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DORA
“Harrington and Associates, how may I help you?” I slide across the floor in my chair as the woman on the phone asks to be connected to Audree. I stick a pile of files into my bin for filing to be done later and slide back across just in time to connect the caller and answer another blinking red light.
Somehow, I’ve managed to work right through lunch and my stomach is growling. But there’s no rest for the wicked, and the phones have been going nuts for an hour. I connect three more calls and take two more messages before there’s finally a lull, and I can jog over to the break room to grab my salad from the fridge. I take my lunch at my desk. It’s hardly even a lunch. It’s more like swallowing when I get three seconds together. Ted calls me from his office, and I lick my lips, taking a breath.
I clear my throat and answer his call. “Yes, Ted?”
“Hey, Dora, can you swing by and pick up the Littleton deposition and make five copies as soon as possible?”
“Of course.” Ted hangs up without ceremony. So much for my salad. I head to his office to pick up the deposition, at which point I realize my feet are killing me. My new heels were marketed as being comfortable to wear to work. The advertising lied. For the hundredth time, I think about getting one of those foot massagers for when I kick back after work. Maybe the kind with water and little jacuzzi jets.
The thing is, I like my job. It might sound crazy, but I’ve worked my way up from the mailroom to executive assistant, and the pay difference is substantial. I also kind of like handling legal stuff. At my last performance review, they encouraged me to think about becoming a paralegal, and I’m considering the classes. If I decide to go ahead with that, I’ll get reimbursed for the tuition. And it doesn’t hurt that my parents actually like this job too. When I majored in Anthropology just for fun, they rolled their eyes. Especially because I didn’t have any interest in teaching. This job is one of the few choices I’ve made that they actually respect...at least, for now, that is.
I manage three whole bites of salad before my phone rings again, and I make the mistake of answering the call before I check the number. “Harrington and Associates, how may I—”
“Dora!” My mom’s voice is shrill and I wince, sighing heavily.
Oh great.
“Hi, Mom.”
“Hi, sweetie!” My mom sighs in that loud, deliberate way she does that means she wants something from me. It’s kind of handy, really. At least I know something is coming, and I can brace myself.
“Okay, Mom. What is it?” I’m talking with my mouth full out of necessity because I’m starving.
“Beth’s wedding is coming up,” my mother says. “I was just wondering if you have anyone you’re thinking of taking?”
Every muscle in my body seems to tense up at once. “Oh, um—”
“I didn’t think so!” My mom sounds way too excited. The woman has been on my case to get married practically since I graduated from high school. I don’t even know where she gets the energy to concentrate so hard on my love life, or lack thereof. “Dora, I need you to do something about this.”
I stab at my romaine and feta, glowering. “Why?” I say into my headset.
“Why what, dear?”
“Why do I need to do something about this?” I know better than to ask, honestly. I just get so fed up with her intrusiveness.
My mom proceeds to lecture me on how I need to settle down and start a family. It’s the same old thing that I’ve heard a hundred times. The “why” of it really has no answer, and the truth is, I want to find someone, so I guess the question is really just me being annoyed. But my mother is still irritating.
“Don’t you want someone to laugh with?” Her voice is soft now. The thing is, she does care. I think she even knows how much I would like to find someone, but the way she goes about “encouraging” me is the opposite of the way I would prefer. I’d prefer her to shut the hell up.
“I do, yes, but—”
“I think you should get a makeover.”
Now I’m just pissed. I’m so pissed I have to rub my temples, and my appetite all but disappears. My mom starts talking about how I’m past my prime, but if I just put in a little more effort, maybe I’d find a man. Blah, blah, blah.
“Mom.” I interrupt her, but my voice is serious enough to take her by surprise and she actually manages to stop talking. “Shut the fuck up. Can you do that? Just this once? Can you shut the fuck up?”
“I’m going to ignore that,” my mother says, sounding as condescending as possible. “Because I know your little job puts you under a lot of pressure, and you’re just projecting. Sweetie, you only have a few years left to have children—”
“I have way more than a few,” I say, as a headache begins to encroach. “Please chill. I’ll get a man when I get a man, if I feel like getting a man.”
“I know you think I nag too much, Dora, but I'm thinking about grandchildren. I want to be a fun grandmother. I can’t do that if I’m old and decrepit.”
“You’re already old.” Alright, that was mean, but she’s getting on my nerves.
“Very funny, Dora,” she says dryly. I don’t know what’s more infuriating. That she talks to me the way she talks to me or that she can’t even absorb insults when I bite back. “Listen, sweetie. I wouldn’t be so worried if you were a normal girl, but you got that freak DNA from your father—”
“No, no, no.” I shake my head. She hasn’t brought this up in a while. Nothing makes me angrier than this bullshit. “Mom, no—”
“You need to hear this!” She says. “You have that awful voodoo blood from your father.”
“It’s not voodoo,” I whisper furiously. “And I think that’s a little offensive—”
“Oh, please. It might as well be. Your father was a freak. That’s the only real way to put it. Full of that magic nonsense, and if anyone sniffs that out on you, sweetie… Well, true love only goes so far.”
Honestly, when she talks this way about my magical abilities, it makes me want to cry. It’s hard enough keeping that stuff a secret from regular people. But when my own mother talks shit about it just because it didn’t work out between her and my father, it makes me feel like I have something to be ashamed of. She’s always talked that way.
“Are you resisting those, um, impulses?” She says it like I have an irresistible need to kill people.
“Yes, mother.” I roll my eyes for what feels like the millionth time.
It’s not really true though. I don’t do magic often, but I still do practice it from time to time. The hard part is ignoring all my mother’s lectures telling me I should resist my natural ability because it’s “freakish.” But I’ve gotten a little better at that over the years.
“That’s good, sweetie.” She sounds so pleased, it only makes me feel worse. I talk back about a lot of things. But if I tell my mother I still practice magic sometimes, she’s just going to hassle me even more. “Just keep me posted. Let me know if you start seeing anyone. Especially if you find somebody you think you can take to the wedding.” She laughs then, long and loud. “My God! You think I put pressure on you? Everyone asks me about your love life!”
Well, that only makes me feel much worse.
She finally lets me go and I sulk, hunched in my seat at my desk, devouring my salad so I won’t be hungry later. I need to copy that deposition, but screw that. I worked through lunch. The deposition can wait. I just need to eat.
When I see Ted coming, I sit up a little straight in my chair. I check myself in the mirror. I just got a haircut the other day, and my dark red hair is falling in pretty waves, long and shiny. I check my teeth for any stray salad bits. I look nice. Or at least, I think I do. My green eyes are popping with the eyeliner I tried for the first time today.
I don’t have a crush on Ted exactly. It’s more like...he’s good-looking and not obviously objectionable, and I haven’t been getting out enough. I figure if there’s something there, it would be worth pursuing.
He stops near my desk, and I smile in his direction. “Hey, Ted. How’s your day going?”
“Alright…” He’s looking at this phone, completely ignoring me. Alright, he’s kind of just generically good-looking with one of those old fashioned businessman haircuts. I think he was possibly born wearing a golf shirt. But it’s something. I don’t know much about him except that he likes golf. Which also means I don’t know what there is to dislike. Sometimes that’s the best thing you can know about a person. “Did you make those copies of the Littleton deposition yet?”
If I were stronger with my magic, I think I’d hex Ted with hives right now. Instead, I just take a deep breath. “Um, no, not yet. But I had to work through lunch, so I’ve just been scarfing this down first—”
“I need that ASAP,” Ted says, giving me a dark look. “Don’t make me ask me a third time. Okay, Dora?”
What a day. What a fantastic and wonderful day for me.
“Sure thing, Ted.” I smile tightly, and he stands there watching to make sure I get up and take the deposition to the copy room like I’m a small child.
In the copy room, I get a lump in my throat. It’s just been a crappy day. I don’t mind things being busy, but today was jam-packed, probably because the firm has been advertising a little more lately. We got swamped with phone calls, most of which won’t actually lead to new clients. A lot of people just call up wanting to weasel some free legal advice out of an associate without paying for a consultation. There’s also the fact that I’m an executive assistant for both Charles Harrington, the big boss, and two of the associates, including Ted. They haven’t wanted to pay for proper support staff because the last couple years have been tight. That puts too much work on me and other assistants who are double or tripled up. Plus, lawyers don’t want to do anything themselves. It’s a pain in the ass.
In the copy room, I stop myself from crying by force of will. If I cry, then mom wins. Then Ted wins! Mom and Ted can’t win. At least, not today. I tell myself that maybe Ted is just having a really busy day. He’s been friendly to me plenty of times. My mother, I make no excuses for. Her, I know too well.
It’s times like these that I really do wish I had somebody else in my life. I would text them right now and they’d send me back a racy picture or a kiss emoji or they’d know just what to say. I could text my best friend, Callie, but she won’t get back to me for a few hours, and it’s just not the same as having a someone. I want a someone.
The little voice in my head that’s quiet because my mother has constantly been telling it to shut up my whole life tells me there’s another answer. I could find someone right now if I really tried, and it wouldn’t be as difficult and tedious as finding that one good date in a million.
I stand there, staring at the copier, as page after page of the deposition slips out onto the copier tray. But my brain is thinking about magic. I’m no expert at it, it’s true, but sometimes you have to take a risk for true love.
Maybe it’s about time I took a risk too...





NATHAN
I ’m on my laptop scrolling through the attachments Jesse emailed me this morning. They’re all photos of estate pieces we might be interested in buying from sellers down in the city. I gaze around our shop trying to gauge how much room we have for more stock. We just had a sale, and it cleaned half the place out, but I still think Jesse’s eyes are too big for our stomach right now. Especially considering the rate at which we got referred to estates. I’m not even sure all this stuff will fit in one truck on a drive back from Manhattan. I don’t want to do two trucks...I hate doing two trucks.
The bell over our door rings and an upwardly-mobile-looking young couple walks in. I love upwardly mobile young couples in our town of Coleridge in Upstate New York. Upwardly mobile young couples like to buy old houses Upstate and then fill them with expensive antiques that come from our shop on the first floor of our giant house that sits in the middle of town. Some of them even give us little winks and ask to see the back room.
“Hi, there!” I nod at the couple from my stool behind the counter. The counter is by the corner window and gives me a nice view of the sidewalk when we part the curtains, which we only do when it’s too sunny. Too much sun will fade the furniture we keep by the windows. “Let me know if you need anything.” I don’t miss how the woman does a little doubletake in my direction and gives me an appreciative once over before taking her husband’s hand.
For the most part, my looks help me out as a factor in the business, as do the looks of my three buddies. The body comes from, well, working out a lot when I’m not in the shop. The guys tease me about it, but they’re not laughing when I don’t need help to haul a piano. I’m 6’2” and I’m made of muscle. As a bear shifter, it’s not hard for me to pack it on. I’m also...pretty damn good-looking if I’m being honest. The guys tease me about it (as if they’re not all hot too). They call me Superman because I have jet black hair and bright blue eyes and a jaw to cut glass. For the most part, it’s helpful in business. It’s always helpful to be good-looking in this world. Unless you’re dealing with guys who feel threatened or jealous when their companion is looking at you. Then, it’s a pain. A few times, when it’s been enough of a problem, I’ve pretended to be gay. It’s not exactly difficult since I run the shop with three other guys who I also live with and also, not to be stereotypical, but we sell antiques. Plenty of people assume we’re all gay, to begin with.
For now, I just keep my head down and let the couple browse as I make notes on Jesse’s choices. When the bell rings again, I look up to see if it’s a customer. But this time, it’s just Jesse and Grant coming in with lunch. Took them long enough. I already know Brett is upstairs in the office, working on the books. He’ll come down soon enough when he smells the tacos.
“Did you go to Mexico to get this stuff?” I mutter as Grant hands me a bag.
Grant rolls his eyes and smiles knowingly at Jesse. Yeah, that’s typical too. We’re a tight sleuth of bears, but we have our little pairings. Jesse and Grant are thick as thieves. One of them never even makes a decision without consulting the other. The two of them sit down at the dining table by the counter and swipe paper towels from under the counter, spreading out to eat.
“We got customers,” I grumble.
“Okay,” Grant says, as he unloads his small mountain of steak tacos. “Well, if they want to take a closer look at this table that’s been sitting here for six years, we’ll be happy to clear out.”
I growl in his direction because, if nothing else, I’m the alpha and he should remember that. Grant only looks at me with his big brown eyes, all innocence. Jesse snorts a laugh at the both of us, stuffing chips in his mouth.
I unwrap my burrito and give Jesse a nod. “You flagged too much stuff from those estates in the city.”
“We need stock,” Jesse says, shrugging.
“We can do better than some of that stuff,” I point out. “I can tell some of those pieces are pretty run down.”
“Bring em’ anyway,” Grant says. “We’ve gotten a lot better at upholstering and refinishing. It’ll be fun.” I give Grant a dark look, but the brown eyes go all soft again. “C’mon, Nathan. I want to fix some stuff. At least the consignment stuff?”
“Consignment only,” I say, sighing. “But I want to approve the markups and the cost of refinishing. Whatever it is you’re...doing.”
“Yes!” Grant gives Jesse a high five.
“And you have to do the drive up to the city,” I tell them. That makes them less cheerful. It’s not so much the drive as it is the truck. They hate driving the big truck into the city.
“Alright,” Grant says. “But we’re going to stay overnight and eat all the good food in New York while we’re there.”
“Hell yeah, we are,” Jesse mutters.
“Oh, whatever.” I can’t help but smile though. Grant loves to think he’s getting one over on me no matter what it’s about.
I hear footsteps from the narrow staircase by the kitchen and Brett appears, looking sleepy. He’s wearing his wire-rim glasses, and he takes them off, rubbing his gray eyes. When he sees the tacos though, he perks right up.
“Carnitas?” He asks hopefully, taking a seat at the table.
I toss him a Coke from the office fridge under the counter and Grant says, “Always.”
The couple leaves without buying anything. They just give us those tight little smiles that say they were only here to browse, and they’re probably never coming back. When the bell rings again, I glance over, my mouth full of steak. But the girl who enters makes me start to choke on my taco.
Time actually slows down. I’ve heard of that, but I never thought it was a real thing. But when the girl with burgundy hair walks in and she turns her head to look at me, I actually do feel like it’s all happening in slow motion. I manage to swallow my food at least. The others are sitting down lower, on the other side of the desk, and they haven’t seen her yet. She smiles at me softly, giving me a little nod of acknowledgment and then turns her head again and continues on into the store. I’m left reeling, and I’m not even sure why. The primal bear part of my mind is telling me that the woman who just walked in is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen but, more importantly, that I need to...protect her? I’m not sure exactly. It’s a chaotic, sort of overwhelming feeling, and in my head, it’s expressed by vague bear sounds. Not very helpful.
My ears perk up as I listen to her walk around. It’s autumn in New York. When she turns back around to look at the smaller displays near the front of the store, I try to inconspicuously observe her. She’s wearing brown suede boots and a long skirt. She’s wearing a pretty yellow sweater and a long scarf. She looks pretty and cozy. When I see her face in profile, I admire her creamy, porcelain skin and her bright green eyes and the sprinkling of freckles across her nose.
“Psst.” I hiss in the direction of the guys at their table, and they dutifully look up at me because it’s not the first time I’ve hissed at them.
Grant looks at me in question, and I nod in the direction of the girl who’s looking at postcards in a shoebox. I see the guys strain from their seats to get a look at the girl, and she turns just enough for them to get an eyeful. For a second, I think I’m just in kind of a horny mood, and it’s been a while. But then I see how all three of them look like they’ve just been hit over the head.
We, all four of us, have a silent conversation with our expressions because she’d hear us if we said anything. They look at me in question as if to ask why they’re so affected, or what the hell is happening and I just shrug. I wonder if she’s a witch. She could be enchanting us right now… Except that we have pretty good magical shields on the house. She’d have to pretty powerful to—
“Excuse me?” The woman walks up to my counter, looking hopeful. “Do you have um…” She clears her throat and hesitates. I can tell right away that she’s heard we’re a magic shop on the down low, and she’s trying to figure out how to ask about it just in case she’s wrong. But she’s cute, getting all nervous like that, so I kinda let her flounder for a minute just to watch. “Do you have, like, other types of items? As in very...unusual items?”
“Yes!” That’s Jesse, who suddenly pops up from his seat like he’s been sitting on a tack. “I’ll show you!”
Jesse escorts the woman toward the back. There’s a door behind the side chair section that says “Employees Only,” but it’s really another hidden section of stuff for sale that has nothing to do with antiques. I find myself following, and I hardly realize I’m doing it until I notice Grant and Brett are also following. It’s going to look totally weird for all four of us to show her the magic section, but we seem to be almost enchanted as we head back past the sideboards, dressers, shelving and the general, vaguely organized chaos of smaller things like lamps, tea sets and whatever is old worth some money.
“This section has our other... items,” Jesse says. His voice has lowered an octave or two, and I roll my eyes. But I can’t blame him either. For whatever reason, this woman has affected all four of us just by walking in the door. It’s a little alarming.
The rest of us are all crowded toward the back, watching their interaction as Jesse shows her around the one room that contains a variety of herbs and other ingredients for potions and magic brews, cauldrons, wands, crystals, books, and other ephemera. The woman glances back at us, looking a little confused as to why we’re all watching. We smile and pretend to talk to each other as if we just happened to need something from the back of the store too, which probably makes it even creepier.
