeling better?”
“Yeah!” I feel bad, but it’s impossible to explain. It’s just a part of living in both the magical world and the human world. “It was an awful flu. I’m fine now.”
“That’s good to hear,” Bobbi says behind her. “Don’t worry about calling out. We had you covered. Just glad to see you’re feeling better.” Bobbi is a sweet man. He’s roly-poly with a bob of blonde hair.
“Thanks, Bobbi.”
When he’s gone, Jacklyne whispers, “What about that guy?”
I can feel my cheeks burning and that dopey smile is coming back. “Oh, man. I don’t know where to start.”
Because I can’t keep my mouth shut, I end up giving Jacklyne a non-magical version of my relationship with the guys when we take our breaks. I try to downplay the intensity. I describe it as a polyamorous relationship that I’m “trying.” I leave out the part where I’m probably going to move in with them soon and also the part where the five of us are bonded by the fates. Jacklyne is actually more understanding about it than I thought she’d be.
“I think that’s exciting!” She says, her eyes big. “A relationship with four guys? And they don’t get jealous?”
“No!” I love that I can talk about this. I thought I was about to burst with it, and it’s nice that I have a friend who understands. “No, like they’re not just into me, they’re also into each other. It’s like a...very equal five-way relationship?”
“Wow.” Jacklyne nods. “You have pictures?”
That makes me grin from ear to ear. I fumble with my phone in my silly excitement to show off my four boyfriends. We’ve all been taking pictures of each other while hanging out. I skip past the slightly risque ones and show Jacklyne some of my favorites; Max and Dylan with their arms around me, me in Freddie’s lap, and Jared hugging me from behind.
Jacklyne’s eyes are like saucers. “Holy shit, girl!” She shakes her head as if she cannot believe what she’s seeing. “I take it back. I’m against it. That is so unfair that you get four absurdly hot dudes! I don’t even have one!” She squeezes my shoulder, chuckling. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. It’s great. Honestly, I’m really happy for you. But my God, I’ve got to get in one of these polyamorous deals.”
“Do it,” I tell her. “Then we can change the name of this place to Cafe Polyamour.”
    
It’s a nice day. After work, I decide to bring home mochas for the boys (because ours are better than anyone else’s), and I’m carefully situating the tray of drinks in the passenger seat when I see a dark figure passing by in the parking lot.
It looks like Walter. I can’t see his face but the back of his head looks just like Walter’s; that salt and pepper shaggy hair. He’s walking like Walter too. I grip the steering wheel so hard, my knuckles turn white. I’m scared, yes, but I feel an abrupt rush of rage as I remember what he wanted me to do—what I almost agreed to…
Then, he turns his head, and I realize it’s not him at all.
I take a deep breath and slump in my seat, rubbing my eyes. I guess I must be paranoid. I’ve been so high on love the past couple of days, I honestly have barely even thought of Walter. But he is out there. I know the guys are going to be protecting me, and as a panther shifter, I can do a pretty good job of protecting myself (as long as there aren’t any beautification spells involved), but I hate the thought of that dark wizard out there. I’ve pissed him off twice. I’d hate to find out how a guy like him takes his revenge.
But I’m not going to let my paranoia about that ruin my happiness anytime soon.





HOPE
T  he next morning, Dylan surprises me when he knocks on my door just as I’m about to leave for work. He’s got blueberry muffins in a bag and a big smile on his face.
“Taxi service,” he says happily. “I thought I’d take you to work this morning if that’s cool? Plus, I’ve been dying to try this one sexy barista’s coffee at Cafe Amour.”
“Oh really?” I take the plate of muffins and wrap an arm around his neck, kissing him sweetly. “Sexy, huh?”
“She has the prettiest mouth,” he says. He sucks on my bottom lip and I hum, a little frustrated that I have to go to work now.
It’s nice to get chauffeured around though. Dylan plays me a playlist he made just for me, and I just about melt when he gives me puppy eyes at each song like he’s nervous about whether I’m going to like it or not.
At the opening of one very old song, my eyes go wide and I swat his shoulder. “That’s Why the Lady is a Tramp?” I laugh, pretending to be more offended than I am. “Now I see what you think of me!”
“No!” Dylan crows. “It’s about how she’s just a cool, good person, but it’s, like, society who would call her a tramp, right?”
“Still.”
Dylan looks mildly chagrined, and I lean over to kiss his cheek. “The whole thing is very cute, Dylan.”
“I actually have playlists for each of the guys too,” he says softly, as we pull into a spot. “But don’t tell them, alright? They’ll tease me.”
“Aw, you should tell them someday,” I say, leaning my head on his shoulder as he wraps an arm around my waist. “They’d tease, but I think they’d like it.”
But Dylan just blushes adorably at the thought. Impulsively, I press him up to an SUV and kiss him deeply. We almost lose track of time, making out in the parking lot at seven-thirty in the morning when Bobbi appears.
“Oh my!” Bobbi says, laughing. We pull apart, embarrassed and giggling. “You must be Hope’s...friend?”
“I’m one of em’,” Dylan says smoothly.
He introduces himself and Bobbi winks at me as we walk in. “Nice catch, Hope.”
Dylan finds a seat with a good view of the counter so he can play with his phone and pretend he’s not just watching me with a goofy smile on his face, and I bring him my current favorite drink at Cafe Amour; the salty caramel latte. When I bring it to him, he pulls me into his lap, and I’m lucky that nobody seems to mind as we canoodle just a little bit before a few more customers come in and I have to get back to work.
Dylan hangs around a bit and finally, he reluctantly leaves, promising me that somebody else will be back later to pick me up. As it turns out, Freddie stops by in the middle of the day too. Somehow, I hadn’t even considered the concept of hot-wizard-pop-ins at work. But it’s certainly a highlight now. I hope they keep it up. Heck, they work from home a lot. They can set their office up at the big table by the window if it keeps their cute faces around me while I brew up coffee for yoga wives all day. Freddie ends up taking me home that day, which really means dinner at their house. Jared makes pork chops and mashed potatoes, and they try to stop me from helping in the kitchen. Not that I can complain. Apparently “not helping” means sipping the spiked sweet tea and dancing with anyone who isn’t cooking. I end up getting home obscenely late though since it’s difficult to leave that bed and go home. That evening, all of us end up naked once again, practically melting into each other after a couple of hours of giving each other pleasure.
It becomes a routine. Apparently, I’m never going to be driving myself to work again. Or maybe it’s because they don’t have big cases this week. This time it’s Jared who shows up to drive me to work, and it’s Max who takes me home. On the third day of this, Jared and Freddie both take me to work and do set up a makeshift office at the big table by the window. We keep distracting each other, but they do get some work done anyway.