“Are you looking for anything specific?” Grant says, giving up the pretense. He shuffles by us and stands in the doorway. The woman is examining the herbs on a shelf, and when she looks over at Grant, the brightness of her eyes takes my breath away.
“Yes, I’m actually looking for roseheart weed?” She winces when she says it, which must mean she knows how powerful and potentially dangerous roseheart weed is.
It’s only now that she’s in close proximity, that I can feel the magic energy coming off of her in waves. That doesn’t mean she necessarily knows what to do with roseheart weed, but then again, it might.
“Are you an advanced magic user?” The question is stern and coming from Brett because that’s how Brett is.
The woman’s pale face flushes a little and she nods. “Yeah...yeah, of course. I know it can be a little fussy.”
“Well, it’s more than a little fussy,” Brett says in his authoritative voice. “It demands a high degree of skill or it can be quite volatile—”
“Brett,” I mutter under my breath. Just his name in the tone that tells Brett to shut up, makes Brett shut up and his mouth twists. “If the lady would like some roseheart weed, how about we just sell her some roseheart weed, huh?” I give her a nod and she looks right at me, and I feel like my brain skips like a record. “Uh...how much—how much would you like?”
“Two ounces should be fine,” she says, smiling gratefully. “And I promise, I’ll be very careful with it.”
She looks around at us, and for a moment, I think she’s as struck as the rest of us, but she ends up only taking her roseheart weed and heading to the register where Jesse rings her up and sends her on her way, telling her to come back soon.
When she’s gone, the rest of us all relax a little. I didn’t even realize that I was a little riled up when she walked in, but now that she’s gone I feel different. I also feel like something significant has happened.
“What the hell was that?” Grant says.
Brett takes off his glasses and cleans them with the tail of his shirt, which usually means he’s pretending he’s not completely freaked. “I have no idea,” he says. He sounds a little raw. “But I hope it happens again.”





DORA
What in the actual fuck. I don’t meet as many men as hot as the four guys running the magic/antique shop in a month, much less in a day and all in the same place. The guy who showed me to the back room where all the magic stuff was, looked like some CW show cast member. He had these pale, icy blue eyes and these long, thick eyelashes, and besides that, I could see his toned arms under his shirt. But the thing is, all four of them were remarkably good-looking. And even beyond that, when I walked in the door, I felt a sort of electric charge. It was like my body was buzzing. I don’t know if they felt it too, but I’ve never been so strongly attracted, so instantly, to anyone much less four guys at the same time.
Anyway, they’ll be nice to think about in bed tonight.
Right now, I have bigger fish to fry. I’m going to try a love spell. I’m not dismissing the warnings the antique store guys gave me about the roseheart weed. I know I probably shouldn’t even be using it. But all love spells call for roseheart weed, and I’m determined to use my magic to help myself. I want to find a someone. My mom, as awful as she is, is right about that. I want someone to laugh with, and I’ve been dating since high school with little luck. My last couple boyfriends turned out to be real duds. There were promising prospects before that. But the older I get, the worse the prospects seem to get. And the thing is, I have a real advantage. I have magical abilities, so why not use them? If I were wiser and more patient, I would probably practice with some easier spells and work on my skills. But life is short and sometimes it’s about risk.
So, I’m trying out a spell to attract love tonight. It’s not like I’ve never done magic anyway. I just haven’t practiced in a while. But my cauldron is in good shape, and I have all the other ingredients I need from the last time I was doing magic more regularly. I tend to go in phases. I’ve used magic to stop neighbors from bothering me and to make my boss think well of me. That stuff isn’t so far from a love spell. It’s just a stronger feeling you’re shooting for. That guy at the store was right. There’s also a potential for volatility when you’re using roseheart weed. I’ll just have to be very careful.
I start taking all the ingredients down to the basement. I like doing magic in the basement for no other reason than it makes me nostalgic.
My dad was a wizard and a pretty good one. I’ve never gotten a good handle on how he ended up with my mother at all. I could understand it if it was some one-night mistake and then they stayed together for a while because she wanted to keep me. But my mother tells it like they were really in love once, and I’ve never been able to even imagine it. They got divorced when I was a kid. My dad lives in Connecticut, and I go visit him when I can get the time in. My mother lives close. Too close. Much too close for my comfort anyway.
But when I was a little kid, my dad made no secret about his magic. He used to let me help him with his spells and teach me the basics of magic. If I’d kept it up more regularly, I’d be a lot more powerful. I think the reason I even do magic as much as I do is just to keep that connection to my dad. If I was smart about this, I’d give him a call and ask him for tips on this love spell. But then he’d give me a lecture about how I don’t need a spell to attract a partner and I’m plenty pretty enough and smart enough and all that. He’s nice that way, much nicer than my mom. In other ways though, he can be just as bad. He doesn’t like that I work at the law firm. That’s mostly because he just hates lawyers, but I don’t know that I’ve ever had a job that he really approved of.
If I’m honest, I’m probably warmer to my dad because he lives far away and my mom is close and drives me crazy. Absence makes the heart grow fonder and all that.
I light about a dozen candles and I spread out my favorite tablecloth for spells on the floor. That’s one of the things that my dad used to do that I keep doing just out of habit. He thought it was bad luck to spill magic ingredients on the floor. You never know what might mix together and cause some strange bit of magic that you didn’t plan on, wreaking havoc in your house. When you’re done, whether you’ve spilled anything or not, you wash the tablecloth in vinegar, and it neutralizes the magic elements.
I spread out all the ingredients on my cloth around the cauldron; peacock feathers, roseheart weed, seven coins that are more than ten years old, sodalite crystal, four real pearls, two red candles, a goat heart…
I put on some calming music without vocals. That was another thing my dad always insisted on. He said to put on music that calms the soul to even out the magical properties of the caster.
The purpose of the spell is to attract romantic love, real romantic love. If I do this right, the guy I’m supposed to end up with should fall right into my lap. I just have to “measure twice, cut once” as they say. But I’ve gone over the spell multiple times, and I’m feeling confident that I can pull this off.
There’s no guarantee of who exactly the spell will attract, but I’m imagining Ted as I get my ingredients ready and take deep breaths, studying the chants I’m supposed to recite. He hasn’t always been a jerk like he was today. I’ve had a pleasant conversation with him. Sure, he seems boring and maybe a little douchey, but that office environment puts all of us under a lot of pressure. I’ve been short with people too when I’ve had a heavy workload. I’m not holding that against him. He’s also flirted with me before. Enough, at least, that I think there might be something there between us.
I’m also thinking of the antique stores guests though as I get ready to cast. The very idea makes me laugh. For one thing, I’d put down money that they’re all gay. I don’t like to generalize usually, but four guys running an antique store? I’m pretty sure they also live there together. Still, the way they looked at me, it’s enough that I’m going to be having some happy thoughts tonight when I’m alone with myself in the dark.
Whatever happens, I will be attracting the one if I can pull this off. Then maybe my mother will finally leave me alone. Better yet, I will have that partner I’ve always wanted. I’ve always pictured myself living in a big house full of laughter and conversation; casual dinners and playfulness. I’ve actually tried to recreate that with roommates before, but it’s never been quite right. Now I just live by myself in a small house that I rent for a decent price. At least it’s a house. I’ve never liked apartments. But sometimes it’s so empty and quiet, the lack of noise makes me more lonely than anything else.
But if Ted or someone a lot like him can come along because of this spell… Well, it’s hard not to think I might get the life I’ve always dreamed of. My family will approve, and I’ll get my own house full of laughter. I just have to make sure I do this correctly.
I finally start the spell, adding ingredients carefully, one after another. I’m halfway through the recitation of a chant when I hear a door slam upstairs, and it startles me. Then I hear my mother’s shrill voice call out.
“Doraaaa!” Her voice always goes up at the end, and it drives me crazy. What drives me crazier is that I gave her a key for emergencies only, and she uses it whenever she wants to just come over and drive me up the wall.
This is the worst possible moment. She knows I’m home because my car is in the driveway and now she’s going to hunt all over the house until she finds me. I’ve been telling her I don’t use magic and if she finds out I do, I’ll never hear the end of it. I groan and hop to my feet, blowing out the candles. They shouldn’t have an effect on the spell. It’s not ideal to stop in the middle, but, as far as I know, it shouldn’t make a difference if I’m able to finish within the next day or so.
“Mom!” I’m out of breath when I slam the basement door behind me and my mother whirls around. She has a helmet-shaped head of dyed chestnut hair, and she is always wearing a turtleneck, slacks and a blazer like she’s going to a business meeting in a lodge or something. It’s kind of like Upstate New York chic, I guess. Her makeup is perfect, and she looks me up and down. I see the corners of her mouth tighten. I know she has some kind of problem. My boots are slutty or my eyeliner is too heavy. “What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to borrow that book from you,” she says with raised eyebrows. She plucks them too much, and they’re thin, little lines that make her look excessively surprised all the time. But that also seems like something she’d say to me so...fuck my life, I guess.
“What book?” I say, shrugging.
“The one about Alexander Hamilton? The biography? That inspired that musical?”
“You mean...Hamilton?” I smirk a little. It’s fun when I get to mess with her. “That musical?”
“Yes, smartypants. That musical.”
“Okay…” She does get little whims like this sometimes. She’s probably just bored though. She follows me into my living room, and I find the book on my shelf. When I turn around to hand it over, she’s sitting on my couch.
“My day was absolutely exhausting.” She rubs her forehead. She’s just gotten her nails done in a pale peach shade and all her little rings match.
“Here’s the book,” I say flatly. “My day was exhausting too so...I think I’m just going to go to bed.”
“Do you know my lawyer is flirting with me?” Her eyes light up. I am never going to get out of this. “I mean, my God, the man must be twenty years younger than me—”
“More like thirty,” I crack. “There’s no way Justin was hitting on you.”
“You didn’t see him,” my mom says, looking pleased as punch. “He gets this look in his eyes.”
“Really? Was the look in his eye while he was convincing you to redo your estate again?”
“Well, you have to be careful with trusts, dear.” She wags a finger. “And then there’s your father—”
“Mom, I’m really tired. I need to go to bed. If you don’t mind—”
“Oh my Lord, you are the most ungrateful, most inhospitable person I have ever met!” It sounds dramatic, but she says stuff like that all the time, and now she pops up with the book under her arm and leans over to kiss each of my cheeks and smile as if everything is peachy. Which, to her, it is, I guess. “Okay. I’ll see you soon, dear.”
“We’ll see,” I mutter, as I usher her to the door.
It takes another ten minutes to actually get her gone, and then I pound down the steps, back down to the basement to complete my spell. I relight all the candles (just in case) and put the calming music back on.
I feel rattled, though, and it’s not good to be in a rattled headspace when you’re casting a spell. But I do some breathing to try to calm myself down. I start the recitation over and add the rest of the ingredients and recite some more and then the spell is done. I watch the brew fizz up into a nice mauve foam. That’s supposed to mean it worked. I have no reason to think it didn’t.
I take a deep breath, but I feel a little...off. Maybe it’s just because I haven’t done magic in a long time. Besides that, my mother always puts me in a sour mood. But I go about cleaning up my ingredients and take everything back upstairs. I fill a dishpan up with white vinegar and put the tablecloth in there to soak. I put all my ingredients away and then I pour the brew out and scour my cauldron with steel wool.
When I’m all done, I take a hot shower because I feel like I’ve needed it all day. I meant to give myself a little pleasure tonight to take the edge off—maybe with the help of one of my battery-powered boyfriends—but I’m just too tired tonight. When I finally climb into my bed, I’m thinking about the spell and dreaming about living in a big house full of laughter. But as I’m falling asleep, it’s the four hot guys in the antique store who are laughing and being playful, and just the thought of it is enough to make me smile as I drop off into dreamland.





DORA
I n the morning, I wake up feeling pretty good. I’m feeling like this spell is going to work. I’m hoping it will work on Ted. I’ll marry the handsome lawyer, I’ll bring him to that wedding, and I’ll drink Bloody Marys at the country club while he golfs on Sundays. Sounds pretty good to me, to be honest. Who knows the hidden depths of Ted? I don’t, but I’m more than willing to find out.
I get myself going earlier than usual this morning. Normally, I give myself some time to laze around in bed. But this morning, I get right up and into the shower. I pick out something nicer than usual to wear. I just got this calf-length leather skirt and a few new sweaters for fall, and it’s about time I busted them out. I pick out some sparkly earrings that look like crystal autumn leaves and a particularly pretty scarf. I wear booties that look good with the skirt and I take a good long time with my make-up. I give myself a smokey eye and I go dark with the lipstick. It all looks pretty fantastic with the hair if I do say so myself.
When I walk into work in the morning, I get a few compliments and I make myself a latte at the coffee cart. Today, I’m not going to let the hustle and bustle get to me. I’m going to take one thing at a time and remember to breathe.
I see Ted talking to a couple other assistants near his office, and I hover nearby, sipping my latte. Nothing really gets started until nine and we all get in at half-past eight to warm ourselves up for the day. I linger on the fringes of his group, and I’m about to say good morning to everyone when the phone rings once at my desk.
I sigh to myself and turn, intending to answer it, when Ted stomps over and gets right in my face, looking angrier than I’ve ever seen him. “Dora! Are you deaf? When the phone rings, you better fucking answer it!”
Everyone freezes and nobody more than me. My shoulders tense up around my neck. Ted has been short with me before, but nobody in my entire life has ever talked to me like that in the workplace. This office can be stressful, but it’s not the kind of place where people just blow up over nothing. If anything, everyone is excessively polite to the point of having not much personality, and then everybody just chats casually about yogurt or whatever. But people don’t scream. Not ever.
Everyone is looking at Ted, deadly silent. He’s not the boss, that’s Mr. Harrington, and he’s only in the office about half the time. But Ted is an associate, of course, and totally outranks me and everyone else standing anywhere near him so nobody is here to tell him off for screaming at an assistant like that. Instead, we’re all just staring at him, but he’s only staring at me.
When the phone rings once more, he snarls, “I swear to God if you don’t answer that phone right fucking now—”
That jolts me into action. I hate that it does, but he’s scaring the shit out of me. I rush to my desk and grab the phone, still gaping at him just a few feet away.
“Har-Harrington and Associates,” I stutter. “How may I, um, help you? Please?”
They just want to leave a message for Mr. Harrington, and it’s not remotely urgent. I take the message for them, which could easily have gone straight onto Harrington’s line, and sit at my desk with my latte, keeping my head down. I don’t know what the hell kind of bug crawled up Ted’s ass, but I don’t want to get on the wrong side of it again. Honestly, I’m perfectly within my rights to report him to HR. Not that it’s a fun thing to do, but he’d probably get a pretty good talking to for treating me like this, and I’ve got witnesses.
Ted glares at me a little longer like he’s just trying to mad dog me and finally goes into his office, and I unclench a little. I don’t even know how I’m going to get around him today. I take a few deep breaths, but my hands are shaking. I’m just not used to being screamed at. I get up calmly, go to the bathroom, and breathe some more, just standing still in the quiet and holding back a few tears of tension. At least I’m not really crying. I’m too angry at Ted to cry. I’d rather, I don’t know, punch him in the face or something, if I ever got the chance. Yesterday, I sulked. Today, I don’t want to sulk.
I grab myself water in the break room and go back to my desk, answering some emails and making some requested travel agents for Mr. Harrington while I calm myself down. The rest of the morning goes smoothly enough, and I even interact a few times with Ted and it’s uneventful, which makes me feel a little better. I have to think he’s going through something and that’s why he was so upset. I’m probably making too many excuses for him, but I generally like to assume the best about people (except for my mother).
After lunch, I see Ted go back into his office and he looks pretty relaxed. There’s no reason I shouldn’t be able to clear this up with him. We’re not the best of friends, but we’ve been friendly. It’s just the past couple of days that’s he’s been...well, a total asshole.
I wrap softly on his door and step inside because it wasn’t closed. Ted is at his desk but he’s sitting back in his chair with a can of Coke in his hand. He looks up at me when I walk in, but I can’t read his expression.
“Yes, Dora?”
“Hi, sir.” I smile genuinely but not too big. “I just wanted to make sure we were okay? After this morning? You seemed a little upset with me and—”
“What do you need?” He says curtly. “I’m pretty swamped right now.”
“I just...wanted to make sure we were okay? Or if there was some reason you were upset with me?” I clear my throat and stand up straight. “If I’m honest, you had no reason to be angry with me this morning. It was out of line, Ted.” I cross my arms, pinching my elbows. I hate confrontations like this. I cross one ankle over the other as I stand there.
If I’m honest, I’m definitely waiting for an apology, and it better be good. He has to know that I could report him to HR if I wanted to. He is a lawyer and our HR department is decent. They don’t just go sweeping things under the rug.
“What are you doing?” Ted says, narrowing his eyes at me. “What are you doing right now?”
“What—”
“The way you’re standing there,” Ted says, waving his hand at me. “I see the way you’re pushing your breasts together. You’re trying to seduce me into what exactly?”
My jaw drops and my stomach turns over. I drop my arms and shake my head. “I’m...I’m not—”
“I see the way you look at me,” Ted says, looking steadily at me. “You practically throw yourself at me.”
I can’t even speak. I just keep opening and closing my mouth like a fish. The thing is, as much as I’ve imagined the idea of Ted and me, I’ve never once explicitly hit on him. Never once, and never anything even close to it. I’ve only chatted with him casually, and until very recently, he’s been friendly. But this...I don’t know what this is.
“Get out of my office before I report you to HR,” Ted says, practically hissing. “Get out!”
I’m reeling. My heart is pounding and my hands are shaking from the adrenaline rush that courses through my body the moment he accused me of, what exactly? Seducing him into something? Into what?
I hate how scared I am, but I flee from his office like my skirt is on fire. I don’t go to my desk that sits right in front of his office. Instead, I all but run to the bathroom, yet again. I lean on the sink, taking deep breaths. I splash a little water on my face and dab it off and stand there for a couple minutes, just trying to calm myself down.
It’s only then, as I manage to compose myself, that it occurs to me that something might have gone terribly wrong with my love spell. True, Ted was rude to me yesterday, but it was nothing like this. This is some causeless rage and the accusations of trying to seduce him border on the delusional. It’s possible something is legitimately wrong with Ted, except that I seem to be the only person he’s treating like this. That makes me think it’s spell-related. I thought the spell was cast successfully, but I did get interrupted in the middle. Perhaps something went terribly wrong.
I look at myself in the mirror and stand up straight. I look alright. I didn’t cry, so my eye make-up is good. I swallow and shake out my wrists. I don’t like that I ran away from Ted, but I’m not sure what recourse I had at the moment.
I decide I need to revisit that magic shop just in case my problem with Ted really is down to some weird magic fluke. The guys there, while intimidatingly hot, also seemed pretty knowledgeable about spell-casting. If anyone can help me, it might be them.





BRETT
T  en years ago, actually the day after I graduated from high school, my mother and father drove me out from Connecticut to Coleridge to a forest. They were so excited that day. They told me they had a surprise. I honestly thought they were buying me a car, and I was trying not to get my hopes up for more because what I wanted much more than a car was my own little sleuth of other bear shifters my age. When you come of age as a shifter, you can either stay with your family’s pack or join with a new one. It’s sort of like the difference between living at home and getting your own apartment. There’s nothing wrong with staying in your family’s pack, but sometimes a guy just wants to strike out on his own with other guys his own age. That’s what I wanted to.
I still remember it like it was yesterday, the moment my mother pulled up in front of this strange, giant house. I was eighteen-years-old. Nathan was only twenty-one. He was the alpha, and he already had two other guys in his pack who were just slightly younger. Grant and Jesse had grown up together outside Coleridge, and they already seemed like buddies. I remember being so excited and nervous when I shook Nathan’s hand for the first time. My new alpha. And days later...it was like we’d known each other forever. For a few years, the four of us worked odd jobs, living in the house that Nathan had inherited from his family. We didn’t have many expenses, so it was easy to save money. It was Nathan who wanted to start a business and had always liked the idea of reselling furniture. He thought things went to waste too often. But the real business would be the magic shop. The four of us practiced magic now and again and studied it plenty, and there was no good magic shop anywhere near Coleridge. The antiques seemed like a hot market for the town, but the magic shop is the real business.
So far, it’s been a pretty satisfying way of life, running this business with my best friends just a couple minutes from the woods where we can shift and be free bears.
The only thing missing has been… Well, it’s hard to say. But there’s been an understanding between us that something is missing. We want a mate. We truly love each other, but there’s been an unspoken sense between us that there is a missing piece to our little jigsaw puzzle, and life won’t be quite complete until we find it. So when that woman with the pretty burgundy hair walked into our store and it felt like spring had arrived inside us, I had to wonder if she was it.
Of course...I haven’t said this to any of the guys. It just seems a little too crazy to suggest that a completely random customer might be the mate we’ve been waiting for. But I’ve never felt like that on first seeing anyone, except perhaps my sleuth mates. It must mean something. Either that or I guess the woman is just a very powerful witch and had us enchanted.
If nothing else, it’s been hard to think of much else but this mysterious woman as I work on our balance sheets for the official store and the unofficial store. We keep two sets of books, one for each business. When I see our revenue for the quarter, I think I’ve calculated everything incorrectly, and I take off my glasses and rub my eyes before taking a long sip of coffee. This can’t be right.
I do all my work in a tiny little office at the top of a narrow set of stairs. The house where we live and run the shops is huge, and it’s right in the middle of town. The town was actually built around the house, and Mr. Coleridge actually lived here. There’s a plaque on the front because it’s a historical landmark. That means that once a year we have to hide all the magic stuff and give tours through the historical society. But I don’t mind that as much as Grant and Jesse act like it’s a huge pain. I think it’s kind of fun. My office has a window that looks out on Coleridge’s main drag. It’s a nice view, and it looks pretty when it rains. Now it’s autumn and all the leaves are changing.
I would like to be spacing out and staring out the window, but the books are throwing me off, so once again, I calculate everything, which takes me a good hour. I check my watch and push my glasses to the top of my head. The shop closes in a couple hours. That’s the official shop, anyway. The magic shop stays open until ten, assuming you’re already in the know. All you have to do is go around back, ring the bell, and we’ll come downstairs.
I hear footsteps on the stairs, and Grant comes up to linger in the doorway and peek over my shoulder. “Whatcha doin’?” Grant says. He holds out an open bag of trail mix he’s nibbling from. “You hungry?”
“No, thanks.” I titter and sit back in my chair. It’s an old school wooden swivel chair from the Edwardian era. It’s not the most comfortable thing in the world, but I love the piece, so I slapped a cushion on it, and now I’m just used to it. “Grant, I’ve run the books twice and I...I can’t believe this.”
“What’s that?” Grant says.
“The revenue for the magic shop is ten times what the revenue for the antique shop is,” I say, shaking my head. “That is insane.”
“Wow!” Grant grins. He’s got his “big hair” on today. He has a thick head of wild brown hair that stands more than a couple inches off his head even when he barely does anything to it, and now it flops over his eye as he bobs his head. “That’s really cool!”
“Yeah,” I say with a snort. “It’s very cool.”
Grant is the head salesman of both the antique store and the magic shop. All of us know something about magic, but Grant is the one who can charm, not one, but two shops packed with customers, and somehow all of them will end up leaving with half the stock at a huge mark-up. When I first got to know him, I thought he was some kind of siren. But it’s not a magic power, or rather, it’s a natural power he has. He’s just very likable and charming and cute. He has big, soft brown doe eyes, and you just kind of want to please him all the time. Now, he smiles at me sweetly, and even I’m flustered. On second thought, maybe he is a siren.
“Yeah, good job, Grant,” I say, shaking my head. “You could sell saltwater to a fish.”
“Well…” He tips his head, shrugging. “I mean Jesse’s the one doing the buying. He has very good taste. He bought all those dragon candles a couple months ago. Those sell like hotcakes!”
“Well, I’m giving you all the credit,” I say, patting his shoulder as I get up from my seat.
“Thanks, man.” Grant looks sheepish. He’s humble on top of everything else. It only makes him more likable.
“Hey, can I ask you something?”
“Shoot.”
“Are you still thinking about that woman from yesterday—”
“With the hair,” Grant says, suddenly going a little googly-eyed. “And the little freckles…”
“Yes.”
Grant nods and kind of slumps against the wall like he feels a little faint. “Yeah. Still thinking about her. Is that weird? I don’t know. I’ve seen pretty girls before I was still thinking about later. But this feels…”
“Different,” I finish for him.
“Yeah.” Grant nods. “Jesse’s on the same page too.”
“So’s Nathan,” I mutter, shaking my head. “It’s like she bewitched all of us.”
“You know what we need?” Grant’s wagging his eyebrows. That usually means he wants to go for a run.
“I’m pretty sure you’re going to say—”
“A run.”
“A run,” I say, nodding. He’s already heading down the stairs and I follow, bumping between the walls as usual because the staircase is just that narrow, the steps quite steep. At the bottom of the stairs, I hear Nathan and Jesse talking in the magic section and we crowd in.
Grant nods at Nathan and says, “Let’s close the store for an hour and go on a run.”
Nathan does that little squeaky thing he does when he takes issue with something and frowns. “An hour.”
“C’mon,” Grant says, throwing his arm around Nathan. “It’s drizzling and nobody’s come in since lunch. Also, Brett has very good news about income this month. Don’t you Brett?”
Nathan looks at me expectantly, and I smile a little sheepishly. I think of all three of the guys as my best friends in the world. But Nathan is older, and he’s the alpha and he still makes me nervous from time to time. It’s not like I’m afraid of him. It’s more that I constantly want to impress him. “Yeah, our revenue is about thirty percent over what we shot for,” I tell him. “That’s in total for both stores. But the magic shop is doing ten times what the antiques are. Literally. Ten times.”
Nathan lights up at that, and we get hit by one of his million-watt grins. I can feel the rest of us perking up at that. Grant and Jesse play it cool sometimes, but I know all of us want to impress Nathan.
“Well, alright fellas,” Nathan says, slapping Jesse and Grant on the back. “Let’s go on a run then. Close for an hour.”
Jesse pumps his fist and says, “Yes!”
Grant heads out to the front of the store to put out the sign with the little clock face on it that tells passersby when we’ll be back, and then we all put on our coats and head out, walking to the woods that begin just a few blocks off the main drag behind the house. It’s drizzling a little harder outside, but we don’t mind that. If nothing else, it gives Jesse an excuse to tease Grant who is always paranoid about his hair getting wet. Jesse tosses an arm around him, and they walk off together ahead of Nathan and me, but I hear them talking about the girl with the burgundy hair.
I nod at Nathan and ask, “Are you still thinking about her too?”
Nathan just nods mutely, but he does look a little disturbed. “I don’t know what to think about it.”
“I don’t think it’s bad,” I say, sighing. “Except that I do have a feeling like we’re supposed to be protecting her. And it’s strong.”
“Very strong,” Nathan mutters.
The thing is, we’re bear shifters. That makes us more in tune with our emotions than other sorts of shifters. It also means we’re closer to each other than some types of shifters. I like that about us. We tend to be pretty empathic with each other and sensitive to each other’s needs. Trust me, Nathan and the rest of us are badass in a fight, and Nathan is a tough alpha. But we’re caring about each other too. We’re not all stoic and super aggressive like wolves and lions. We’re also...incredibly protective of each other and of anyone we care about. That means that this strange woman, who’s inspiring this sense of protectiveness in us, is driving us a little nuts.
“I think we should find her,” Nathan says. He rubs his face and looks a little tired. Things tend to hit Nathan the hardest. “I don’t think we feel this way by accident. I think we’re supposed to protect this woman.”
“Sounds stalkery,” I say uncertainly. We step out of an alley and head down the block toward some fencing near the woods where we like to shift and spend our time on runs.
Nathan sighs heavily at that, and I snort a chuckle as we trot into the woods. Sometimes things that shifters are used to doing are considered a little weird in the human world. This is one of those things. We know that what we’re feeling must mean something. It’s the right move for us to act on it, or those feelings would be for nothing. It’s just different from the human world.
“It is stalkery,” Nathan says. “Except that we’re bears.”
“Except that we’re bears,” I say, having to agree.
In the woods, we all shift, and I feel my muscles pulling and stretching and that comforting weight and bulk of my bear body. I lumber after Nathan who leads the sleuth deep into the woods. We enjoy the cold, crisp autumn day and the pleasing rain on our fur as we climb trees and wrestle around in the mud. We race, we roar, we catch a fish or two. After a time, Nathan nods down the river and we follow, heading back to the road. We’ve probably taken more than an hour now. We tend to lose track of time when we shift. Bears are notoriously bad at telling time, even when the sun is obviously moving. I race Grant and Jesse through the woods, and we laugh in that happy, growling way that bears do, knocking into each other and wasting even more time until Nathan stops and looks back at us, roaring and tossing his head.
We all run to our alpha and shift back as we head out of the woods. Now we’re a bit muddy and wet in our clothes, but we’re in lighter moods and Grant runs up and tackles me from the back as I make my way down the street. I swing him around and get him into a headlock and Jesse shoves his way into us.
Nathan looks back at us and shouts, “Hey!” It’s exactly the same move he does as a bear and we all separate and race each other back to the house. Jesse wins, like he always does, because he’s always been the fastest.
Back at the store, we open back up and straighten up a little. Running always makes me hungry, and I end up scarfing down all of Grant’s trail mix. Done with the books for the day, I wander around the store, fixing displays, sweeping, and tidying. We get some more customers. A few new residents of Coleridge come in, and Grant only needs to smile with his big, soft doe eyes to charm them out of several thousand dollars. That means we’ll be delivering furniture this week, and Nathan handles the scheduling.
Once we close up for the day, we head upstairs. The rest of our lives are lived on the second floor of what the locals call Coleridge Manor. The kitchen, the laundry, the living room...all that stuff is actually on the second floor. Our dining room is crowded. Sometimes we keep a few extra pieces from the store up here. There’s one very wide stairwell in the back that’s good for moving furniture, and the four of us being both physically strong and bear shifters on top of it, we’re good at moving heavy furniture around.
We crowd into the dining room because Nathan says we need to meet. Since I already know what this is about, I have the magic elements we’ll need; a map of the town, a black candle, mustard seeds…
“What are we doing?” Jesse blinks his pale blue eyes at me as he takes a seat. He’s always the last to know anything. And yet, once a decision has been made, he’ll throw himself into whatever Nathan has decided.
“We’re going to find the girl,” Nathan says. “Then Brett is going to make pork chops.”
“We don’t have pork chops,” I say blankly.
“Good thing there’s a grocery store right down the block,” Nathan says.
I snort at that and roll out the map. It’s a very detailed map of Coleridge and shows individual building and landmarks. “The chant is easy. Do you have the receipt that she signed? I need something she touched.”
Nathan places the receipt next to the map, and I set the candle in the middle of it and light it. We already know the chant. We’ve tried it before. We’ve usually used the spell to search for enemies, but it works just as well for anyone else. It’s a pretty basic spell. The four of us chant, watching the candle burn down and drip wax on the map. We focus our energies and watch the wax move on the paper of the map, sliding in a single direction toward the north of town on the main drag. I think it’s going to ooze right over where our house is marked on the map but it instead it stops there.
“It says she’s here,” Nathan says.
“Well, that didn’t work,” Grant says.
Jesse rubs his chin and says, “Maybe it did. Let’s go downstairs.”
We all thunder down the stairs, and Jesse runs to the backdoor out of habit since people who know the magic shop is open “after hours” usually already know to go to the backdoor. The rest of us go to the front door, and we all feel it even before we see her peering through the window, squinting into the dark shop. We see her start to turn away, and Nathan goes running to open the front door.
Nathan throws the door open, and we all crash into him, trying to get a look. I feel Jesse come running up behind me.
It’s her, and she’s just as pretty as she was the day before, and I’m just as confused as to why she’s affecting us this much. She looks unhappy and more than a little nervous. I look her up and down. She’s wearing a long leather skirt and booties. She’s so sophisticated, and her dark purple-red hair falls in soft, silky waves. She smiles at us, looking a little embarrassed.
“Hi!” She says brightly. “Sorry, you’re closed—”
“That’s okay!” We all say it at the same time, and Nathan gives us a look.
“That’s alright,” Nathan says firmly. “How can we help you? If you’re here about anything to do with the magic shop, that actually stays open until ten. You can always ring the bell around back. Just so you know. For next time, that is.”
“Oh!” She grins at that. Even her teeth are cute. It’s absurd, really. “That’s good to know, thank you.”
“It’s raining,” Nathan says kindly. He opens the door wider. “Please come in. We’ll help you however we can.”
She looks at each of us then, and I can feel it. You know that peculiar feeling you get when something momentous is happening and you know your life will never be the same?
I’m feeling it right now.





DORA
“So what do you need?” The one who helped me when I bought the roseheart weed is grinning at me, and he’s so good-looking that I have to concentrate all my energy on just being coherent.
The thing is, they’re all insanely good-looking. The big one looks like Superman, another is tall with pretty, fluffy hair and big doe eyes, the one in glasses looks soulful like some brooding vampire, and then this one who’s blonde has these pale blue eyes and a flawless face… I don’t know how I’m going to handle these four hot men and get help for this spell at the same time. I shiver a little, and the biggest one pats my shoulder.
“Are you cold?” He asks me. “My name is Nathan. How about some coffee?”
“Oh, you don’t have—”
“Please.” The one with the big hair is giving me sweet eyes. “We have a coffee maker in back. And I’m Grant. It’s lovely to meet you.” His hands are soft, but I can feel the strength in his arm when he shakes my hand. They all look pretty muscular. Damn.
“I’m Dora.” I look around at them all. “Dora Langley. It’s nice to meet you guys.”
“Dora,” the big one says in a low voice. He says it like we’re in bed, and I swallow. He’s standing close, and I lick my lips absently. “Can I take your coat?”
You can take anything, I want to say. But I just nod and let him help me with my coat which he hangs on an antique hat stand.
“I’m Jesse,” the blonde one says, giving me that killer grin again. He nods at the brooding vampire-looking guy. “That’s Brett. He’s the quiet one.”
“I am not,” Brett murmurs. He casts me a quiet smile. Mmm. He does look soulful. “I just don’t babble like these goofballs.” He nods at Grant and Jesse who look good-naturedly offended, and I stifle a chuckle. Oh gosh, they’re hot, and they’re really cute together. They’re obviously really close. Still can’t help but wonder if they’re all gay, but the way they’re looking at me...I don’t think so.