In the meantime, I find myself a little preoccupied with worrying about the dark wizard. I keep thinking I’m seeing him places. I even have a couple of nightmares about him. One night, Jared and Freddie come to my place to stay the night; my bed is just big enough to host all three of us. But in the middle of the night, I wake up screaming, thinking Walter is coming for me. It takes a while for the guys to calm me down. Jared spoons up behind me, kissing my shoulder even as I face Freddie and he assures me that I’m safe. I hate being afraid of something I can’t control, especially since Walter hasn’t even managed to hurt me. I’m just afraid that he’d want to, and he is quite powerful. I just keep getting a terrible feeling like he’s going to try something. I try to play it off. I don’t like this anxiety. I tell the guys I’m fine, and it never seems to work, if only because our connection to each other is so strong. Lying to them about my feelings at this point is pretty useless. So I let them comfort me and tell me everything will be alright and that getting everything you want can be as terrifying as it is thrilling. Sometimes I find it hard to believe them.
    
“I don’t like chai,” Max is saying one day. I’m sitting across from him at the designated “wizard table” (or at least that’s how I think of it now) by the window. The work day has been slow, and I can find absolutely nothing to do right now, so we’re playing Battleship because Cafe Amour has a bunch board games on shelves for people who feel like being playful. Or rather, we were playing Battleship, and then we started talking about this and that, and now Max is confessing that he doesn’t like chai which is a travesty.
“Have you ever had good chai?” I ask him, scowling.
“I don’t know if it was good or not,” he says, shrugging. “But I know I didn’t like it. I don’t like those pumpkin spice lattes either.”
“What?” I gasp at that. I don’t think I’ve ever met a single person who doesn’t like a pumpkin spice latte. “You definitely haven’t had a good one then. But first, chai.”
“Why are you making me drink things I don’t even like?” He pretends to scowl and leans forward across the table supported by his hand, batting his eyelashes at me. His voice is all husky, and I have a strong urge to pull him into the stock room. The only problem with the guys hanging out at work all the time is that they rile me up and there’s nowhere to fool around. I can’t risk Bobbi walking in to grab cups only to find me getting double-teamed by two wizards. That would be...not ideal.
“Because I enjoy making you suffer,” I whisper. I peck a kiss to Max’s lips and he whines a little as I pop up from the table, leaving him bereft as I head back to make him a chai latte that I am sure he will love. “If you don’t like it, I won’t make you drink chai again!” I holler back at him.
Behind the counter, I find Bobbi who looks like his eyebrows are about to hit the ceiling. “Exactly how many boyfriends do you have?”
I bite my lip as I go about making the latte. Bobbi is just leaning on the counter, watching me. I’ve only told Jacklyne that I have multiple boyfriends. I haven’t even told my family yet. Although I’m not worried about them. They know about shared fated mates and all. But regular people might not always understand. At this point though, I think Bobbi has seen me be affectionate with all the guys, so I’m not surprised he’s asking me questions.
“Four,” I say simply. “You’ve met them.”
“Are you trying to pick one?” He says, looking bemused.
“Nope. I just picked all of them.” I foam the milk and look over at Bobbi seriously. “All four. We’re in a...five-way relationship.”
“Oh!” Bobbi nods and then shrugs his shoulders. “Well. Twenty-first century and all. Congrats!”
I snort at that. “Thanks!”
When I present the chai latte to Max, he takes a ridiculously long time to even try it and somehow ends up with foam on the tip of his nose until I kiss it off for him.
“Just take a real sip,” I say, rolling my eyes. “You might be surprised.”
Max takes a long sip of the latte, keeping his eyes on me. He looks so serious about it that I can’t help but laugh, clapping a hand to my mouth because he’s acting as if this is a matter of life and death. He swallows, sets the cup down, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. His face is completely void of expression.
I throw up my hands. “Well?”
Max sits forward and frowns. “It’s good,” he says as if it’s the worst news he’s ever heard. “It’s really good. I really like it.”
“Ha!” I clap my hands. “I knew it. I knew it!”
“You’re so smug,” he says, grinning. “It’s awful.”
I tug him forward by his collar and give him a long, deep kiss, and I don’t let go until he’s moaning into my mouth. “You love it,” I whisper in his ear.
“Yes,” he admits. “But I’m still mad. I really didn’t want to like chai.”
The afternoon passes peacefully, and I practically force Max to try a couple of other drinks he purports to dislike. By lunch, I’m convinced that he just likes watching me make coffee.
We’re eating Pad Thai on my lunch break at my favorite Thai place, which is a block from Cafe Amour, when I keep seeing Max start to say something and stop. He looks tentative—like he wants to bring something up but he’s afraid to. It doesn’t sit right with me. I get insecure too easily, I suppose, and I brace myself for whatever it is he’s thinking about but afraid to say out loud.
“Spit it out,” I finally say quietly. I poke at a shrimp with my fork and Max looks at me, confused. “What is it? Just tell me.”
“Oh, well…” He laughs softly and takes some brochures out of the messenger bag where he keeps his laptop. I can’t see what they’re for because he’s hiding them behind his hands. “We’ve been talking a lot, the guys and I, about a lot of things. And you.”
“Oh my God, Max,” I say, rolling my eyes. “You’re freaking me out. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” he says seriously. “It’s just more like—We don’t want to overstep or try to tell you what you should be doing—”
Now I’m just confused and I shake my head, waiting for him to eventually get to the point. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about magic school,” Max says quietly. He slaps the brochures on the table. Each one is for a different school. I’ve looked at schools before. I even have a couple of favorites. But it’s always been more of a pipe dream, if anything. For one thing, I don’t know how I’d pay for it.
“Oh.” My shoulders slump in relief. They were just being sweethearts, like always. Well, that was nice of them anyway.
“When you talk about learning to be a better witch,” Max says slowly, “your eyes light up. We know you really want this for yourself and we want it too. We want you to follow your dreams. We want you to be happy.”
I get a lump in my throat just hearing him talk that way. I can just imagine the four of them looking over websites for magic schools and ordering materials and thinking about where I might go and what I might study. It’s nice to know the men I love really do have my best interests at heart.
“I love you guys for thinking about this stuff,” I say when I manage to compose myself. “But—I mean, I have always wanted to do that and I—I still want to. I really do. But I can’t afford to—”
“Aha!” Max says, actually wagging a finger. “We thought you’d bring up money. But we’ve thought about that.”
“Oh, have you?”
“Absolutely,” Max says, seeming almost offended that I might have doubted their thoroughness. “We’ve worked it all out.”
“Okay.” I cross my arms on the table and raise my eyebrows at him. “And how am I paying for magic school? They don’t have scholarships for this sort of thing.”
“Actually, there is one scholarship that I’m happy to tell you, you’ve already won,” Max says happily.
I shake my head, utterly confused. How could I have won a scholarship that I definitely didn’t apply for? I haven’t even known the guys long enough for them to have applied for me, as sweet an idea as that is. “What scholarship is that?”
“The wizard boyfriends scholarship,” Max says.
“What? Oh.” I feel stupid now, and I rub my eyes, shaking my head. “Of course.”
“We want to pay your tuition,” Max says, looking very hopeful.
“Yeah, I understand,” I say, nodding. “And absolutely not.”
“Hope—”
“Nope.”
“Hope!”
“No!”
“Why not!” Max looks more frustrated than I’ve ever seen him. “Just let us do this for you. We want to and we have more than enough money—”
“It’s a couple thousand dollars a month,” I say, hissing the words.