They lead me toward the back of the store and make me coffee. Then they sit me down around a table they keep clear for working with customers. I feel so embarrassed now that I have to explain what happened. I’m pretty sure something went wrong with the spell, but it’s going to make me look like such a helpless amateur...which I guess I am. Apparently. I just don’t like admitting it.
“What can we do for you?” Nathan says, handing me a mug of coffee.
I take a long sip of coffee to settle my nerves (which I know makes no sense, but it does make me feel better). “Okay, well. You know how you warned me about the roseheart weed?”
They all look at each other knowingly, and I sigh, feeling foolish. “Yes, yes. Look, I tried to do the spell I was casting very carefully, but I was interrupted. Other than that, I don’t know what could have gone wrong. I was interrupted for maybe half an hour, and then I was fine! I thought it was successful. But I’m pretty sure something went wrong.”
Nathan nods thoughtfully and says, “What was the spell for?”
“It was…” I rub my temple. This part is embarrassing. “It was a spell to attract love. True love. Because, well—because I want love, and dating sucks. And my mother won’t leave me alone, and I really need a date for Beth’s wedding. There it is. I did a stupid love spell, and it royally backfired. I don’t know. But the guy I thought it would attract treated me like absolute dirt today. Like he was enraged. I’ve never seen him like that.” I take a big breath, having rambled quite enough. “Anyway. Yeah. That’s what happened. I was warned about the roseheart weed and...I fucked up with the roseheart weed. So if there’s any way you magic shop guys can help me...that would be cool of you.”
I hadn’t really noticed but, now, as I look up, all the guys look sort of fondly amused, except Brett who just looks sympathetic. He reaches over and squeezes my hand. “It’s really easy to have a spell go wrong for any number of reasons. Please don’t be embarrassed.”
“More embarrassed by the type of spell,” I murmur. I smile gratefully. “Thank you though.”
“I don’t think it’s embarrassing to do a love spell,” Grant says, shrugging. “Who doesn’t want love? I want love. We all want love.”
“The world is a rough place,” Nathan says gravely. He’s looking right at me and my heart is pounding. They’re being so sweet, but all I can think about is how Nathan could throw me over his shoulder in one arm. The guy is a brick house. He also has that sexy lantern jaw going… “It’s only natural to want comfort and understanding. A partner.”
“Thanks for understanding,” I say, but I can’t help blushing.
Nathan grabs a notepad nearby and Brett hands him a pen without him asking. Nathan scribbles some notes down. “I’m going to want the name of the spell but, for now, why don’t you tell me exactly what happened? How do you know what went wrong?”
“So the morning after I cast the spell, I went to work. I’d sort of assumed the spell would be working on this guy, Ted? We’ve flirted before. I always thought maybe there was something there, even though lately he’s been a little moody. Then this morning, he yelled at me over nothing. The phone rang, and he was so angry because I didn’t pick it up as it was ringing. And later, I went to confront him about it, and he was even worse.” I shake my head, just remembering how awful that moment in Ted’s office was. “No one’s ever spoken to me like that at work. He said I was trying to seduce him or something. And I wasn’t, guys, you have to believe me. Even the love spell, it doesn’t force anyone to fall in love with you, it just reveals feelings—”
“It’s alright,” Brett says softly, patting my hand. “We believe you.”
“Interesting,” Jesse murmurs. “What can you tell us about this Ted?”
I tell the guys whatever I can think of. It only serves to make me realize how little I truly know about Ted. He’s always been that guy I chat with who I think would make a good match. But what do I really know about him? It’s hard to say. I see the guys looking amused as I describe Ted. I don’t think they’re very impressed by him just based on my description.
“So he’s a lawyer, and he likes golf,” Jesse says, raising an eyebrow. “Is he hot?”
“Um…” I swallow and look around at them all. If I’m being objective, Ted doesn’t hold a candle to any of them. Maybe because Ted is good-looking but in a boring way. He looks like he came off a conveyor belt of handsome lawyers. “He’s good-looking,” I say, but my voice goes up at the end, and the guys chuckle.
“So not hot,” Nathan says, smirking as he makes a note.
“Well, I can understand why you thought this guy was the one,” Grant says dryly. “I mean he’s a lawyer, and he likes golf. Clearly, you guys are meant for each other.”
“Okay, okay.” I flush horribly, yet I find myself smiling. I don’t mind getting teased. I don’t feel as if they’re shaming me anyway. “I think he has a dog. But I’m not sure. He mentioned a dog once.”
Grant actually stifles a laugh at that, and I roll my eyes. “Okay listen, you don’t understand what my mother is like. She’s the worst! To hear her tell it, if I don’t get married and start popping out babies inside a year, I’ll just shrivel up and die.”
“She sounds super annoying,” Jesse mumbles.
“She is.” I shudder. “My dad is cool. He could probably actually help with the spell, but I don’t want to get into a whole conversation about it with him. Like, ‘Dad, help me out with this messed up love spell.’ Yikes. That’s not to mention, he’ll definitely figure out I did it because my mother was pressuring me. And then he’ll yell at her, and they’ll yell at each other. And my mom lives two minutes away from me, and I do not need her coming over to yell at me for him yelling at her!” I finally breathe, half exhausted from my little rant and see all four of the guys looking very amused.
“You’re cute,” Grant declares.
“I’m ridiculous,” I say, rolling my eyes.
“Yeah,” Jesse says. “But in a cute way.”
“Well, we all agree on that,” Nathan says under his breath.
Somehow, I manage to look calm, which is quite a feat considering all four of these men are being flirtatious. And yet, somehow, it doesn’t seem as if they’re competing for me. It’s like they’re all on equal footing. The possibilities that implies make me feel warm all over, but I shouldn’t even think about it. What are the odds of that? I especially shouldn’t think about it right here and now, while I’m surrounded by them. I’m not good at hiding what I feel. If my mind starts getting pornographic, they’re going to see it right on my face.
But I’m not above thinking about it later, when I’m alone in bed with my vibrator, that’s for sure.
“Why don’t you tell us exactly what spell it was anyway?” Nathan says now. He looks a little chagrined. I wonder if it’s because I’m not really responding to their flirting. I’m just not sure how. I’m not used to this much attention from a bunch of men all at once, especially not men I find absurdly attractive.
“Spell to Attract Love,” I say, shrugging. “That was the name of it. Pretty generic.”
“Might be difficult to track down,” Nathan says darkly.
Grant grabs the notepad and pen Nathan is working with and slides them over to me. “Why don’t you write down whatever ingredients you remember? That could help us find the spell.”
“Hey, do you want to stay for dinner?” Brett says quietly. The guys all look at him, and then they look at me.
Something about the invitation seems very important. I feel as if I’m on the precipice of the rest of my life if I say yes or no. But I can’t tell if the other guys want me there or not, which might be as easy to read on my face as anything else because Jesse immediately says, “Yes, yes. Please stay for dinner, Dora. Brett’s cooking. Shepherd’s pie. It’s our favorite.”
“Do you like shepherd’s pie?” Grant says. He’s smiling so seductively. It’s like he’s talking about going down on me and not about what they’re eating for dinner.
Wish they were eating me for dinner, my traitorous brain says. My cheeks heat up immediately, and I shift in my seat.
“We would really love to have you,” Nathan says. He has the kindest eyes. Everything about him makes me think he could beat the crap out of He-Man, but then his eyes are so kind… “Please stay and eat with us. If you like, that is. Your mother puts you under enough pressure. We’re not going to add to it.”
“That’s good to know.” I run a hand through my hair and see Nathan’s eyes follow the motion. A thought barges into my brain; Nathan manhandling me. For sure, he could carry me around with one arm, and then toss me onto a bed. “Although… Sometimes I need a little pressure, I guess. Or I doubt people’s intentions.” I don’t even know where that thought comes from. I feel hypnotized. This is what happens when I have dirty thoughts right in front of people. Now I’m imagining Nathan being dominant, and it’s making me hot as hell.
I’d climb him like a tree…
Nathan looks at me steadily, and I see his mouth part. It’s as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking. “In that case, stay,” he says in the same voice he might use to direct me to strip naked. I swallow and press my thighs under the table. I can’t help imagining how the other three guys would react to Nathan being like that if all five of us were in bed together…
All five of us…
Down tiger!
“Okay, I will,” I say, my voice cracking slightly.
The others look very pleased by that, and Grant winks at Nathan. “Thank you, Nathan.”
I imagine Nathan making Grant doing something in bed. My brain seems to be out of control. My breath is short. I hope they don’t notice… I think of Nathan ordering Grant to get on his knees and eat me out. Then Grant would thank him…
“Could I have something to drink? Just a water?” I say, my voice a little too shrill. I’m wet in my panties and nothing has even happened yet. “Please. It’s a little warm in here.”
“Grant,” Nathan says. “Get Miss Langley an ice water.”
“Thank you, Nathan,” Grant says. It’s cheeky, but it’s still way too close to my fantasy, and I make a chirping noise that has Nathan looking at me funny. I purse my lips, hoping they don’t ask me what on earth is wrong with me.
Oh nothing, just fantasizing about group sex while I try to make casual conversation.
Sadly, no group sex actually happens. I’m far too vanilla to ever actually initiate such a thing, and I’m certainly not assuming that’s what they have in mind. Instead, I write down all the ingredients of the spell that I can think of and have a lovely dinner full of sparkling conversation. They seem so interested in my life. I find it surprising. Maybe it’s because I’ve been on enough bad dates with guys who didn’t seem at all interested in my life. But they ask questions, and I ask them questions about their work and their lives and what they liked to do. And when it’s late enough that I really need to be getting home, I’m sorry to leave. But they end up giving me a necklace to wear that’s supposed to protect me, and I’m grateful for it. Every time I reach up to fidget with the silver pendant on the chain that Nathan clasped around my neck himself, I think of them.





DORA
T  hat night, I end up busting out the vibrator just like I thought I would. It’s the best time I’ve had alone with my fantasies in a long time, and when I fall asleep, I’m feeling pretty contented about things. I guess that’s the power of a decent orgasm. Yet, in the morning, when I wake up, Ted’s strange behavior is fresh in my mind. He’s so much more powerful than me. What if he reports me to Human Resources? They’re much more likely to believe him than me, even if the department is usually pretty solid.
I find myself fidgeting with my necklace as I roll out of bed and get ready for the day. This time, I dress down instead of up. I wear hardly any make-up, just a little BB cream, mascara, and a tinted lip balm. I wear a conservative sweater, a long skirt and a scarf. By the time I leave for work, I look like I’m going undercover with the Amish.
My mind is swimming, wondering how this will all resolve. For all I know, this stuff with Ted doesn’t even have anything to do with the spell. But maybe my new magic shop friends can find out.
At work, I don’t talk to anybody. I don’t waste any time either. I just fill up my coffee thermos for the day, sit at my desk, and immediately dig into my backlog of emails and requests for files. I’m totally on top of the phone. I feel anxiety like I don’t often do at work. I tend to enjoy my work fine, but now I’m terrified that Ted is going to read me the riot act over nothing or accuse me of something. When I’m particularly nervous, or if he walks by, I reach up and press the cool silver of the pendant between my fingers. Who knows if it will actually succeed in protecting me from anything, but at least it makes me feel a little better.
The necklace helps me feel better, but it doesn’t really help me focus when I have to do some problem-solving. Most work I can do while almost turning off my brain. It’s nice to be able to listen to music on my phone or an audiobook while I’m typing or doing data entry or answering emails or looking up information in files. But occasionally, I actually have to think, and it’s hard not to let my thoughts stray to this thing with Ted and the spell...And the four hot men I just spent the evening with.
My mother calls at exactly the wrong time. I’m doing four things at once, and Ted’s just requested files that haven’t been scanned into our paperless system yet, and I’m starving for lunch. But when I ignore her call on my cell, she calls my work number, like she always does. The woman really can’t take a hint, that’s for sure. I make her wait until I’ve found the files and scanned them in an email to Ted, which takes another twenty minutes. It’s not even all the files. I don’t know where the other ones are yet. I’ve just finished my coffee, and I’m just so hungry. This morning already sucks.
My mom calls two more times, and I heave a sigh and pick up her third call.
“What?” I bark into the phone.
“Well, good morning to you too,” my mother says, acting all offended.
“Mom, I’m working,” I say, my voice tight. I really want to blow up at her because I’m absolutely positive that whatever she has to say is not important. She does this all the time. “Please tell me someone is dying?”
“Why on earth would you want someone to be dying?”
“Because then your call would be justified. But I’m guessing it’s not.”
“No one is dying,” my mother says. I can hear the roll of her eyes. It’s really annoying to think that she’s the one rolling her eyes at me. “It’s not an emergency. I just want to give you some news.”
“Please learn to text.”
“Oh, Dora. I’m not texting! Those buttons are too little—”
“That’s bullshit,” I say, and now, I do roll my eyes. “You type stuff into your phone all the time. You just refuse to text like everyone else. Why did you call anyway?”
“I wanted to tell you that I solved your little problem,” my mom says happily. “I may have a date for you for Beth’s wedding. Assuming the first date goes well and you don’t manage to scare him off.”
Everything in me tenses up. Oh God. A set-up. She’s done it before. It’s always when she’s decided I’m completely hopeless and that if she doesn’t step in and start controlling my love-life, I’ll end up a barren old maid. As if anyone should be judged for not getting married or not having children. You’d think the arrival of the twenty-first century would have put an end to that. But not for my mother.
“Mom—”
“His name is Ryan.” She sounds so happy with herself that I kind of want to punch her in the mouth. “He’s a lawyer. I know you like those. He’s a junior associate at a very good firm. He wants to move to Manhattan someday, go big time. And he’s very good-looking.”
“Well, why don’t you date him?”
“Very funny, sweetie.” My mom sighs like I’m the biggest bother in the world. “Listen, I met him through a friend—”
“Whose son is he?” I say wryly.
“Pat’s.”
“Ew. Pat’s so bougie.”
“I’m bougie, dear,” my mother says. “According to your definition. Apparently.”
“But Pat brags about it all the time,” I mumble, doing data entry as I talk to my mother. It’s just typing numbers from paper forms filled out by the lawyers for billing, and everything tabulates automatically. I could do it in my sleep. “She’s always like, ‘Ooh, my diamond ring cuts my hand when I’m pouring champagne.’ She’s the worst.”
“And her son will have a nice inheritance,” my mother says. “Don’t you want someone with some money?”
“Not really my first priority,” I mumble. But then I wonder if my mom’s gotten into my head more than I’d like to think. One of the reasons Ted seemed so desirable was because he’s a lawyer. Maybe I’m just as shallow as she is. The thought makes my blood run cold.
New goal: Don’t be as shallow as my mother.
“Anyway, dear, you’ll be going out with him this Friday.”
God, I hate how she just assumes I’ll go along with this even though I’ve told her a hundred times to please not set me up. I swear she doesn’t hear a single word I say.
“So buy something cute to wear,” she says. “You look like a schoolmarm lately.”
“If I wear something cute, you say I look like a prostitute,” I say, biting off the words. “How about you cancel this thing, and then I won’t have to worry about what to wear?”
“I will absolutely not cancel,” she says smugly. “I went to a lot of trouble, and I really think this would be a perfect match for you. You don’t know how exhausting it is to always be worried about your daughter’s future—”
“Mom, if you don’t cancel I won’t be showing up. If you send him to the house, I won’t be answering the door. I’m not going on this date. I didn’t ask you to worry about whether or not I get married. What if I never get married?”
“Oh my God, don’t say that.”
“Cancel it!” I bark into the phone.
“You don’t have to yell at me!” My mom sounds like she’s crying now. This is another one of her last ditch attempts to win me over. The stupid thing is, it totally works on me. My mom’s gotten really good at cultivating a pretty sensitive guilt complex in me. If she acts hurt enough, I’ll fall for it every time.
“Please cancel it,” I say a little more calmly. Then, I impulsively start lying because I’ve been on a personal call too long, and if Ted comes out of his office any time soon and is in as bad of a mood as he was yesterday, then I’m really screwed. “The truth is, I’ve met someone new.”
“You’re lying.”
Alright, yes. But I’m not going to admit it if it gets her off my back. “No, I’m serious,” I say, keeping my voice down. “I met someone just the other day. I just didn’t want to say anything because it’s new. But maybe it will be a date for Beth’s wedding. I’ll do my best.”
“Who is he?” My mom says, already sounding way too excited. “Please tell me it’s that nice lawyer at your firm—”
I wrinkle my nose and try to concentrate on data entry, chewing my lip. How far should I go with this lie? “He runs an antique store in town. It does very well. He’s very handsome.”
“An antique store,” my mother says, scoffing. “And he’s straight?”
“Yes.” I lick my lips and glance around. I can see Ted moving around in his office behind me. I really need to go. “I’ll keep you updated, okay? Mom, I have to go. Please cancel that date with whatshisname.”
“Alright, dear. If you say so. Listen, he’s not one of those wizard freaks like your father, is he?”
I actually pause for a moment. I hate to lie when the lie shouldn’t be necessary. But then again, none of these lies should be necessary. “No,” I say flatly.
Even though the men who run that secret magic shop are clearly versed in spell-casting and know what they’re doing. They could be wizards or warlocks. I think they might even be something else on top of it. They gave off a powerful energy, now that I think about it. I was just too distracted by their general hotness to think much about it before.
“That’s good,” my mom says. “Because that type is trouble. Believe you me.”
“Okay…”
“Okay, well have a lovely day!” Amazing. She actually managed to say something positive while she was on the phone with me. I let her go and rub the back of my neck.
The weird thing about naming one of the antique store guys as a potential love interest for me, was that I didn’t have any one of them in particular in mind. They’re all so appealing. If I had to choose? I have no idea which one I’d choose. Good thing she didn’t ask for a name.
When I’m finally off the phone, I plunge back into work. But now, I’m thinking about those four hot guys who are helping me with the spell. They said they’d text me if they figured anything out. But I’m really hoping they text me regardless. If one of them was interested, I’d really have something. Any of them.
What about all four?
My demon brain can’t stop imagining that possibility, and I try to shove those kinds of daydreams out of my head. I’ve got too much work to do. But my work is tedious and doesn’t require much thought. Instead, my energy goes toward remembering that lovely evening I spent with all four men as I try to deduce which of them might have been interested in me. They were all flirting. It’s difficult to say. Maybe Nathan, but he seems like the most aggressive of them in general. I imagine myself sandwiched between Nathan and Grant, and I have to fan myself with a manila folder.
Down, girl.
I’m hardly off the phone with my mom for a minute before Ted calls me into his office. He’s stone-faced as he hovers in his office doorway, glaring over at me. I hop to my feet and my heart is already pounding. I’m starting to wonder if this stupid job is giving me an anxiety disorder. I wonder if you could sue for that? It’s an idle thought. I wouldn’t. But it does make one wonder.
There’s another woman in the office, sitting primly in one of those chairs in front of Ted’s desk. She’s from Human Resources. I think her name is Sandy. I remember her as having managed my onboarding stuff, though I haven’t spoken to her since.
Ted shuts the door behind me, and I know something awful is about to happen.
I’m going to get fired, I think to myself. For what, I have no idea. But yesterday, Ted was sure I was trying to seduce him, so God only knows.
I already feel tears prickling behind my eyes as Ted sits heavily down in his chair and glowers at me. This is way beyond moodiness, I realize now. Ted is delusional or having a breakdown or something. There’s nothing I can think of that I might have done that would make him this upset at me.
“Dora, have a seat,” Ted says stiffly.
I sit in the chair, and I’m so conscious of my body and every little thing I’m doing. I’m afraid he’s going to accuse me of “pushing my breasts together” again or something. I sit up straight, with my hands in my lap and stare down at his desk, avoiding eye contact. I hate that he’s making me act like a scared child, but here we are.
“I think you know Sandy from HR?” Ted nods at Sandy, who doesn’t smile. Although she doesn’t look any more comfortable about being there than I am. “Sandy is only here as a witness. For my own protection. After the way you behaved yesterday, I don’t believe we should have meetings alone anymore. I certainly don’t like that you’ve made it that way, but here we are.”
My entire face feels inflamed with shame. I feel like I’ve fallen into an upside down world with the way he’s talking. “Um, yes,” Sandy says. To her credit, Sandy doesn’t look totally certain about what Ted is saying. I think she feels forced to go along with it. It’s telling that I haven’t been interviewed about this supposed incident. I wonder if Sandy doesn’t believe what he’s saying about me. “I’ve had to write a report unfortunately,” Sandy says. “And I’ll need you to review and sign it to confirm that you’ve seen it. I may ask for your version of events at a later date. But that will be discussed—”
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Ted says.
“Of course, it is,” Sandy says. Ted seems huffy about that, and Sandy only seems confused. “Anyhow, um, I’ll show you that report privately. But as Ted said, right now, I’m only here as a witness to your meeting. In the future, Ted, if you’re uncomfortable meeting with Dora, I would recommend you do so out on the floor by her desk.”
“If it’s convenient for me, I will,” Ted says as if it’s the biggest hassle in the world.
Boy, I’d really love to punch him in the nose right about now.
“I understand,” I say as calmly as I can possibly manage. “I apologize if my behavior was at all unprofessional. I assure you, it was unintentional. Is there something you need from me then, sir?”
I think I’m pretty composed. Though Ted seems all the more annoyed.
“Yes, there is. Those missing files?” He raises an eyebrow. “You only emailed me half of what I requested. I’m still going to need Pensky, Beramom, Flotieri and Franklin—”
“Yes, sir—”
“I wasn’t finished speaking.”
I’m tempted to try another spell for Ted’s benefit right about now. Except this one would make his nose turn inside out. Or maybe I could give him a donkey tail. Something awful, but not life-threatening. I wonder if there’s a spell for giving somebody porcupine needles…
“I’m sorry, sir.”
“Flotieri and Franklin.” Ted’s got this really creepy stare going on that’s aimed right at me. “I need them as soon as possible.”
“Yes, sir,” I say, nodding. “I haven’t found them yet as they haven’t been scanned into the paperless system yet since they’re older files. There’s quite a backlog on those older files, as I’m sure you know. I believe Sheila was going to hire temps to scan those in around spring—”
“I don’t care about any of that,” Ted says quickly. “I need those files by tomorrow morning or you’re fired.”
“What—”
“I don’t see how you could possibly be surprised after your recent behavior, but with this lack of professionalism, as far as work goes on top of it—”
“Ted!”
“Excuse me?” Ted says.”Do you have something to say?”
“No.” It comes out choked. I’m going to start sobbing any second. I have to get out of here. Stupid Sandy is no help at all. She’s just sitting there staring at her stupid HR binder like all of this just fine. “No, sir.”
“Then get the fuck out of here, and find me those files,” Ted says. “By the end of the day or else.”
I only nod curtly and practically run from his office. Then it’s a scramble to search for the files. I can’t get fired. Not on top of everything else. Not with my mother the way she is. It’s sad, but that would be worse than scraping by with my meager savings. My mom would never let me hear the end of it if I got fired. And somehow, she’d make it out to be all my fault.
I need to find those files.





DORA
I ’m on the verge of a full-blown panic attack.
It’s almost six o’clock and I haven’t found a single one of the files. I’ve searched through the filing cabinets, where they should be organized alphabetically by last name, about a dozen times. I’ve searched the boxes that hold files yet to be put back, and I’ve searched the boxes of miscellaneous files, which should definitely not include them. I’ve looked through our paperless system backwards and forwards for these files, and I can’t find a single one. The thing is, none of this is even remotely my fault. I’m not a file clerk. We used to have a file clerk, and they got promoted and the firm hasn’t replaced him. That means that anyone can access the files at any time and move them around, and nobody is in charge of making sure they’re organized. It’s in no way my job, even if Ted is acting like it is.
Ted gave me until the next morning, but that’s a formality more than anything else. What he really meant was that he needs them by tomorrow morning and that I have until the end of the day. Well, the end of the day is here. The place is completely empty but for Ted and a couple of the other lawyers. But the rest of the support staff has left. The only other person remaining in the office is me. And all I’m doing is borrowing the office keys from the admin manager’s desk and searching from office to office, which would piss everyone off if they knew I was doing it, but I’m terrified and I’m running out of options. I’ve looked everywhere. The only other option is offsite storage, which we rarely use anymore. I don’t even know what’s in offsite storage, and I don’t know who to ask. I can ask Sheila, but I know, as sure as I know anything, that these files won’t be there anyway.
Ted keeps shooting me death glares through his office window and with the way things have been going, I’m afraid that he might do more than just fire me on the spot. He might try to hurt me. I’m probably being totally paranoid, but it’s the kind of otherworldly instinct that I think is important to listen to. I’ve had feelings like this before, and they’ve turned out to be well-founded.
My necklace feels almost hot around my neck, and I know it’s not all in my head. It’s as if my body is trying to tell me something, and I know exactly what it is.
Call for help.
There’s no real logical reason to text the guys from the antique store and cry for help like some damsel in distress. And yet, that instinctual feeling that rarely fails me is telling me I need to contact them.
I try not to think about how silly I’m going to seem and text Grant because he happened to send me a funny cat gif while I was on lunch.
I’m a little scared of Ted right now, I text him.
I don’t know what else to say. There’s no emergency actually happening. I’m just worried, and I have a bad feeling. I’m hoping someone will just offer to reach out.
Are you at the office? Grant texts back immediately.
I tell that I am and that Ted was weird again today. I make it clear that nothing has happened but that I have a “bad feeling.” Grant texts back so fast that I can tell his reply was sent before I even explained myself.
I’m coming over there. Address?
I sigh in relief. If nothing else, I get to see Grant, who is charming and adorable. He texts me again that I should try to stick to my desk, or hide in the bathroom if I can, and not to leave the building alone, just in case. I feel kind of touched that he’s taking it all so seriously.
Then I start to wonder if they researched the spell I did and know what went wrong and what could happen as a result. I hope not. Yikes. What I really want is for them to find out everything is peachy keen.
I text back a thumbs up and almost the second I put my phone down, Ted is standing in front of my desk. I didn’t even see him coming. It’s like he appeared from nowhere, and it makes me jump. My heart is racing again. He’s found me surrounded by half-empty boxes because I’ve been searching for those files even though I know it’s all useless.
“Who were you texting?” Ted says, biting on the words.
“It’s none of your business, sir.” He’s about to go ape shit no matter what I say anyway. I might as well speak my mind. “I’m here after hours, and I’m not getting overtime because—”
“Did you find the files?” He’s practically hissing as he speaks. He leans on the desk, looming over me. He looks like he wants to kill me. I might be a little paranoid, but he’s definitely trying to physically intimidate me at the very least. I hate feeling physically intimidated by men. It’s frightening.
“I didn’t,” I say slowly. “I looked everywhere. I promise you. I didn’t misplace them. It’s just, we have no file clerk anymore—”
“Alright.” Ted nods, sounding deceptively casual when he’s obviously livid. “Come into my office. We need to talk.”
“I don’t…” I swallow. I feel like my entire body is choking up. My mouth is dry as toast. “If you could just give me a minute—”
“Is there a problem, Miss Langley?” Ted says, curling his lips. “Get your ass up out of that chair, and get in my office.” He’s practically snarling and that instinctual feeling comes back full force. I don’t want to be alone in a room with him.
“I’m just going to the restroom,” I finally say bitingly, my eyes flashing. “I think you can wait two minutes, sir!”
Ted looks so angry, his face turns white. I watch his knuckles gripping the edge of my desk like he wants to crumble it into dust. I get up from my chair, and I’m trembling. I don’t even go to the restroom. I go to the break room and drink two cups of water. I’m just trying to stall so Grant can get here. I lean against the window that looks out on downtown Coleridge and take a series of deep breaths. The antique store is just a couple of miles away. Grant should get here really quick. I just have to stall. I take my time in the empty break room, straightening up the packets of coffee, filters, tea bags, and plastic utensils. I even scrub out the coffee maker and get it set for the next day. Anything to waste a little time before Ted demands to see me.
Grant, please get here quick…
“DORAAAA!” Ted’s yell is more like a scream, but now we’re the only two left in the office, the other few lawyers having left.
I’m shaking like a leaf when I go out and see him standing by my desk, glaring in my direction. I swallow and he sniffs, looking at me like I’m a rat or something as equally unpleasant.
“Stop wasting time,” he says. “In my office now.”
I walk over to him, clenching my fists and trying to keep myself together. In his office, I don’t want to sit but he just snaps his fingers and points to the chair.
“No files,” he says. “No job. You’re fired. Frankly, it’s about time, after the behavior you’ve been exhibiting. I’m also fairly certain you’ve been selling confidential information about our clients and don’t think I won’t be looking into that. You’ll be lucky if I don’t sue your ass when I’m done investigating whatever it is you’ve been doing around here.”
“Sir… Ted. I haven’t—” My voice is shaking so badly, it pisses me off. But it’s like this situation has become so surreally awful for no reason that I can’t quite process it. It’s utterly overwhelming. It’s all too crazy for him to just be getting something wrong. Which means he’s either lying or crazy. But why bother with the lie when it’s just the two of us? Which leaves crazy. He doesn’t really look crazy but the things he’s saying… I’ve always been very careful with the clients’ confidential information even though I’m not a lawyer. I never repeat anything I overhear, and I never take files home. I certainly wouldn’t sell anything. This is insane.
He slides a resignation letter across the table, and I feel tears slide down my face before I even realize they’re there. “You will sign this. You will gather your things. You will get the fuck out of this building. You have fifteen minutes before I call security to escort you out.”
He gives me that murderous glare again, and I can’t stop the tears that come as I take the pen he offers me and shakily sign the resignation letter. It’s boilerplate, but it does outline my severance, which he’s forced to give me. At least that’s something. I guess? The thing is, I really used to like this job. And now it’s gone.
Ted blathers on about how he’ll mail me a copy of the letter and any other paperwork Human Resources needs to include, and that the severance and remainder of my paycheck and accumulated paid time off will be directly deposited to my bank account within two weeks and yadda, yadda…
“Now get your things and get out,” he says, sneering at me again.
I get up, and I don’t even try to stop myself from sobbing. It’s like my entire body is trying to process what my mind can’t handle. I have to go find my own box and start throwing in all my personal items. I can barely concentrate, I’m crying so hard. I give myself a minute to take a deep breath and attempt to compose myself and blow my nose. It’s all so mortifying, and I’m still not comfortable with him being the only other person here.
I’ve only managed to toss a few things in the box when the elevator on our floor dings, and I see Grant walking out. He sees me right away and runs over. I barely know the guy. We’ve only spoken for a bit, and I’ve had dinner with him. I don’t know that it would be fair to even call him a friend yet. But now, I find myself falling into his arms as he looks at me with intense concern.
“Whoa, whoa,” Grant murmurs. “Oh Dora, what happened? Where’s Mr. Asshole? What’s going on?”
I lean back and shake my head, wiping my eyes on my sleeve. “He just fired me. Just now. He accused me of selling client information which… Grant, I haven’t! I’ve never done anything like that—I just… It’s all such a shock. I’m so sorry I bothered you—”
“Hey, hey,” Grant says softly. “It’s gonna be alright. Promise.” He looks so sweet. And I swear he’s taller and a little more muscular than I remember. He’s wearing a vintage overcoat with a t-shirt and jeans. It’s a cute look, but when his coat parts I see the broadness of his chest. It makes me want to collapse in his arms again, but I’d really like to get out of here before Ted makes good on his threat to call security.





GRANT
N one of us know exactly what’s happening, but we’re starting to become pretty certain that Dora is really important to us. We’re just not sure why. Personally, I like to live by the seat of my pants. Life is so goddamn short anyway. You might as well make the most of it, and if that means sometimes working on impulse, that’s fine by me. If it means befriending a girl as gorgeous as Dora, even better. Not to be crude, but I’ve jerked off to this girl a few times already. I’ve even imagined all four of us giving her as many orgasms as she can handle. It’s the hottest thing I can possibly imagine.
But...first things first, I know I’m getting way ahead of myself. So far, she’s just a friend, I guess? And we’re helping her with this spell that might have gotten messed up. Today was a busy day in the shop. It seems as if half of Upstate New York suddenly needed an antique armoire for some reason. By the time Dora texted me, I was collapsed in one of our old leather club chairs and putting my feet up. I was sipping on a hot chocolate from the coffee joint across the street when a weird feeling came over me. It wasn’t exactly a feeling like danger was coming. It was more like I could feel a strong sense of fear and anxiety that wasn’t my own. And then, Dora texted me. Even though she was in trouble, it made me smile. I don’t know what this connection is we all seem to feel with her, but I dig it.
I didn’t hesitate to come to her rescue, despite my aching feet from loading antique furniture onto trucks, driving it all out to somebody’s revamped Victorian, and moving stock around to cover up the gap on the floor. We’re going to need to do that buy in the city sooner than we thought at this point.
But screw all that. Our girl needs me. So I grabbed my overcoat and told Nathan that Dora needed help. Of course, Nathan wasn’t satisfied with that explanation. It took a couple minutes of explaining before he would let me go without insisting he come with. But he was busy ringing up our receipts for the day, and there was still some inventory to do.
Besides, it doesn’t really sound like Dora is actually in trouble. Sounds more like she needs a friend. Not that I won’t be on alert.
When I get to Dora’s office, I smell it right away. A wolf shifter. Not that it’s a crime to be a wolf shifter, but we’re bear shifters and our two species don’t exactly get along. I’m definitely on alert now. But the place seems really empty. I’m not sure, as the elevator doors open, if the wolf shifter is somebody who works there and is gone for the night, or if they’re still there… Or rather, I should say “he.” It’s definitely a male.
When I see Dora’s weepy face and she throws herself in my arms, my heart breaks a little. I’m also pissed. It sounds like she’s been fired on totally bullshit grounds, and I have a strong urge to the break the face of whoever made her feel this way and wrecked her life. Getting fired sucks. Before we opened our store, I had more than one shitty job, and I got fired for stupid reasons from a couple of them. It’s not just the issue of money that makes it so awful either. It just feels really shitty for someone to tell you’re not wanted or needed like you’re totally expendable.
“Did he hurt you?” I ask the question and try to pretend like I’m not quaking with anger. I can hear somebody rustling around in the office behind Dora’s desk. I don’t know if that’s Ted or not. I think she mentioned that she’s an assistant for him and two other lawyers, but I don’t know for sure where his office would be in relation to her. “Did he hurt you at all? You need to tell me if he did.”
I’m calm. As calm as I can be. Dora looks up at me and I wince, wiping her tears away with my thumbs. Anybody who would hurt this girl needs to go die in a fire. I’ll set it. I’ve got a Zippo in my pocket right now, and it’s hungry to eat Ted for dinner.