The first time I found out just how expensive it was to properly learn magic, I almost fainted dead away on the floor. Although, I have heard it’s a lot more expensive in America than it is in the rest of the world.
“Yeah, we know,” Max says, nodding. “And our business brings in good money. Plus, we bought that house as a real fixer-upper. We did all those renovations ourselves. Trust me, Hope. We have the money.”
“Nope.” I smile simply. I sip on my Thai iced tea and wink at Max. I understand that they want to help me, and I really do appreciate it, but they just don’t understand.
Max just glares at me. “Why not?”
“Because...this is something I’ve always wanted to do,” I say, slowly. “I’ve dreamed about it for as long as I can remember. It always seemed too far off to be possible. I can save the money eventually, but it will take me awhile. It would take me...a long time—”
“Then why—”
“Because I want to do it,” I say fiercely. “I want it to be something I do for myself, that I earned. And when I have the funds, it will feel so good to know that I worked so hard for it. It will make it...special. If you just give me the money, it’s not the same. I know that sounds stupid—"
“It doesn’t sound stupid,” Max says, sighing.
“I really appreciate that you guys want to do this for me,” I tell him. “But I’m not doing it that way.”
“Right.” Max nods and rubs his lips, squinting at me thoughtfully. “We did think you might say that actually.”
“Oh really?”
“Absolutely,” Max says again, laughing this time. “We have a different proposal.”
I’m guessing I’m not going to like this one any better than the first, but I shrug and wave a hand. “Alright. Hit me.”
“Right.” Max takes a deep breath. “The other guys wanted to be around to present this idea to you together, but now that it’s come up…”
“What?”
“Well, we want you to move in with us, like, now,” Max blurts out. That makes me suck in a breath, and I sit up straight in my seat. “I think that’s something...that we’ve all thought about. We just haven’t seriously discussed it yet.”
“Well, it just seems so soon,” I say softly. I’m only saying that because I feel like I should say that. I don’t care at all that it’s soon. I’ve been daydreaming about the cozy little turret room for ages.
“Is it too soon?” Max says, blinking dumbly at me.
“No,” I tell him, blinking dumbly right back.
“Okay, so!” Max grins from ear to ear, as if finally getting to his point. “You move in with us, you rent out your nice house that you already own, and you pay tuition with that income. It’ll be more than enough. Then it’s your money. I mean if you’re going to move in with us anyway…”
I sit back and my mouth drops open. I’d only dimly thought about renting out the house and somehow this hadn’t yet occurred to me. There’s been so much excitement lately, and I’ve been distracted with just getting to know the guys better (not to mention the sex).
“That...sounds okay,” I say, a slow smile spreading across my face.
“Now that’s more like it!” Max says, clapping his hands. He looks just as smug as I was when he ended up liking the chai. “Eat your Pad Thai, woman.”
The thought of going to magic school is making me really excited. I was already anticipating living with the guys, but now I’m particularly impatient to if it means I can also start magic school. It’s something I’ve been dreaming about for so long.
    
Max sticks around all day, working from the table by the window. Apparently, he’s doing some hardcore online sleuthing for some client. Or at least, that’s what he’s supposed to be doing, but he keeps making eyes at me instead. By the end of the day, I’m ready to get him, and at least one of the other guys, alone in a room. It doesn’t help that on our way out, once we’re out by the car, Max takes the opportunity to press me up against his car and give me a kiss; hot and slow and deep. He starts mouthing at my neck, and it’s seriously turning me on.
“Unless you’re about to finger me right here in the parking lot,” I say into his ear. “We’d better get home before this goes any further.”
Max growls in my ear, and as I’m about to walk around to the passenger side, I stop cold.
I can smell Walter before I see him. I’ve gotten used to his scent by now. It’s pungent to me and very unpleasant. I know it’s mostly the bad associations that I have with it. Maybe his scent is as normal as anyone else’s, but to me, it’s something like spoiled milk and something chemical. My heart starts pounding immediately, and I feel the bitter taste of adrenaline in my mouth. I’m standing there, frozen in the middle of the parking lot. It all happens very quickly, this realization. I don’t even know where he is yet, and Max hasn’t even noticed that something is off.
All at once, I whip around and see him only a few cars away. He has seen me, and he’s scowling. He still only looks like a regular guy, like some boring man who sits on his couch, drinking too much beer and watching Dolphins games. But then, I see his muddy eyes turn yellow and my blood runs cold.
“He’s here!”
I want to shift. That’s my first instinct, as usual. But there’s a car right here. That would be stupid. Max seems to know exactly what I mean immediately and whips around to see Walter, who’s running toward us, his arms outstretched. He can shoot whatever spell he wants. We’re wasting time.
“Hey, bitch!” He screams at me as he approaches, and I yelp, running around to the passenger side. “You think you can play with me?! You think this is a game?! I see your face is pretty again! You want me to fuck it up again for you?! Because I think I will! You bitch! I just want you!”
The thought of him doing anything to me is terrifying, and tears of fear and tension well up in my eyes as I paw at the door. Max is scrambling to get in. Walter is on foot. We can easily get away. We jump in the car quickly enough and peel out, but with something that is probably magic but looks like superhuman speed, Walter races to his car and is nearly on our tail as we make it out of the parking lot.
“Call Jared,” Max says calmly, focusing on the road.
I hold my phone in my hand, looking over my shoulder at Walter’s car that is quickly gaining speed. I can’t imagine what the plan is here, and I feel as if I’m frozen, not quite able to get my body to do what it should probably be doing, I’m just sitting there, quietly looking over my shoulder at Walter. I can’t see his face inside his car. He’s just a little bit too far away.
I can’t stop thinking about what he said.
I just want you.
He’s going to catch up with us, and then the guys will fight him again. And then what? Will he be trying to get to me forever? I’m sure the guys have protections on their house, but sooner or later, Walter will catch up to me. I’m not going to let my wizard boyfriends babysit me until the end of time because I made an enemy of this one asshole wizard. And what happens when I want to go to school? Anyway, he saw me come out of work. He’ll figure out how easily he can find me there, if he hasn’t already.
“Hope!” Max snaps. “Call the guys. I’m driving. Tell them Walter’s on us.”
“He just wants me,” I say quietly.
“Well, he can’t fucking have you,” Max growls. “Call Jared.”
I take a deep breath and dial Jared’s number, but it all feels wrong. I don’t want Walter chasing me, but I don’t want him chasing them either. Max is flooring it, turning corners deeper into Foggy River and trying to lose Walter, but he keeps catching up to us again. I feel a spell hit the car and it jolts. When I finally have Jared on speaker, I hand the phone to Max, not paying attention to the conversation.
I just want you.
“They’re close,” Max says. “They were at the hardware store in town. They’re going to meet up with us in six blocks.”
“What do you mean meet up with us?” I say, frowning.
“The, uh—” Max swallows and glances in the rearview, grimacing at the view of Walter chasing us. “Their car. We’ll join up.”
“You want to pull over and get out of the car while Walter is on our tail?” I say, snorting. “Are you all insane?”
“No, we’re going to fight him,” he says, as if it should be obvious. “It’s four on one. I like our odds.”
“He’s really powerful,” I murmur. I’m getting a headache. I can’t stand the thought of them always fighting my battles for me. I feel like I’ve already been too weak and stupid this whole time already. I’m a panther shifter after all. I should be fighting my own battles.
“We beat him before.”
“Yeah, but—”
“Hope!” Max looks mildly frustrated as he speeds down the street. “Just let us handle this.”
I glance back and then ahead. Walter is pretty close, but not right on top of us. And there’s a turn ahead.
I take a deep breath and reach for the door handle, summing up my courage. If I don’t time this right, I could get really injured, considering the speed Max is going. Regardless though, I’m probably going to get hurt anyway.
“Okay,” I whisper to myself.
Max says, “What’s that?”
But I don’t answer him. I just give him one last glance in case it’s the last time I ever see him, and then I throw open the door and jump out of the speeding car onto the street while simultaneously shifting into my panther form.
I hear Max’s shout of alarm, but it sounds so far away.
I’m actually shocked by how smoothly I manage the jump. It happens so fast, and yet my panther handles the shift so well. I plunge toward the pavement rushing up to meet me, but just before my fragile human hands hit the road with a terrible force, they become the strong and sure paws of my panther. My body is all muscle. The jump to the pavement is absorbed, and Max is too startled to adjust so quickly. I hit the ground and run, turning back once to see Walter heading for me. I let him chase me and take the turn up ahead, slowing him down just enough.
Of course, he could run me over like this. But I know that’s not what he wants. After all I’ve done to him by now, he wants to really hurt me. The turn goes into the woods, which was what I was counting on. I figure that will slow the guys down from catch up a little bit. The muddy, bumpy road also slows Walter down and helps my speed so much that he finally stops and gets out of the car. He chases me on foot, throwing spells that hit the trees and the dirt, sparking and sending up the pungent scent of sulfur.
He can’t catch up to me now unless one of his spells gets lucky.
But for once, I want him to catch me.
I want to end this finally.
I jump into the trees and he loses me, stopping there, out of breath, and sending out spells wildly. One even fells a tree, and I cower behind a shrub hearing it shake the ground when it lands. He could ruin this whole forest if he gets mad enough.
But maybe he’s off his game? He’s powerful, sure. But he might be so mad that he’s not thinking clearly or guessing what I’ll do next. That could work in my favor.
Walter is on foot, deep in the woods, throwing spells around. I can see him through the leaves of a shrub. He looks tired.
“I know you’re here, bitch!” Walter screams. “You trying to sacrifice yourself for your boyfriends?” I watch him shrug his shoulders and throw his hands out, and I hear the crackle of a breaking trunk as another tree close by begins to fall. It’s right in my path and I run, too fast to be precious, to get out of town. Walter whips around, scowling in my direction and throws a spell that sets a fern on fire.
The forest is wet right now, at least. But that can’t be good.
“COME OUT HERE!” Walter shrieks.
I have to attack now. Give it a shot at least. Because I know the guys have that bond thing with me, they’re going to sense where I am and that will lead them to me and Walter. It wouldn’t have done any good to tell them not to fight for me. They’re strong protectors, and I love them for it. But I need to at least try to do this one thing for myself. I run around to get in front of him, and I think he sees me for a second, but I’m not sure.
I rear back, feeling all the strength within me. From here, I should be able to tackle him. He might hit me with a spell while I’m in mid-pounce, but I’ll have to risk it and hope my claws do enough damage to make up for it.
With every bit of strength in me, I leap with my claws out, headed straight for Walter. I let out a growl, letting out all my rage at this guy. My panther makes every emotion stronger, and I feel such a sense of possessiveness for my life, for my loves, and for everything I have to protect. This stupid little man won’t take any of it from me. I’ll die first.
It happens fast and slow at the same time. I’m nearly on top of him when the spell hits me. But whatever it is, does not work instantaneously. I don’t know why. It’s possible I’m somewhat protected in my panther form, and it’s also possible I’m shielded to some degree by my bond to the guys and the strength of our connection. But I don’t feel anything hitting me, I only see the spark. And then I’m tackling him to the ground. The weight of my body as a panther hits Walter like an anvil, and he goes down easily. Then I’m swiping at him with my razor-sharp claws.
I show no mercy. I see blood, and I taste it too. With no better plan, I bite whatever is close to me; arms, legs, flank, neck. I bite through tissue, and I taste bone and muscle. I hear him screaming just as the spell begins to take effect. It’s nothing really, only paralysis. I strongly suspect he was trying to knock me out and turn me human again to do who knows what with me. I'm guessing he would have both attacked me and screwed up my face again. It doesn’t matter now.
All I can see is blood as the paralysis takes over my body and everything slows. The world is a blur around me. In the moment, I do think I’m dying, and I mourn for the future that was so close that I could taste it. I feel my brain getting sluggish and dizzy. I feel like I’m feverish as my body collapses on top Walter’s.
And I as drop into unconsciousness, I realize the fire is still burning.





FREDDIE
“Why are we waiting here!” Dylan is pissed. He’s sitting on the hood of Jared’s car, just glaring.
We’re just stuck here by the side of the road, waiting for Max to bring the fight to us.
We’ve only been waiting for about two minutes, and it already seems like forever.
“Just hold on,” Jared says. His eyes are fixed on the road, and he looks about as intense as I’ve ever seen him. Me, I’m pacing up and down the street, feeling as enraged as I’ve ever been in my life. And I rarely even get angry.
This guy is dead. This guy is seriously dead. I don’t love taking a life, but all four of us have done it in the defense of an innocent person. And this guy needs to go, and he needs to go now.
Today was supposed to be such a pleasant day. Max texted us and told us he’d talked to Hope about the plan to rent out her house and move in with us and go to magic school. She’d sounded positive about it, and we’d been so happy. We were working on a case that Jared is going to have to drive out to Orlando to handle, and we were looking forward to the rest of us getting more time with Hope even though we’d miss Jared. It’s probably going to be a lengthy case. We were going to make a special dinner and a cake to celebrate our new life together, and then give Hope as many orgasms as she could possibly handle before Jared had to go in the morning. And now…
“This is bullshit,” I say, hissing the word.
“No kidding!” Dylan says. “We should have gone to find them!”
“Something’s wrong,” Jared whispers. But he doesn’t say anything else.
“Jared, why don’t we reach out with the bond spell?” Dylan says. “Wouldn’t that help?”
“They should be on their way here though,” Jared mutters. But he doesn’t sound certain, and he’s squinting at the road as if looking for something. “They should be, but—something is wrong.”
“How do you know?” I stride up to him and he just shakes his head.
“I don’t know. It’s just a bad feeling.”
Several minutes pass. Too many to think that things are going the way they were supposed to. Max should be here by now.
“Call Hope’s phone,” Jared says to Dylan, clenching his fists. “Call now!”
“We should’ve tried to sense her,” Dylan mutters, taking out his phone. “We should have used the bond—"
“We need all four of us to do that anyway,” Jared snaps. “At least so far. Where are they?”