I wouldn’t really set Ted on fire, of course. I don’t need too. I’m a bear shifter. I can just rip his throat and watch the life drain from his eyes for daring to hurt Dora and for making her feel less than on any level.
“You’re growling,” Dora says, raising her eyebrows.
She’s lucky Nathan didn’t come. If he had, Nathan might actually be ripping his throat out right now. Or at least threatening too.
But I don’t want to freak out Dora right now. “Am I? Must be something I ate.”
Dora chuckles at that, and I stroke her hair and pat her shoulders. “It’s okay, girl. Let’s get you out of this two-bit pop stand, yeah? Let me help you pack up your stuff.”
I try to keep things light, cracking jokes to bring the mood up a little. I figure, if anything, that’s what I’m here to do. And if Ted happens to threaten her at all, then I’ll get to have some real fun. I wouldn’t mind it. This guy with his golf shirts and his slick guy haircut—who I can see through the blinds behind Dora’s desk when she confirms that’s him—really needs a beat down as far as I’m concerned.
When we have everything packed up, I rub my chin. A lot of times when I’m not sure what to do, I ask myself what Nathan would do. Then I ask myself how mad he would get if I did the opposite. But now is probably a time for caution.
I squeeze Dora’s shoulder and say, “Hey, do you want to get cleaned up in the restroom or anything before we leave? I just want to take one more look around.”
Dora agrees, and I get as close to Ted’s office as I can sniff around. Yeah. I wasn’t sure, but now I am. When I get up by his door, it’s like a stench. I mean, I’m sure he doesn’t actually smell bad. It’s just a primal kind of thing. Ted is definitely a wolf shifter. That’s bad news. I certainly don’t like what it might imply about how he treated her or how the spell might have affected him. Just to be thorough (and because I know Nathan will ask later), I give the whole floor a walk around, looking and smelling for anything suspicious. But I don’t smell any other shifters or sense any other magic energies that might affect Ted or Dora. There’s just Ted. When I return to Dora’s desk, she hasn’t come back yet. But I see him through the blinds of his office, and we make eye contact.
I know he knows what I am. And he knows I know what he is…
This could be dicey. But as rough as it is for Dora, I’m glad she got fired. It might be bullshit, but she’ll be safer away from him. Although, it would be better if she’d agree to stay with us for a while. It might sound crazy, but it feels right to me. Dora needs protection, and we can give it to her. Just have to get her to agree to it first.
Ted and I mad dog each other for a minute. We have a cold stare down, and I find myself growling under my breath by the time Dora returns.
I’m already holding her box of stuff, and I’m feeling jumpy. The sooner we get out of here the better.
“Let’s go, yeah?” I nod to the door, and Dora nods.
“What about my car?” She says worriedly.
“One of us will pick it up for you if you’re okay with that?”
“Yeah,” she says, sniffing. “I just want to get out of here.”
In the elevator, Dora leans against me. It’s such a small thing, what I’m doing for her tonight, but it feels like something important is happening between us.
“What were you looking for?” She says. “In the office?”
“Mmm.” I wince at that. But she’s in our lives now, and if we’re gonna convince her to stay with us, we’re going to need to come clean. She’s a witch anyway. Hopefully, it won’t be that big of a shock to her. “I was getting his scent.”
The doors slide open and Dora follows me through the eerie quiet of the parking garage to my car, an old Volvo that I’ve had since I was sixteen.
“His scent?” Dora says wryly. “Are you joking?”
“Ah, no.” I grin awkwardly and lean against my car, fiddling with my keys. “So you should know that we’re bear shifters...” I take a breath and give her a second to process that as I stow her box in my trunk. I’m hoping she’s about to agree to come to our place tonight. I’m just afraid this is about more than whatever stupid reason Ted gave for why she’s fired.
“Bear shifters,” Dora says slowly. She stands in front of me as I lean against the car and squints as if she must have heard me wrong. “Like shapeshifters, right? Like you can shift into bears is what you’re saying?”
“Yes, well, one species of bear. The four of us. We’re all brown bears. Not actually native to Upstate New York, but luckily nobody’s kicked us out yet. Heh!” I chuckle at my own joke, but Dora looks like she’s still trying to process everything.
“You’re pretty cute for a bear,” Dora says, sneaking a smile.
That makes me happy. I bite my lip and lean in a little close. “Yeah? You’re pretty cute for a witch.”
She blushes at that. She’s so pale usually. Not bad pale. More like she has this pretty creamy complexion with little freckles. Makes her look pretty adorable when she blushes.
“Whatever,” she mumbles.
“Listen, though…” I clear my throat and fidget with my keys some more. I hope this doesn’t freak her out. It kind of depends on what she knows about wolf shifters. “Your now former boss, Ted, he’s a wolf shifter.”
“Wolf shifter,” Dora repeats. “Wait, are you serious?”
“As a heart attack,” I say nodding. “And it’s bad news. I was actually hoping you might agree to maybe stay with us for a few days at our place? I know that’s a little crazy, but I mean…” I rub my eyes, suddenly feeling tired. “A wolf shifter. Jesus…”
“Wait, what’s so bad about Ted being a wolf shifter?”
“Because they…” I sigh heavily. It’s too long a story, and I really want to get us far away from this building. “Nathan can explain it to you better than I can.”
“Is it bad?” Dora says.
She looks so freaked out, but I decide then and there, that I really never want to lie to Dora. So I just nod. “Yeah. It’s bad.”
“Then I’ll come to your place,” Dora says quietly. “I just want to pick up some stuff from my place first.”
“Okay.” I nod and go around to the driver’s side, unlocking the door and climbing in before reaching over to unlock her side. “I won’t lie. I’m really relieved you’re coming over.”
Dora gets in the car and sits there for a moment, seeming contemplative. “There’s something between us,” Dora says, choosing her words carefully. “I mean, between all five of us. There’s some kind of connection. You feel it too? And the others? Am I right? Or am I crazy?”
“You’re right,” I say, nodding. “There is something. And we can’t really explain it yet.”
“I’m glad,” Dora says quietly. Then she nods and sits back in her seat, seeming to absorb that.
“Hey, Dora.” I reach over and squeeze her hand before I start up the car. She seems a little more relaxed than she was when I found her, but I can tell she’s still pretty scared. “Everything’s going to be alright.”
“Wish I could believe you,” she says softly.





DORA
“I  have to warn you about something.” Jesse is frowning at me as I sit at the dining table, still trying to adjust to the idea of the main part of the house beginning at the second story because the antique shop is downstairs. Everyone seemed more than happy that I came over, but now Jesse is sitting across from me, casting a serious gaze.
I brace myself and wonder if this is about the wolf shifter thing. Grant was so cagey when he mentioned it, but I expect they’ll explain further at some point. I don’t want to be left in the dark about anything, not when I’m trusting these guys with so much.
“What is it?” I ask. I take a sip of hot chocolate for comfort.
“Well, I’m cooking dinner tonight,” Jesse says, smirking slightly. “And I suck at cooking. I just don’t want you to expect too much.”
“Ah!” I roll my eyes, simultaneously relieved and annoyed. “I see. So you like to mess with people? You dick.”
Jesse bursts out into delighted giggles. “Sorry! You’re just sitting there looking so tense with your hot chocolate. I’m trying to break the ice here.”
“Well, I don’t usually accept invitations to stay over at antique stores,” I say wryly. “Also, I got fired today—”
“I know,” Jesse says quietly, reaching over to pat my hand. “I’m really sorry, Dora. You want some rum in that hot cocoa?”
“Please?”
I was a little nervous about invading this house even though it was Grant who invited me over. He didn’t seem like he’d be willing to give up the idea easily if I’d said no, so I’d agreed to come with him. When I arrived, the other guys were all busy with their own work or household chores. I saw some knowing looks passed around, but Nathan only nodded hello from his spot behind the front counter in the shop. Brett was up in his little accounting office working on the books at first, but he soon joined the rest of the group as dinner time approached. As Jesse was doing his best to cook dinner, I passed the time at the dining room table, trying to relax before dinner.
“I took your things to one of our guest bedrooms,” Jesse says when he comes back with a bottle of rum.
“One of them?” I say, raising my eyebrows. “How many do you have?”
“Oh, it’s a huge house,” Brett says, laughing. “It’s Coleridge’s house. As in Colonel Coleridge, the guy who founded the town. We have to give tours every year because it’s a historical landmark. Can’t tell you what a pain in the ass it was to get it fitted for a kitchen and laundry after we put the antique shop on the ground floor. The historical society had a fit.”
I laugh at that and take the bottle of rum, pouring a conservative amount into my hot chocolate; just enough to take the edge off.
Dinner turns out to be roast beef sandwiches, chips, and a simple salad. It’s hardly fancy, but the sandwiches are pretty good. He splurged on bread and used some kind of fancy mustard and cheese from the good deli on the corner.
“Do you take turns making dinner?” I ask once we’ve finished eating.
“Yes,” Nathan says firmly. “Regardless of skill level. If I let them pick and choose, Jesse will just insist he’s not good enough at cooking so he can get out of doing it. Which is bullshit, because these sandwiches are fine.”
“I don’t care about having to cook,” Jesse argues. “I care about having to load the dishwasher.”
“I don’t mind loading the dishwasher,” Brett says, shrugging.
Grant snorts and says, “You don’t mind doing anything.”
“Yeah, I also don’t mind giving Dora a house tour,” he says with a little wave of his hand. “Whenever you’re ready.”
“Sure!” I smile and sit back in my seat. I feel a lot better about things with some food in my stomach. Though, if I think about having been fired and the threats that Ted made, the creeping feeling of dread and anxiety comes slithering in again. It’s like icy tentacles at the back of my neck telling me something terrible is going to happen. But the guys make me feel better. I may have just met them but if they’re willing to let me hang around and help me out, I’m not going to refuse them when I feel so much safer in their presence. Maybe it’s because of that strange connection we feel, or maybe it’s just because they’re bear shifters. I’m just gonna go with it. “First things first though,” I say warily. “Please tell me why it matters so much that Ted is a wolf shifter? Grant seems really freaked out about that.”
“Oh yeah,” Grant says. He taps fingers on the table and looks to Nathan. “You take this one.”
“Right,” Nathan says, chuckling. “Listen, it’s just that wolf shifters and bear shifters are natural enemies, especially around Upstate New York. We were wondering if Ted’s behavior toward you was connected to us somehow. Though I don’t see how it could be. But more importantly, shifters also react unpredictably to spells. I looked up the love spell you cast. If you had Ted in mind when you cast it, it would have hit him directly. And if he’s a shifter, it might have gotten pretty messed up in the casting, through no fault of your own. Once you know someone’s a shifter, you can correct for that. But if you don’t know...Well, there’s no telling what can happen.”
“Ugh.” I rub my temples. I should’ve known there’d be some glitch like that. “Okay, well, if wolf shifters and bear shifters are such natural enemies, shouldn’t I be staying away from you guys?” I ask the question softly because it seems like an inevitable conclusion. But the truth is, I really don’t want to stay away from them.
“Yes,” Nathan says, and my heart sinks. All the guys look at him, seeming a little panicked. But Nathan just waves a hand at them as if dismissing whatever they’re going to say next. “In theory, yeah, you should. And it’s entirely up to you. But if Ted is after you now, I don’t believe you’re safe on your own. I think you need...well, a bodyguard. Four is better than three. And so far it’s one against four. Unless Ted’s wolf pack gets involved, which is also a possibility.”
“But it’s up to you,” Brett says quietly. “It’s a weird situation all around. But we don’t want you to feel like we’re taking you hostage or something, Dora.”
“No, I want to be here.” I cross my arms and sit back. The only really strange part about being here is not being able to read the vibe between us all. There’s this feeling like we’re supposed to be in each other’s lives, but I don’t know if it’s romantic or just platonic or even just sexual. On my end, the sexual attraction is intense. Just sitting at the table with the four of them, I feel a kind of buzz in my body and I know it’s not just from the rum I drank. Truth be told, if any of them initiates something, I’m not sure if I’ll be smart enough to turn them down.
“So how about that tour?” Brett says. He looks up at me, and I get distracted by his glimmering eyes in the low light of the dining room. Brett is the accountant, and I would think that would make him really straight-laced and maybe boring, but he seems like the soulful one. He has sad eyes and a little stubble along his sharp jaw. His hair is messy like he absent-mindedly plays with it while he’s stressing over the books. I wonder what makes Brett tick?
“Sure,” I say, smiling gratefully. “That would be nice.”
The guys are all throwing each other knowing looks, and I can’t quite read them. Are they looking at each other like I’m being silly, or do they know something about Brett that I don’t? Does one of them like me? Is it because of this weird connection thing? I’m too shy to ask. I don’t want to make things weird and be a bad house guest.
Brett takes my hand and leads me out of the dining room. The house is so strangely designed. It’s massive and has a lot of narrow hallways and rooms and nooks that seem to come out of nowhere. Brett shows me his office, which seems comically tiny but he calls it “cozy.” He says there’s another bigger room that would make more sense as an office, but he likes the room. He likes being a little confined, he tells me, working with numbers in his old chair, and then tromping down the narrow flight of stairs to hang out in the shop from time to time.
Brett shows me the living room where they hang out when they’re kicking back and their impressive collection of Blu-Rays. There’s a big leather club chair by a window that Brett says is Nathan’s chair by default. I flash on an image of sitting in Nathan’s lap in that chair, lazily making out on a rainy day, and it seems so desirable and familiar that I almost feel faint.
“This is my room,” Brett says, softly. He opens a door and seems about to close it just as quickly, but I step inside before he can, feeling unaccountably curious.
Brett’s room is not at all what I’d imagine for an accountant. He has all kinds of watercolors and art prints framed on his wall. The house, being so small, has pretty cramped bedrooms. But it’s like he said, it’s pretty cozy. His bed is nice and high off the floor and covered with a thick comforter. I plop down and look around and pop up again to get a look at his overflowing bookshelf. Brett seems to have a taste for the classics. He’s got a lot of books that I either read in high school or college or always intended to read. He also seems to like Fitzgerald a lot, and he’s got tons of poetry.
“Keats,” I say, nodding in appreciation at the several books about the poet John Keats that he’s got lining the shelves. “You’re a romantic, I see.” I take a book out and sit on the foot of the bed again, and Brett sits beside me.
“I am definitely a romantic,” Brett says. “For art or for love. Either really.”
“You have sad eyes,” I tell him. I feel myself blush. It’s probably a weird thing to say to someone when you’re just getting to know them.
But, to my relief, Brett laughs. “That’s what Grant says. But it’s really just the way my eyes are. I don’t know, maybe...I’m not sad. I think...Well, sometimes I’m like the outsider of the group? But I think that’s in my head. I’m really very close to the guys.”
“So why are you the outsider?” I ask him, finding myself very curious. It’s sprinkling outside again. The rain is tapping on the windows, and it’s softening the light. Brett looks at me with those eyes of his, and he’s so beautiful for a moment, I feel dizzy. He has quite refined features. He looks like a romantic. He pushes his hair back, and I watch the moment. He has long fingers and elegant hands...but he’s also a bear. He’s probably really powerful. I’m sure they all are.
“Just because I came in last,” he says, licking his lips. “Nathan is the alpha, and he found Jesse and Grant, who were already friends. They haven’t done anything to make me feel unwelcome, and I love them more than anything. Just my own hang-up, I guess.”
“You feel alone sometimes,” I say, feeling the solid satisfaction of an epiphany. “Even when you’re not alone.”
“Yeah…” Brett nods at that. “Yeah, I guess sometimes, yeah. Maybe that’s just being human.”
“I feel alone all the time,” I murmur. I choke up a little thinking about it. It’s not something I like to admit. I want to be autonomous and independent. But the truth is, I’ve wanted somebody for so long. Not just anyone, but I’d been getting dangerously close to settling for the wrong thing. I know that’s what Ted was about. I was about to settle for not just second best but about one hundredth best. I would have settled for someone I really didn’t care about just because I didn’t want to be alone anymore. It’s a dark place to go to. And worse, my mom exploits my insecurity for stupid reasons.
You don’t want to be alone forever. Do you, dear?
“I don’t want you to feel alone,” Brett says. His voice is quiet but fierce. I look up at him and realize how close we are, how full his mouth is. I feel as if he understands me in a way people rarely do because I don’t often let them. I tend to hold myself back, even from friends. I’d hate to say it’s because my mother has been insisting I’m a “freak” since I was a little girl, but that’s exactly why.
We’re just staring at each other now, and yet, it’s not awkward. It feels nice to just look at somebody who you think is beautiful and not feel strange doing it. The rain is pattering on the window, and I feel that buzz of connection. I want him to kiss me so badly, it’s a physical ache. Brett reaches over to tuck a few strands of hair behind my ear, and I breathe in just as he leans and—
There’s a loud creaking noise, and a door shuts somewhere. Startled, we break apart, and I’m so frustrated, so suddenly, that it takes my breath away.
“Am I a freak?” I say softly. I really don’t mean to say it aloud. I’ve had my mother’s voice in my head for so long, it’s become second nature. But being around four people who have something so different about them that they have to hide from the rest of the world makes that voice stand out rather than stay at the back of my head. I don’t have to hide around them, which is nice. But it also suddenly makes me so much more aware of how my mom has made me feel like there’s something so terribly wrong with me.