We both watch Dylan try to call two, and then three times, but he only shakes his head. “I’m gonna try Max.” Again nothing. “I don’t know. What do you think—"
We hear the familiar roar of Max’s car. He’s got a Dodge Charger. It’s one of those growling muscle cars. It comes screaming down the street, and the squeal of his tires hurts my ears as he comes to a stop.
Hope is not in the car, and there is no sign of Walter behind Max.
We all just sort of stare at Max as he rolls down a window to stick his head out. “Get in! Get in! Get in!”
We’re shaken out of trances and move quickly, jumping into Max’s car and leaving Jared’s by the side of the road to pick up later. I’m getting a very bad feeling. If Walter somehow got a hold of Hope, I don’t even want to think about what he might do to her. He was already going to kill a panther originally. Shifters can be powerful. He might want to use her for some nefarious spell or God knows what else.
I climb into the backseat, and my head is pounding. I can’t stop thinking of the future we’re supposed to have with Hope. I thought I knew what it was to fight for somebody you love, but this is something else. This is a kind of possessiveness I’ve never felt before. I could swear Hope’s panther-ness is actually rubbing off on us.
We’ve all been working on her turret room lately when we’re not working or hanging around with Hope. It’s meant to be a surprise. There’s another bedroom too that’s a little bigger and is only being used as a storage space now. None of us can gather up the will power to clean our junk out. We’ve repainted the turret room and refinished the floor. We put up new curtains in Hope’s favorite color (cornflower blue), and we bought her a very comfy chair we thought she might like. We bought a new bed and new bedding and a bookshelf. We even picked out books!
Hope living with us is barely on the table, but we wanted to be ready to surprise her in case she said yes. The thought of having her right there, just down the hall, makes me dizzy with happiness.
And now, some asshole wizard is threatening to take all that away from us.
“What happened?” Jared says darkly as Max makes a turn so tight and fast, I’m sure it will leave a rainbow of tire marks on the road.
“She jumped out of the fucking car!” Max shouts.
We all just stare at him. That was not what any of us expected. I think we all expected to hear that Walter got the better of Max or stopped the car with a spell and then grabbed Hope before he could do anything. We might have expected to hear that Hope turned into a Pikachu before hearing that Hope jumped from the car.
“Was she hit by a spell?” Jared says, his mouth twisting up. “She must have been. Why would she jump from the car? That doesn’t make any sense. She must be enchanted or cursed—"
“She must be hurt,” Dylan says, looking red with anger. “What happened? Max, why didn’t you stop or—"
“No, I mean—” He swallows, shaking his head, gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles. “Walter was chasing us, right? A spell did it hit the car, but it only made it jolt for a second—maybe it wasn’t a direct hit. And then suddenly, Hope throws open her goddamn door and as she jumps she shifts! Jumped right out into the goddamn woods! And then she took a turn and Walter chased her, and I lost them! I swear to God guys, I lost some time, I was so shocked. I wasn’t even sure what was happening at first. For a second I thought I was hallucinating. I tried to go after them.” He’s got tears in his eyes even as he tears down the street in his luxury car. “I swear, I tried. I didn’t see where they went. I thought I should come get you guys, and then we’d find her.”
“You did the right thing,” Jared says sternly, reaching over to squeeze his shoulder. “Look...I think if she was...dead—” He shuts his eyes, pursing his lips, as if he can’t even bear to think of it. I don’t think any of us can. “If she were dead or really hurt, we would know, right? We would feel it. So, let’s just go back to where you think they ran into the woods, and we’ll find her through the bond, okay? All four of us are here. Hopefully, the asshole doesn’t know how to block that or anything.”
“Our bond is too strong to block,” Dylan says forcefully, and we exchange a smile. I think he’s right about that.
“We’re nearly there,” Max mutters. He’s driving like a maniac, but none of us are going to tell him to slow down or be careful as he weaves in and out of the traffic before turning onto a deserted road near the woods.
We smell the fire before we see it. Like most forest fires, it smells kind of good, like a campfire. But soon enough, we see the thin column of black smoke rising from the woods where Max is headed.
We look at each other, and Jared says, “Link up right now.” He nods at Max and says, “Can you do this while you’re driving?” He nods and clasps Jared’s hand while driving with the other.
We all reach out to Hope, grasping that bond and sense of connection between us. It’s worked so easily before, but now we can’t find her. She’s out there, somewhere. It’s like having some piece of information on the tip of your tongue but not being able to remember it.
“Dammit,” Jared hisses.
Max makes the turn back into the woods and stops so short, I almost bump my head on the ceiling. We all get out and try it again, holding hands, and concentrating as hard as we can.
Nothing.
My first thought is that Hope is dead, and it sends an ice cold chill down my spine. Could the connection between us have actually been severed without us knowing it? And yet just now, I swear I could sense her out there, just out of our reach.
“It’s a spell or something,” Jared says. “Let’s just go searching. We’ll head toward the fire first.”
We spread out a little but keeping each other in sight and our phones at the ready. It’s not hard to head straight toward the fire. No emergency has been called yet, it seems. I hear no sirens, and I see no flashing lights.
The blaze seems to come up on us suddenly, however. There is a wall of fire. The forest is wet from the rain, and there isn’t too much old growth so it’s spreading slowly, but it’s still a horrifying sight, especially without knowing where Hope is yet. Jared shouts for Dylan to call 911, and he jogs away with his phone. The rest of us cover our mouths with our shirts, running around the wall of flame. There is a certainty, I think, that Hope is close by.
I run wildly, once tripping badly on a rock and hitting my knee hard on a boulder. I clench my teeth and get to my feet and stagger through the woods around the flame, keeping my eyes peeled for Hope.
When I see the giant cat collapsed on top of Walter and the mess of blood around them both, my heart leaps, and just as quickly, seems to collapse in my chest.
They’re both dead, I think at first.
Max runs up beside me and wastes no time, rushing over to check Hope’s pulse and then Walter’s.
“She’s alive!” He says. “She’s breathing! Walter is dead.”
Max and I shove Hope off of Walter’s body in one big push. She’s covered in blood but we quickly discover it’s not hers.
She ripped Walter to shreds. The horror of it is surprising, and I find myself unable to hold back a little smile. It’s been easy to forget how strong Hope is. None of us are shifters. Our power has been learned and hardwon. But Hope is born to it. Seeing the aftermath of her panther at its strongest and most enraged is an eyeopener.
But I must admit, it makes me love her more.
The fire is encroaching on them, it’s nearly about to singe Hope’s tail. It takes all three of us to move her, and even then, we have to spell each other with some enhancement. It’s too bad that whatever knocked her out didn’t also make her shift back. We exert every bit of strength trying to move our very heavy cat through the woods and away from the fire.
“We can’t get her all the way to the car,” Jared says, stopping when we’ve reached relative safety. “We gotta try to wake her up.”
We try several different spells for general unconsciousness. We hear sirens from the fire engine approaching, and my hands start to shake as we stand there, mumbling recitations, channeling all our energies into the panther lying there bloody in the woods. We have to get out of here before the firefighters show up. We can explain ourselves on our own, but explaining why we’re doing magic spells on an unconscious panther several feet from a man who’s been ripped to shreds would...be a difficult story to tell.
With no warning, Hope jerks awake, her cat’s eyes comically wide. She shakes her big, furry head a little.
We’ve been spending so much time with Hope lately, but she’s only showed us her panther once just before when she went on a run in the woods. I was awestruck by her beauty. She’s bigger than a regular panther, but her big, amber eyes are hypnotic. I’ve had dreams of curling up at night with Hope as a panther. Who doesn’t want to cuddle with a giant cat who you know won’t eat you?
Now she staggers to her feet, getting her bearings, but all at once she shifts back into her human form.
I run to her first, throwing my arms around her. “Hope! Sweetheart, are you alright?”
She’s still covered in Walter’s blood. She looks like a walking horror movie, but she only nods firmly and says, “Yes, yeah. Walter—"
“He’s dead,” Jared says, meeting her eyes.
She looks shocked by that and looks down at her trembling hands, her nails caked with dark red blood. “Oh…”
“C’mon, baby,” Jared says, taking her gently by the hand. “We gotta get out of here now.”
Hope nods and we all hustle to the car, practically taking her off her feet, we’re in such a rush to get out of there. We give the front seat to Hope who sits back in her seat. She’s shaking and staring straight ahead as the Charger bumpily pulls out of the forest, and then peels off down the road with a squeal of tires.
“I’m glad he’s dead,” she says quietly. She takes a breath and pushes a lock of hair behind her ear with one bloodied hand, and I make a promise of myself never to get on Hope’s bad side.





MAX
I  should have stayed. I should have been there to protect Hope. I should have tried harder to protect her and then maybe…
My thoughts are racing all the way home. It’s over and we’re safe and he’s dead. No one’s going to know it was Hope who killed Walter. They’re going to chalk it up to a regular animal attack, and the world will be down one less evil wizard. Hope is safe. She’s not even hurt. She’s rattled, sure, but by the time we get home, she seems remarkably calm.
“I want to stay at your house tonight, okay?” She’s talking to Jared and her eyes are wide. She still has Walter’s blood caked around her mouth. She’s frightening to look at.
“Yeah, of course,” Jared says.
“I wouldn’t mind some of my stuff,” she says softly.
“I’ll pick it up,” Dylan says. “Let’s get you to the house, and then I’ll go pick up whatever you want from your house, okay?”
Hope nods mutely at that just as we’re turning onto the bumpy little road that leads to our place. I think she was in shock before, but now she just seems quiet. When we get out, she pauses for a moment, standing on our lawn and rolling her neck. I still fully intend to give her a good once over. I want to make absolutely sure that none of that blood belongs to her. I also think we should scan her for any residual weird spells other than the unconsciousness that Walter may have cast before he died.
Jared comes up behind her as she stands there in the grass. It’s dark now, but I see the moonlight making her eyes shine. He sets a hand at her back, just an affectionate little gesture of support, and she smiles at him as we all go inside.
“I need a shower,” Hope says, heading upstairs. “I have never needed a shower so badly.”
“No kidding!” I say, following her. “I’m coming with you. I want to check you over.”
“Okay, good.” She actually looks relieved at that. She might not be in shock, but I think she’s a little afraid of being alone right now.
I follow Hope up to the master bathroom, and when we get there, she toes off her shoes. I help her take off her top that sticks to her body because it’s so caked with blood.
“Does anything hurt?” I say softly.
“No...I feel a little sick though.”
“Yeah?” I frown at her. “We’re going to give you a once over for any stray spells.” I rest the back of my hand on her forehead. “Don’t feel feverish. Is there anything else?”
“No...I’m just—” She shakes her head. “It probably has nothing to do with it. Could be food poisoning.”
“Well, we’ll make sure.”
I help Hope strip down and it’s a little strange to see her this way. She’s smaller than all of us. She seems smaller naked, but all covered in gore and blood, she also looks like nobody you would ever want to mess with. I turn on the shower to get it hot, and she takes a deep breath. She catches sight of herself in the mirror. Even her hair is matted with mud and blood from the woods. She chuckles at herself and shakes her head before stepping into the shower, and I leave her to it, collecting her bloody clothes. I put them in a bag and take them out to the laundry, though I’m not sure they’ll be salvageable.
I feel like I want to pamper Hope. I know we all do. I poke around and find a fancy body lotion that was too floral for Dylan who had bought it for himself and set it on the counter. I clean a hairbrush and leave it out. I put out the biggest, fluffiest towels I can find and a clean bathrobe. Dylan’s already on his way to her house, and it won’t take more than a minute to collect something for her to wear. But a robe will do for now. We did get a new toothbrush for Hope for when she’s over, and I make sure that’s out too.
“Are you still there?” Hope says through the shower.
“Yeah!” I call out. “Still here.”
“Okay.”
She takes a good, long hot shower and when she’s finally done, I help her out. She wraps her hair up in a towel. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?” I murmur. “I want to examine you.”
“I’ll bet you do,” she says cheekily.
“No, really!”
“I know.” She nudges my shoulder and stands on the shaggy bathmat, naked and dripping. “Examine away. Just hurry up, I’m getting cold.”
Hope is always quite distracting when she’s naked, to say the least. But I put on my EMT hat and disconnect from the part of me that’s turned on by my lover. She’s got some superficial scratches and scrapes and a few bruises, probably from hitting the ground either in the jump from the car or when she tackled Walter. But there’s certainly nothing to write home about, and I heave a deep breath of relief, handing her the robe to dress in.
“You’re good,” I say, nodding. “But I still want to scan you for spells. You say you’re feeling queasy.”
“Yeah, I felt a little sick yesterday morning too, but I didn’t—Oh!” She ducks her head and covers her mouth, making the universal expression for “I need to puke.” She shoves me aside, running to the toilet and flips up the seat before throwing up. It’s certainly nothing to me, a part-time medical professional. I rub her back and murmur soothing words. I’m worried though. Who knows what Walter may have hit her with?
“Do you know what this is?” I ask her. “Can you think of anything weird that you ate? Is there any chance—”
She stands up, rubbing her mouth, and shakes her head. She heads to the sink and rinses out her mouth a few times, and I flush the toilet as she brushes her teeth. I catch her eyes in the mirror. She’s so cute with her towel twisted on top of her head, drowning in that big robe. I’m probably smiling at her pretty dopily when her eyes get abruptly big, and she meets my gaze in the mirror, her mouth foamy with toothpaste.
“Oh my God,” she says flatly.
“What?” My eyebrows raised. She looks so alarmed. But not scared exactly. “Sweetheart? What is it?”
“I’m…” She shakes her head, smiling softly. “Oh...boy.”
“Hey, what is it?” I come up next to her and wrap an arm around her shoulders and she looks at me in the mirror.
“I’m late,” she says. “With everything going on, I didn’t really think about it, and ya know, sometimes you’re—But I’m...two weeks late. Could I be—"
“Yes,” I whisper, hardly able to breathe. “Holy shit.”
“Yeah.”
“You’re sure?”
Hope gives me a disbelieving look and rinses the toothpaste from her mouth. “I’m not like clockwork really, but I’m more regular than this, and it’s two weeks. And it’s not like we’ve all been, ya know, so careful.”