“Of course not!” Brett looks almost panicked that I’d even say such a thing.
“Sorry,” I mutter. I sit back on the bed and crouch a little, embarrassed. Suddenly, I feel like a teenager. I think a part of me has always been an angsty teen who feels like the freak her mother insists she is. “Just something my mom calls me. She tells me I have to work really hard to find a man and stop practicing magic because why would anyone want a witch?” I smile weakly. It hurts to lay myself open like this, but I think it’s something I’ve been sitting on for a long time.
“You’re not a freak,” Brett says, looking pained by the thought of it. He strokes my cheek and I sigh, leaning into it. “You’re lovable and sweet and… You are—” He stops himself, and I watch his mouth twitch as he tries to figure out how much he wants to say. “If you’re a freak, then so are we. But I like what I am. I want you to like what you are too. You should embrace it, you should—You should follow your heart. Don’t listen to what your mother says.”
“Follow my heart?” I murmur. He’s sitting so close, and he smells so good, like some really good cologne that’s just barely there. I bet his neck feels so good when you kiss it... “My heart wants to kiss you,” I whisper.
“Then...follow your heart,” Brett says. He’s speaking so softly, I barely hear him. I start to move forward, but he kisses me first. At the feel of his lips on mine, I freeze, not because I don’t want it but because I feel like the ground is moving under us. I feel as if something is coming together in a way I was not expecting as Brett’s mouth slides alongside mine. He kisses slow, careful, and sweet. He tastes a little like wine. My eyes are closed, and it’s as if everything is turning slowly, not a heady spin, but something pleasant and all-encompassing. His palms come up to my cheeks, and I lean in, resting my hands at his hips as we kiss, lazily and contentedly. We both seem to open our mouths a little at the same time and our tongues meet. I sigh and grip his hips a little tighter, and he deepens the kiss, stroking my cheek and making me feel like I’m floating somewhere above the floor.
When he finally pulls away, we just look at each other, perhaps both wondering what this should mean. I don’t quite know what I want it to mean. It might have been just a kiss (although it felt like so much more). If it was just a fleeting thing, an impulsive meeting of two souls, I don’t want to push for more and create unnecessary drama. Not with me staying here. But if Brett is interested, I certainly wouldn’t refuse him. He seems to read the conflict on my face and smiles, kissing my cheek.
“Let me show you your guest room,” he says. He takes my hand and leads me to a room at the end of the hall decorated in pretty creams and blues. The guest rooms all have the vibe of a really well-decorated bed-and-breakfast. A nice one, and not one of those creepy ones where everything is too heavily scented in florals and overly gaudy. This room is pleasant. There are seashells on the mantel and watercolors of New England beach scenes on the cream-colored walls.
“Brett,” I begin to say, turning to him as he hovers by the door. Except I can’t think of what I want to say exactly.
Brett purses his lips and smiles softly. “Don’t worry about anything, Dora. Whatever’s supposed to happen, it’ll happen. We’ll be okay.”
Somehow, his words calm me, and I just nod and plop down on the bed. After Brett leaves, I lie on my back, kicking my shoes off onto the floor. I take off my scarf and wrap it around the bedpost. I reach back and hold the bars of the white iron frame in my hands. The cool metal makes me feel a little more grounded. Before we came back to the house, we stopped by my apartment so I could grab a few things, and my bag is already sitting on a side table by the window.
I like this room. I feel oddly at home here.
Normally, I’d be going to bed soon, except that I have no job to go to in the morning. It’s the strangest feeling, suddenly having nothing to do the next day. It makes me feel a little useless and without direction. Although money-wise, I should be okay for a while with my emergency fund and my severance.
The real bitch is going to be breaking the news to my mom. But I don’t feel any pressing need to talk to her soon if I don’t have to. Blech.
I pad out of the room, curious what the other guys are getting up to, and then I hear a bell ringing from downstairs. I trot over to a window in the laundry room and look out to the veranda that’s out back. There’s a customer at the back door for the magic shop, and I hear footsteps on the back staircase as somebody runs down to greet them.
It’s a quirky kind of life, and I like the idea of it. Four friends, all living in a house, running the same business, and a secret magical business on the side.
In the living room, I find Grant and Jesse playing chess at a table, and they grin when they see me come in and clear off a stack of books from a chair nearby.
“Brett give you the tour?” Jesse says, frowning at the board.
“Yeah...” I nod thoughtfully. “He’s interesting.”
Grant and Jesse give each other one of those knowing looks again, and I roll my eyes but I can’t help but be curious about the dynamic these guys have. It’s like they’re almost encouraging each other to hook up with me, but there’s no jealousy. Well, if it’s a just sex thing, I should probably be offended or something. But to be honest, I’m more than into it.
“How do you like the house?” Jesse says. “We did a lot of work on it. Should have seen it when we moved in. It was a mess. I mean, it wasn’t too bad. It was already a landmark. We inherited it from this family who’d had it for a century. But it hadn’t been lived in for a long time. They were running a different shop out of the first floor, and nobody lived upstairs.”
“I love the house,” I say, shaking my head. “The views are beautiful, especially when it’s raining. And it feels so cozy. Makes you feel like home as soon as you walk in.”
They both smile at each other at that. “Yeah, that’s what it feels like for us,” Grant says. He moves his bishop then and smirks at Jesse. “Checkmate.”
“Goddammit.” Jesse shakes his head and sits back in his chair. He leans on his hand, sleepily regarding me. He’s the one with the bright blue eyes. He also has eyelashes so thick they almost look little paintbrushes, and his eyelids are heavy. He could probably be a model with his perfect face and close-cropped blonde hair. A lock of it falls over his eyes now as he regards me. “Do you play chess, Dora?”
“No, no,” I say, laughing. “I mean I know how, but I suck at it. I’m better with card games. Or Scrabble. I’m good at Scrabble.”
“I love Scrabble,” Grant says, his eyes lighting up. Then, he whispers conspiratorially, “Brett thinks he’s the better player, but he’s not. I kick his ass at Scrabble, and he pretends he’s still a better player because he thinks of weird words. But he has no strategy. We gotta play sometime.”
“I’m down,” I say, shrugging. “I’ll kick both of your asses.”
“Oooh!” Jesse hoots, laughing and clutching his chest. “Sounds like a challenge.”
Jesse ends up finding a deck of cards and we play Hearts and Old Maid until the boys are yawning. I know I’m pushing them past their usual bedtime, and they’re just being sweet, staying up with me. I have to be the first one to say goodnight, so I finally tell them I’m going to bed, and they put up a big fuss about how it’s too early.
“I guess you need your rest though,” Jesse says even as he’s covering his mouth to yawn.
“Yeah, sure, I need my rest,” I say dryly. I get up from my chair and stretch. It’s already one in the morning. I didn’t realize how late I’d stayed up with them. We just played and chatted and had a lovely time. Nathan and Brett had wandered in and out, joining the conversation and watching us play before going to do some chores.
I change into my pajamas and brush my teeth in the adjoining guest bathroom. Somebody took the time to put in little soaps that look like seashells, and it makes me chuckle. I wonder which of them would do that? My money is on Grant.
I crawl into the bed under the fresh smelling sheets and the fluffy, goose down comforter. The room is quiet but still not too quiet. Coleridge is hardly Manhattan, but there’s still just enough noise from the main drag outside so that the quiet isn’t eerie. The house doesn’t feel eerie anyway. It feels familiar. I remember having that impression the first time I walked into the shop when I was looking for the magic store. The place felt familiar, and so did the guys. It’s as if I knew them in some other life.
Under the covers, I smile to myself thinking of the kiss I shared with Brett. That guy really knows what to do with his tongue. Yet, his kisses were so unique to him. His personality really informs the way he kisses. He kisses soulfully, tentatively. It makes me wonder how the others would kiss. Nathan would be dominant. I’ll bet once Nathan knows you’re down for it, he manhandles you. The thought is getting me riled up again, and I find my hand sneaking down into the little shorts I’m sleeping in.
I close my eyes and bite my lip, imagining all four of them taking me to bed. Nathan would sweep me up into his arms and toss me onto his bed before climbing on top of me. He’d be careful, but his passion would threaten to overtake him. It would take all his will power to hold himself back as he tore my clothes off, kissing his way down my body. The others would crowd the bed to put their hands on me and kiss me. The images swim in my mind in no particular order. They’re all the things I’ve been imagining that make me hot while I’m trying to have a regular conversation and not give myself away. I imagine riding Nathan. His cock would be so big and thick, I’d have to sit on him slowly, bracing my hands on his broad, muscular chest, raking my hands through his chest hair. Grant would sit behind me, kissing my shoulders, and massaging my breasts. Brett would sit to my right and kiss me while I stroked his cock, and Jesse would be on the other side. I’d switch back and forth. They’d be aching with desire for me.
“Aah!” I cry out, now furiously fingering myself as I imagine Nathan pushing himself into me. All of us are naked and sweaty and giving each other pleasure. I clamp my mouth shut then, my cheeks heating up. Somebody must have heard that. I’m pretty sure somebody’s room is on one side of me. I just can’t remember whose.
Oh God. What if they all heard me getting myself off? They would definitely assume I was thinking about them. Maybe they would think it was hot. But the thought is still mortifying.
I can only laugh at myself as I force myself to get out of bed and go to the bathroom to wash my hands. Somehow though, this hasn’t sated me at all. I’m still all riled up, and I’m already feeling the pulse of desire down in my core. I lean back against the wall in the bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror. My burgundy hair is a mess, falling in restless waves around my bare shoulders and covering the thin straps of my camisole. I imagine Jesse coming to find me. Maybe he’d hear a noise and think something was wrong. Maybe he’d be wearing a black tank top (like the one I saw hanging over a hamper in the laundry room). It would be showing off his impressive biceps, and it would be tight across his pecs. We’d feel that intimacy you feel with someone in the middle of the night, both of us whispering so as not to wake the others. He’d be trying not to stare at my nipples poking through my dinky little camisole, hardened in the cool night air. He’d ask me if I was okay and play with my hair. Then both of us would move simultaneously, kissing passionately right there in the bathroom. He’d lift me up, bracing me against the wall. I’d wrap my legs around him and throw my arms around his neck, and we’d kiss like the world was ending, our breath hot, our bodies pressed together…
“God! Ah!”
Yep, I did that again. My hand is shoved down in my panties as I finger my clit, my other hand massaging my breast.
This is a really bad habit to have in somebody’s else’s house.
“You animal,” I mutter to myself.
Well, at least I’m good and sleepy now.
I wash my hands again for good measure and hurry back to bed, crawling under the covers and hoping against hope that nobody heard me being a horny lunatic tonight.
I finally fall asleep. But my sleep is restless. I’m not anymore sated than I was before. Worse, I still don’t know which of them I’d choose if I could only choose one.





DORA
“Dora?”
I’m dreaming, and it’s a good dream. I managed to finally fall into a pleasant sleep, and my dreams have taken me away somewhere wonderful. I dream I’m living in the house with the bear shifters. It’s as if I’ve always lived there. Even better, they’re somehow all with me. They don’t mind sharing at all. We’re all in a relationship together and going about our days in quiet contentment. In my dream, they want to expand their magic shop, and they need the extra help. I get to spend all day just laughing and talking with them as we work. Occasionally, I fall into somebody’s lap, lazily kissing them before I return to whatever I was doing before. Being a nonsensical dream, there’s no real narrative. In the middle of a workday, the five of us fall into bed together, naked and sweaty, just like I imagined last night.
“Dora?”
Now I’m dreaming I’m in bed with Grant, and he’s whispering my name. He strokes my cheek, looking at me lovingly, trying to coax me away. His thick, brown hair, that goes every which way at the best of times, is a disaster from lying in bed with me. He’s smiling so sweetly, amused that I refuse to wake. But I can sense how close he is, and I lean in and kiss him, pulling him closer.
Grant utters a surprised little laugh into my mouth, and I deepen the kiss, curling my tongue around his. He moans now, falling into the kiss with me, and when he finally moves back, I pout.
“Mmm, no…” When I open my eyes, Jesse is looking at me, blushing terribly.
I don’t think I dreamed that kiss, except it was Jesse and not Grant.
“Oh!” I sit up with a start, clapping my hands to my mouth. Jesse is laughing. He sits next to me on the bed, laughing so hard he has to cover his mouth too. “Oh Jesus, did I just kiss you?”
“Well...yeah,” Jesse says. His nose scrunches up when he smiles. It’s the cutest thing. He’s also only wearing pajama pants and no shirt, and I nearly go cross-eyed when I see his perfectly sculpted chest. His abs look like they came from a catalog of flawless six-packs. He pats my shoulder and thoughtfully taps his lips. “But you were asleep.”
“I’m so sorry,” I say, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. “I was dreaming…” I open and close my mouth.
Oh, I was just dreaming I was in an orgy with you and your friends. No big.
“I—I was just, ya know...having a weird dream. I’m sorry about that.” I shrug and Jesse’s eyebrows shoot up.
“You really don’t have to apologize for kissing me,” Jesse says, looking a little sheepish. He reaches up to stroke my hair, and I swallow. I don’t know what I’m doing with these men. I just hope I don’t fuck up whatever is actually happening. I want more. More of everything. “It’s my pleasure. Believe me.”
“No, it’s just...” I lick my lips and wince when I say, “I kissed Brett yesterday—”
“That’s okay,” Jesse says. He kisses my cheek now and stands up. Good God is he sexy. He stands in front of me looking a little turned on and very flirtatious with his thin white pajama pants and muscles, his blonde hair still messy from sleep and tousled just right. He bites his lip. “Really. It’s all okay.”
I have no idea what that means, but Jesse just spins on his heel and whistles as he makes his way out. I chuckle to myself. I can’t tell if they’re all separately telling me they’re interested or if it’s just Jesse and Brett… But Grant was also pretty flirty yesterday so…
I’m way too shy to ask about something like that. I’m just going to have to wing it.
I’ve never been a big breakfast person, but the bears seem to be all about their morning meal. There’s a big eggs and bacon production going on, but they’ve also got croissants, which are more my wheelhouse, so I take a croissant and groan with relief when I’m handed a cup of coffee.
I like the informality of breakfast in this house. They all eat in the kitchen where there’s a large table by a corner window that looks out on the street. We’re all still in our pajamas, still stumbling into wakefulness. I’ve only brushed my teeth, and I’m a little embarrassed to be hanging out in my pajamas with no bra. But the guys seem comfortable enough in various states of undress. There’s a whole lot of chest on display though. I clutch my coffee, sipping, and trying not to look like I’m staring at Nathan, and the dark chair hair that dusts his Superman physique, as he stands by the window, ankles crossed, reading something from his iPad and drinking coffee.
“Did you have a nightmare last night?” Grant suddenly pipes up. Everyone looks at him, and I see Nathan frown, mouthing something I can’t make out.
I suddenly realize what Grant is referring to, and I flush beet-red.
“Grant!” Brett appears to kick him under the table, and he yelps, wincing.
Grant coughs and says, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. I was actually really wondering if you had a nightmare.”
I take a sip of coffee. Initially, I’m totally embarrassed. But I’m almost amused by how embarrassed the guys seem on my behalf. Apparently, they’ve all guessed exactly what I was doing, except maybe for Grant who I think had a different theory that’s just been proven wrong. Which means they all discussed this, probably before Jesse woke me up. Nathan, however, looks almost pleased, though he tends to be the serious one. I know shifter groups always have an alpha. Nathan is obviously theirs. He’s holding his iPad now, but he’s not looking at it. He’s staring into his coffee, with a smug little smile on his face as if he knows exactly what he was thinking about when I was making myself come last night.
It kind of makes me want to surprise him.
I clear my throat and cross my legs, sitting back in my chair. Everyone’s eyes are on me. “No, I didn’t have a nightmare,” I say lightly. “I was having a really good dream.” I see Grant’s mouth drop open a little and the tension in the room skyrockets. I feel as if all four guys are suddenly radiating a bit of heat, and I press my thighs together. “And you were all in it,” I say softly.
“What…” Brett coughs and waves a hand. He looks like he’s trying to hold himself together, and I cover my mouth, amused. “What exactly were we doing?”
Having finished my croissant now, I stand up from the table and take my coffee, meeting each man’s gaze as I stand there in my tiny shorts and camisole.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” With that, I turn around and walk back to my room. I swing my hips a little, smiling to myself as I feel all their eyes on me.
    
I take a shower, and I can’t stop myself from giggling, thinking about what happened at breakfast. I also can’t quite help my soapy hand traveling down to touch myself as I think about being with them. Again. Something’s going to have to give at some point with these guys. I can’t just keep masturbating all over their house. Of course, given what I know about men and what I’ve heard about shifters, I’m sure they do it plenty.
When I finally get out of the shower, I put on something casual but cute for the day: jeans, a nice sweater, and my favorite pair of boots. I don’t really know what I’m doing today. I’ve heard that when you get fired, you’re supposed to give yourself a little time to breathe before you jump right into finding a new job. That sounds good to me. I’m not even sure Ted is done fucking with me yet. He accused me of stealing client files and selling them. For all I know, he’s going to try to sue me or something. That thought makes me tense up, and I take a deep breath as I slip in a pair of hoop earrings and put on a fresh coat of lip gloss. I brush out my hair and style it a little. For some reason, I have this sneaking suspicion that one or two of the guys is fascinated with my hair. Might as well play to my strengths.