“Right, right…” I take a deep breath. I find myself hoping it’s true, but I have no idea how she would feel about it. But maybe it’s better to save that conversation for when we’re sure. “Okay...how about, I’ll go to the drugstore and pick up a couple of tests?”
“Okay,” she says, nodding. “I’ll tell the others.”
“Okay,” I say. I laugh out loud and clear my throat. “You want me to go now?”
“Yes!”
    
The five of us are all crowded around the little white stick sitting on the counter in the master bathroom. I couldn’t quite read everyone’s expression when I got back with the pregnancy test, but I’m pretty sure everyone is hoping that it’s a yes and also that Hope is happy that it’s a yes. I’m actually bouncing on my toes, watching the seconds tick by on my phone. We haven’t even spoken in several minutes, and I don’t remember time ever having passed this slowly.
“Is it time yet?” Dylan whispers.
Hope is dressed in her favorite comfy blue jeans and sweatshirt. She nudges him, rolling her eyes. “Not since the last time you asked, sweetie. Couple more minutes.”
“Would the baby be a shifter?” Freddie says, his head cocked in question.
“Probably,” Hope says, smirking. “Our genes are really strong.”
“That would be awesome,” Dylan says.
Hope smiles at that which makes me think maybe she could be happy about this if it’s real. I would’ve suspected a weird Walter spell, but we’ve already scanned her. It ate up some of the time for the pregnancy test. Hope came out clean, to my relief. Walter officially has no hold on her at all.
Phew.
“It’s time,” Hope finally says.
We all look at each other. The stick is sitting on the counter across the bathroom, and we let Hope do it. She pads over to the sink, and we silently watch her in the mirror as she picks up the stick. She stares at it for a moment, and we all glance at each other nervously.
“Two lines,” she says softly. “I’m pregnant.”
We all kind of gasp, but we watch Hope, waiting for some kind of reaction.
Abruptly, she bursts into tears.
Oh no.
“Oh no…” Jared runs up to her and throws his arms around her. “Are you okay?”
“No! Yes! I mean, I’m happy!” We see now that she’s grinning as she clutches him, sobbing on his shoulder. She pulls away, wiping her eyes. “I didn’t know how I felt about it. But I’m so happy right now! I want this! Wait, what about you guys?”
We all sigh in relief. “Sure, we do,” Freddie says quickly. “We just weren’t sure how you’d feel about it.”
“I’m excited!” Hope says. “Oh, but...what about school?” She looks heartbroken then, and we all crowd around her, all four of us attempting to fold her into our arms at once.
“You’re still going to school,” Jared says firmly. “If you still want to—"
“I do.”
“Then we’ll figure this out,” Jared says. He has a way of speaking so calmly that it makes you feel better almost immediately. “There are five of us. I’m sure we can make this work. We got you, baby. We got you.”





HOPE
I  didn’t know this is what I wanted until I got it. Maybe that’s the way things go with a lot of things in life. I didn’t know I wanted four guys all to myself until I met them either.
Now I find myself even more excited for the future. Freddie insists on a celebration dinner, and he returns from the store with enough food to feed an army. He makes a seafood pasta dish that’s so rich, it takes me forever to eat. It’s only as I’m sitting down and digging into Dylan’s famous Caesar salad that I realize I can’t have wine with dinner. No alcohol for a while.
Ooh. That stings.
But there’s too much other stuff to be happy about, and it’s amusing me just to watch the boys all lit up like a string of Christmas lights as they talk about turning the storage room next to the turret room into a nursery and how they’ll have to baby proof everything. I just sit back in the antique dining chair (reupholstered and refinished courtesy of Freddie) and bask in the glow of my four guys as they get all fired up about the idea of being fathers.
I was worried about the idea of juggling school and motherhood, but we had a long talk about it and checked out the website for the school I’m thinking of attending, and I think we’ll be able to swing it. I’m thinking I’ll be quitting Cafe Amour eventually though, but with the guys’ collective salary plus income for my house when I start renting it, I’m not worried.
“Oh wait,” Freddie says, jogging up to the dining room table. “I haven’t done any research on what pregnant women can eat yet. Can you have this much seafood? What about the mercury? What about—"
“Freddie,” I say calmly, smirking up at him. “I’m sure it’s fine. We’ll get into diet stuff soon enough.”
“No more coffee,” Max says darkly.
“Oh man,” I say, smiling to myself. “You guys are going to be insufferable about this pregnancy, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Jared says, slapping his hand on the table. “We apologize in advance. But we are absolutely going to be insufferable.”
“Well.” I can only shrug at him. If they drive me crazy being over-protective, at least I know it all comes from love. I also know I can more than take care of myself. Handling Walter taught me that. “Bring it on, I guess.”
“Oh, we will,” Dylan says from across the table, wagging his eyebrows.
Freddie actually takes a little more convincing before he’s assured that I can eat his pasta dish. It gets so bad that all I can do is sink my head in my hands and laugh silently as Max gives him a long lecture on why me eating five shrimp with spaghetti a few weeks into my pregnancy isn’t going to hurt the baby. By the time he finally sits down and we’re all eating, my eyes are teary from laughing so hard. I have to stuff some bread in my mouth so Freddie can’t tell I’m laughing at his expense.
It’s when we’re down to dessert, digging into Freddie’s attempt at tiramisu, when Jared suddenly says, “Oh!”
Well stare at him and he sighs, rubbing his face, and chuckling to himself. “I just realized something.”
“Do tell,” Max says.
“The pregnancy probably broke the spell,” Jared says. “We never figured out what broke it, but that was probably it.”
My mouth drops open. The thought pleases me. My future kid is already pulling their weight. That was nice. “I have heard that shifter babies can have a lot of magical energy in the womb,” I say. I sit back in my seat and reflexively rub my tummy. I like the thought of my little panther wizard kitten in there helping out mom.
“Powerful enough to break a spell like that?” Dylan says in surprise. “That’s wild.”
“It might have been the combination of the pregnancy and our bond as fated mates as well,” Jared explains. “Kind of made a big magical stew of benevolent forces that protected you so strongly it broke the spell that was causing you so much emotional turmoil.”
“Nice to have an explanation,” I say wryly. “I do like that better than not knowing what broke it.”
    
The next day, both Dylan and Freddie start talking about the baby “stuff” we’re going to need. They insist we all go out to a baby store, and I can’t believe how my big, tough wizards turn into cooing, soft-eyed dads at the first sight of a onesie with ducks on it. It’s amusing though, but more than that, it makes my heart swell in my chest to see my mates positively euphoric at the idea of being dads to our baby. Jared’s also very focused on not forgetting the school factor just in case I’m worried about it.
We walk around the baby store for what feels like hours, and Jared keeps his arm around my waist. I’m happy in a sleepy way; contented and feeling more peaceful than I ever have. When I find a little stuffed cat that looks like a panther, I make a noise that sounds like a whimpering cat. Freddie buys me the stuffed kitty.
I thought they were being silly at first, but then everything starts looking too cute and like something I need for the baby now. I limit myself to one very adorable onesie and a couple of books about pregnancy. Though I know there are couple things specific to shifters, I’m going to have to scope around online for books about how to handle a shifter pregnancy. For instance, I know my appetite is about to get absolutely ravenous. I’m not sure the guys quite realize how hungry pregnant shifter women get or how intense they get about their hunger. If the house isn’t stalked with meat...I’m going to be getting grumpy.
I’m actually about to mention the thing about the meat to Jared on the way back from the baby store, when he turns the car away from the road back home.
“Hey, where are we going?” I say rubbing my eyes. Sleep is the other thing. I’m going to need much more of that soon too. I’ve heard stories about pregnant shifters falling asleep standing up, abruptly dropping off while in line at the store. Some say you have to stop driving after the fifth month, just in case you fall asleep.
“We’re going to the store,” Jared says.
Freddie leans into the front seat from the back and says, “Are we buying a ton of meat for Hope?”
“Yep.”
“Okay, good.
“You think of everything,” I tell him, leaning over to kiss his cheek.
By the time we get back home, I feel like we have everything we could possibly need for the time being. But the guys aren’t done yet. I stretch, shuffling into their living room, and Dylan takes my hand, nodding to the stairs.
“Hey, we want to show you something,” he says.
Dylan leads me up the stairs, and the guys follow. Everyone seems very pleased with themselves, and I can guess what’s coming. It’s making my heart pound, and I realize the whole of my future is coming together. This is the way things were always meant to be. I’m going to live and love and share with these four men and raise our child and learn to be a better witch. And I get to do it all in this lovely house in the middle of the woods where I can run and hunt and feel so free. I can’t imagine a better life.
“Keep in mind,” Dylan says, as he leads me down to the turret room. “None of us are exactly professional designers. But we did our best.”
“Don’t spoil it!” Max says.
“I think she knows what’s coming,” Jared says, chuckling.
Freddie says, “Speak for yourself, Max. I could easily have been an interior designer.”
I bite back a smug smile. The four of them are so predictable sometimes but in the most adorable way. My eyes are welling up with tears, and I don’t even know if it’s because of how sweet my men are or pregnancy hormones. Probably both.
But when they push open the door to the turret room, I catch my breath.
I can’t say that all the decor and the furniture are exactly what I would have chosen myself, but in a way, I like this better. They’ve done it all just for me, and I can tell how much thought they put into the cornflower blue curtains, the luxurious bedding, and the books on a shelf. Even the area rugs are new. I wander inside the round room with its beautiful view of Foggy River and plop down on the bed.
“It’s perfect,” I whisper. “I love it.”
“Really?” Freddie lights up, and all four of them crowd around on the bed, wrapping me in a hug.
“We just want you to feel like you’re home,” Jared says in my ear.
“I am.” My heart swells in my chest, and I shut my eyes, basking in the affection of my mates. “I am home.”





EPILOGUE
Epilogue: Hope
A bout eight months later…
“Push, Hope!’
Whoever invented childbirth should be dragged out into the street and shot. I’ve been given potions, and the guys have cast a few spells to help the process along. It doesn’t hurt too badly, but it’s been hours, and I am tired.
“I know I’m supposed to push, you son of a bitch!” I shriek, and the bed shakes a little bit.
Apparently, panther shifters can get a little moody when in labor, but I’m pretty sure the guys know not to take it personally. The scarier thing is the powerful magic coursing through me. It keeps moving the bed and making the lights flicker. My pregnancy paranoia is half afraid some little demon is about to come out of me. But I’ve done enough research by now to know that this is just how shifter labor goes. Especially when the father is a wizard.
Who the father technically is, is a complete mystery, and we’ve all made peace with that. They really aren’t territorial about their genes or anything. They are equally all fathers to this child.
It warms my heart. Or anyway, it warms my heart most of the time. Right now, I just want to kill something with my bare hands.
“I see a head!” Jared shouts. He actually jumps up and down.
I’m giving birth in Jared’s room since it’s the biggest, a mass of pillows supporting my back, my legs wide open. I am sweaty, and I am tired, and this baby needs to get out of my body. And Jared is jumping up and down.
The kid takes a whole other hour to come out, and when it’s over, I feel as if every bone in my body has turned to liquid. Somehow, I have enough strength in my arms to hold the adorably slimy little newborn, who Max carefully wraps in a blanket after snipping the umbilical cord. He’s ignoring the tears streaming down his face as he looks at his new baby, sniffing and blubbering. Soon, everyone in the room is crying, including the infant.
“Here’s your daughter, Hope,” Max whispers. The guys all crowd around as Max hands me our baby. She’s got little bags under her tired eyes, and her cries turn into plaintive little whimpers when she’s in my arms.
“Hey, little girl,” I whisper. Dylan reaches over and wipes a tear from my cheek. Everyone cuddles up on either side of me and we marvel at the new baby and how absurdly cute she is. I can’t decide who she looks like, and maybe it’s too early to tell. I almost wonder if our bond makes her, even biologically, somehow the daughter of all four of my mates.
“Did you settle on the name?” Jared says.
I’m about to tell them the name I picked, but instead, I remember that somebody needs to call my mom. “Send a picture to my mom!”
Freddie spreads a blanket over my legs and nods at Dylan who takes a nice close picture of me and the baby. “She’s been calling every five seconds,” Freddie says laughing.
“She’ll be so happy to visit,” I murmur to myself.
It took a few conversations to fully explain that not only did I have four mates but, also, that none of them were shifters. My mother wasn’t thrilled until I reminded her that my dad was a shifter, and he was no prize. She couldn’t deny that. Since then, she’s been up to visit several times, doting over me in my pregnant state. She wanted to be here for the birth, but then she caught the flu.
But I’m excited for her to visit. I can see the pride in her eyes when she’s around me and my mates.
The very idea of picking a name seemed impossible to me with so many differing opinions. I think the conversation we had most often while I was pregnant was the topic of what to name the kid. We went over it and over it and argued back and forth. Finally, Jared decided that I should decide and that the guys would all give me their top five names if I even wanted their feedback.
That didn’t seem fair to me, but short of some legal arbitration process, it was the only way to avoid bloodshed.
“I did,” I say softly. I’m still staring at my daughter. I can’t seem to look away.
She’s absolutely beautiful.
Just like me, I think to myself.
“So?” Jared says. He kisses my hair. We can still feel each other’s feelings sometimes. Even now, I can feel love coursing so strongly through us that it’s overwhelming. I kiss my daughter’s forehead and nestle back into the pillows, snuggling closer to Jared and Dylan who are cuddled up to me. “We’re dying here. What’s her name?”
There was one name that was on everybody’s list once they finally turned in their top fives. It seems perfect, and when I said it to myself, imagining the daughter we would have soon, I knew it was the right choice. When I look down at the little girl whose bright eyes are now dancing as they gaze into mine, I’m absolutely sure.
“Faith,” I say softly.
“Yes,” Max says. “I really wanted Faith.”
Everyone laughs and agrees it’s the perfect name. We all rest for a while cuddled up with Faith, basking in our love for each other and the bond between us that will never be broken.





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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