I’m about to leave my room when there’s a soft knock at my door. When I open it, Nathan is there. He looks serious and bothered, though I do see his gaze flick up and down my body even though I’m not wearing anything special. It’s so quick, I almost miss it, but it’s definitely there.
“Dora, there are cops here to see you,” Nathan says. I can tell he’s trying to sound gentle, but I feel the tension in my neck, suddenly, like I’m being throttled.
The only possible reason a cop would want to talk to me is because of Ted. Given the things he accused me of, the thought is terrifying.
“Okay.” My voice sounds so small. I head downstairs, and I do feel comforted when Nathan rests his hand on the small of my back as he follows me.
“Listen,” he says softly. “Just don’t talk too much—”
“But I didn’t do anything,” I say a little too quickly, my voice pitching up much higher than usual. I already feel like I’m on the defensive. Nathan faces me at the foot of the stairs in the middle of the store, and I can see the cops waiting at the front door of the shop. Despite the fact that I’m completely innocent, I can’t help but feel guilty the guys are going through this hassle because of me. And now they’ve got cops swarming their antique store. That’s just bad press.
“It’s gonna be okay,” Nathan says, steadily meeting my gaze. “I promise you, Dora. We’re gonna figure this out.”
I try to swallow around the lump in my throat, but there are tears in my eyes. Nathan gives me a tragic look and wraps his huge arms around me in a hug. I melt into it, feeling so comforted. I’ve needed this since I got fired, or maybe since Ted screamed at me the first time. He’s strong and warm, and I want to rest there forever. Unfortunately, I can’t.
Nathan lets me go, and I heave a sigh. I’ve got my phone, wallet, and keys. I picked up an extra set of car keys at my place last night for the guys so somebody could go pick up my car. At the door, there are two cops, a woman and a man. They’ve got street uniforms on and their patrol car is parked right in front of the store.
“Hello there, ma’am,” the lady cop says, tipping her cap. “I’m Sergeant Beckett. This is my partner, Officer Crawley. You’re Dora Langley, is that correct?” They read me my address and a couple of particulars, and I just nod, paralyzed with fear. I feel like anything is possible at this point. For all I know, I’ve got a murder rap on me or something. “We’re gonna need you to come down to the station for questioning, Miss Langley. Can you come with us?”
I squint at them. I think they need a warrant or something to do this but that seems like making a big fuss when I really didn’t do a goddamn thing. I might be naive, sure, but it’s hard for me to imagine they’re going to put me away for something I didn’t do. What proof could Ted possible have anyway?
“Okay,” I say. “I’ll go with you.”
I hear grumbling behind me and glance back. Grant and Jesse both seem upset that I’m going with the cops, and I see them frowning, whispering furiously with Nathan and Brett who look like they’re trying to calm them.
“Hey!” I holler back at them. I try to muster a smile and shrug. “I’ll be alright. I think. Don’t sweat it.”
“Will you come back here when you’re done?” Grant says. He sounds so laid back usually that hearing him sound so panicked doesn’t make me any more relaxed, but I just nod and smile.
“Just have some hot cocoa ready for me, okay?” I try to joke. The guys just smile tightly.
None of us are happy about this.
But it was when the cops put me in the back of their patrol car like I really am some kind of hardened criminal, that’s when I start to feel real fear. It’s the kind of fear I don’t think I’ve ever really felt before.
My life as I know it really might be over.





JESSE
Well, this totally blows.
I have to admit, I’m not a planning type of guy. I’m good at my job, which is tracking down pieces for our antique shop, as well as stock for the magic shop, and I’m good at what I do. I’m a professional shopper. I love shopping. It’s kind of the best. Who doesn’t like buying shit? I leave the planning stuff to Nathan or Brett because he knows what’s going on with the money. Grant is kind of the same way. We’re two peas in a pod. I buy, Grant sells, Brett and Nathan do everything else. I like to think I’m pretty good at going with the flow. Life is so short, I don’t like to sweat things too much. Nathan and Brett sweat plenty as it is.
So when Grant said Dora was staying at our place, I didn’t think much about it. I was pretty psyched actually. Dora is crazy hot, and I know there’s some kind of freaky, magical thing going on with us. I only want to know more about it. I didn’t expect the sexual tension to ratchet it up several notches, like, immediately. But all the better, I guess. I certainly didn’t mind getting a surprise kiss, the only problem being I want more.
But then the cops took her way.
I really hate cops.
I’ll be honest. I don’t know a shifter who doesn’t hate cops. We’re kind of terrified of them. Partly because they have tasers and guns. Tasers can sometimes make you shift, and sudden stress, in general, can make you shift if you’re in the wrong mood. I don’t know what causes sudden stress more than getting a gun pointed in your face.
So when the cops took Dora away, I was pretty pissed. So was Grant. We’re absolutely sure she hasn’t done a goddamn thing. It must have to do with that Ted asshole accusing her of stealing those files. Typical wolf shifter!
It’s a bias I have. I know that. But still. I wouldn’t say I hate wolf shifters. It’s more of a political thing than anything to do with them as a species. But ugh. Wolf shifters, man.
“Now what?” I ask, crossing my arms. I dressed up a little because I thought I’d be spending the whole day with Dora. I was going to show her some cool stuff in the magic shop and maybe tempt her into having lunch with Grant and I. I wore a tie and everything. It’s a vintage tie, and I’m wearing it with an old checkered shirt because I’m trying to go for an ‘80s New Wave thing, but still, I did dress up.
“She needs a lawyer,” Brett says. We’re all crowded together in the empty space where a piano used to be before we sold it the other day. Grant’s still looking out the window as the patrol drives off with Dora. He looks like a puppy watching his master disappear, and I lean against him, reflexively offering a little comfort.
“I think we should get a P.I.,” Grant says. He turns and sighs, half sitting in the window sill. The bitch of it is, we have to figure out how to help Dora, but we also need to run the shop. This is the problem with running your own business. Although, I imagine it’ll come down to Grant. Usually, if something is going wrong, Grant runs both the antique shop and the magic shop while the rest of us are busy. That’s only in big emergencies when we have to run on a skeleton crew. Grant’s a good salesman, but he can’t do everything. Also, every time he’s left to his own devices something goes missing or the receipts are slightly off. Not that he’s doing it on purpose. He’s just Grant. “We should get a lawyer as well,” Grant clarifies. “But I think we need to get some eyes on this Ted asshole. And shifters only for the lawyer and the P.I. And...no wolves.”
“I hope this doesn’t become a pack war,” Nathan says darkly. “Not that I don’t love a good fight.”
I roll my eyes at that. I can practically hear Nathan growling. He’s probably drooling at the thought of it. Nathan saying he likes a good fight is like a cat saying he kinda likes fish.
“I know a lawyer who would be good,” Grant says, snapping his fingers. “He’s a mountain lion from the city. Or his office is there, but he has one in Coleridge too. I think he’s in town right now.”
“Call him,” Nathan says with a nod. Grant pulls out his phone and runs off to make his call. Even that little act makes me feel slightly better about things. Nathan might be in charge, but I know none of us likes feeling helpless when somebody’s in trouble. It’s just that usually the person in trouble is one of us. Nobody else has mattered this much. Not in a long time.
“I can’t think of any private investigators off hand,” I mutter, scrolling through the contacts in my phone and scowling. “Not shifters anyway. But I’ll ask around.”
“We need a wizard or a witch too,” Nathan says. He’s rubbing the back of his neck, which is one of his tells. He only does it when he’s super stressed out. But other than putting his fist through a wall or something, it’s his only tell that something is getting to him. “Somebody more advanced than us. Maybe they can reverse that love spell or protect Dora when we can’t.”
Not that I’d need the tell. We’re bears, and we’re pretty empathic. I can feel Nathan’s discomfort a mile away, and I can tell that Grant feels a weighty sense of dread about the whole thing and that Brett is on the verge of being really depressed. Me, I’m optimistic, I guess. I think we’ll get Dora out of this, and we’ll be okay. Then we can do really important things like, oh, I don’t know, give her a few dozen orgasms. That’s what’s at the top of my priority list anyway.
“A good wizard or witch shouldn’t be hard to find.” I’m firing off texts to a few of our most loyal customers who we’ve known a long time and asking about P.I.s. A few of them would be good for our purposes too. I squint, contemplating. “Oh...how about Christa? Grant, Christa?”
Grant’s nibbling on his thumbnails. That’s his tell. Too bad. He hasn’t bitten his nails in years. He must be super into Dora. “Christa?” Grant nods. He knows all the customers best. “Yeah, Christa’s very solid. Advanced magic user and she doesn’t say shit to anybody. She’s a very no-nonsense, head-in-the-game type. And retired. She’d help us for almost nothing too. She’s a good egg.”
“Call her,” Nathan says in his most commanding voice.
Most of us get on our phones to make our calls, and I field texts. Grant ends up calling Christa just as I’m texting her. Oops. She laughs it off and takes Grant’s call. She says she knows a P.I. and would be happy to help us. Good ole Christa. In the meantime, I gather all the information we found on the love spell and compile it for her to look at. It’s not that we aren’t decent magic users, we’re all right, but magic used by shifters is always a little different than magic cast by humans. That’s been the whole problem with the spell Dora cast in the first place. We could use someone with more expertise on our side.
Finally, there’s nothing to do but wait for Christa to show up. I’m edgy, waiting at our meeting table on the ground floor. While I wait, I poke around on my laptop looking at estate sales and wishing the customers currently browsing the store would just go away. Maybe we should have just closed for the day. They finally leave without buying anything, and somehow, this annoys me even more.
We all need to go on a run, to be honest. As soon as we get the chance, we should go into the woods and shift, at least for an hour or so. It would really take the edge off.
    
“Hey, everybody.” Christa smiles and nods curtly. She’s an older woman, somewhere over sixty, probably. She wears overalls and has long gray hair. According to Grant, she’s a pretty solidly advanced witch. She’s tested ingredients with small brews, and he said he could sense her power. She knows what she’s doing. That makes her a good person to have in our corner to figure out this stuff with Dora.
Nathan sits Christa down at our meeting table in the shop and puts out a sign that says we’ll be closed for an hour. We start explaining, all talking over each other until Nathan gives us all that irritated look of his that says we should all shut up. Christa drinks coffee and listens quietly and when Nathan is finished, she looks around at us with raised eyebrows.
“So, you guys got a shared fated mate, huh? Impressive.” She looks so certain about it, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.
When she says it, I know immediately that she’s right. Though I haven’t thought about it in those terms before. The shared fated mate thing, as far as I know, has always been more of a legend. I remember hearing stories about wild women married to whole sleuths of bear shifters. I didn’t know it was a real thing. But it totally makes sense for us.
“Maybe,” Nathan says. He leans on his hand, and I look at him in surprise. I wonder if he’s been thinking about this the whole time.
Grant says, “I thought that was just a story?”
Brett sighs, and I see him looking more contented than usual. I’m starting to wonder if everyone has been thinking about this but me. Brett says, “All stories have some element of truth to them. Shared fated mates are rare. But they do happen.”
“I think it makes sense,” Nathan says, nodding. “We all care for her and feel this deep connection to her. Yet we don’t seem to feel jealous of each other. I mean, do you feel jealous?”
We all shake our heads. Huh. It’s odd. It didn’t even occur to me to feel jealous, like when Dora told me she kissed Brett.
“Well, that’s good,” Christa says. “Power between shared fated mates can be strong. It’ll give you an edge. Now let’s talk about this spell.”
Christa uses up the hour we stay closed to find out everything we can tell her about Dora’s spell, Ted’s behavior, and anything else we can think of. She doesn’t come up with a solution, but she says she’ll do whatever she can. It’s frustrating. None of this seems like enough. But at least we’re trying. The only thing I couldn’t stand would be to do nothing.
We open the store back up, and again, we get an influx of customers. It does make sense for fall. I think it’s an aesthetic thing. People love to buy antiques in the autumn. It’s often our busiest time, except for a burst of activity in late spring because people like to move then.
Around one in the afternoon, Nathan practically forces us to eat lunch, and I leave to go pick up sandwiches at the deli across the street. But everyone is grim. We’re all so concerned for Dora.
I’m eating my ham and swiss and begrudgingly combing Craigslist for any diamonds in the rough antiques-wise when Grant lets out a little yelp next to me as he looks at his phone.
“What is it?” I say, swallowing a bite of sandwich.
“You remember Wayne?” Grant says.
“Wayne the wolf?”
“Yeah, he doesn’t have a pack, but he has a foot in wolf shifter circles. He’s always been a good guy.”
Wayne the wolf is another customer of ours. The first time he came in the store, we all tensed up, immediately sniffing him out as a wolf. But we have no problem with him. We have a few other wolf shifter customers too. We’ve even run into them while out in the woods. We get along peaceably. I tend to forget they’re wolf shifters when I think about the tension between bears and wolves.
“What’s Wayne saying?” I ask him as Nathan comes over to lean on the table and listen in.
“Wayne is saying that there’s a lot of talk about Dora among the wolves,” Grant says, frowning as he reads off his phone. “They, or Ted at least, wants Dora in jail or dead. Jesus. They don’t like us very much either.”
“But why?” I say, practically choking.
“Doesn’t say why,” Grant says. “Just that they may have it out for us. Although Wayne says he’s still cool with us.”
“Well, as long as we’re cool Wayne,” Nathan says dryly. “Alright. This isn’t ideal.”
“I’d feel better about things if Dora was here,” I mutter, rubbing my chin. “Safety in numbers and all that.”
Nathan sighs and says, “Do we know any cops?”
“Oh!” Grant snaps his fingers. “We do! There’s that lieutenant who bought all the French Colonial stuff last year. Spent like five grand in the shop. He loves us. Came over for dinner that one time?”
Nathan nods. “Call him.”
I realize I’m jiggling my leg under the table. I’m totally on edge. I think we all are, and I know that none of us are going to feel any better until Dora is safe with us again.
We just have to get her back.





DORA
I ’ve never been questioned by the cops before, not for anything. The worst crime I’ve ever committed was probably speeding. But today, I get pulled into one of those little rooms with a two-way mirror. I know I don’t have to say anything, and I can ask for a lawyer, but it barely gets that far. They make me sit in there with one hand cuffed to a table leg and leave me in there for the longest time. Eventually, I have to pee, but I’m a little afraid to ask for anything. Eventually, I bang on the table and call out, and the sergeant who put me in the car takes me to a cell and stands there while I go to the bathroom, which is a totally humiliating experience.
When the sergeant puts me back in the interrogation room and cuffs me to the table leg, she asks if I want coffee.
“Sure,” I say, shrugging. This entire experience is so surreal. “But I’d rather know what’s going on?”
“An anonymous source gave us information on the theft of private, confidential information,” the sergeant says. She crosses her arms and leans on the table, glaring down at me, but I get the feeling she has nothing against me in particular. She’s just doing her job. “Normally, this would be cause for a civil suit, potentially an indictment. But there’s reason to believe fraud was committed, which is a potentially arrestable offense. We’re going to question you, but we just have a backlog here.”
“Okay.” My back hurts from sitting a little hunched over because of the handcuffs. The chair is uncomfortable, and I’m hungry. I know I’m just inwardly whining because I’m stressed out, but it’s the only thing that’s keeping me from losing my mind.
I’m trying to keep my mouth shut. I figure the less I say to the cops, the better. But it’s hard not to just explode at this woman. I want to tell her that my old boss has it out for me, but then how would I explain that?
Well, he’s a wolf shifter, and I fucked up a magic spell that put him on a warpath against me. We’re still figuring it out.
I don’t imagine that would go over very well. If I sensed any magical energy coming off the cop, I might say something. But I think this sergeant is just a regular person. No help there. I’m just going to wait and try to answer questions carefully, if at all.
“I want a lawyer,” I say slowly. “I don’t have one.”
I grimace to myself. I used to work for a firm. I would’ve called one of them a week ago. There that goes. I almost wish I could get a hold of that lawyer my mom tried to set me up with...except that would involve calling my mom and there’s no way I’m telling her I just got arrested.
I guess I’ll just wait it out.
The sergeant brings me coffee and smiles tightly, and then I’m left waiting again for another hour until she comes back with her partner.
The interrogation is weird. I don’t answer questions when the answers aren’t simple. They ask me where I was on certain days and if I remember certain names of clients. When I don’t answer, they really put the pressure on, and I hate when I start to cry, keeping my head down, staring down at my shoes. I tell myself this will be over soon. Even if it’s not true, I have to believe it. I don’t know how much time passes, but it feels like several more hours.
I’m tired and sore all over, and I haven’t eaten since my croissant that morning. The cops leave me alone in the room again, and I’m just about at the end of my rope when the sergeant comes back and says they’re releasing me but that I shouldn’t go far. Apparently, whoever their “source” is (I’m assuming it’s Ted) needs more evidence before they can charge me with anything.
I find myself relieved but no less scared. First, I get fired, and now this. And none of it is justified. What a bunch of bullshit. I just want to be left alone to figure out what to do next with my life.
When the cops give me my stuff back, I call Nathan on my phone and let him know I’m released, hoping for a ride. He sounds like he’s jumping in the car before I’ve even hung up, and I feel a little better. I get another coffee from the lobby of the police station and wait for my ride on a bench outside.
I’ve only been here for most of a day, and I wasn’t even in a cell, but I feel like I’ve been locked up for a week. I can’t imagine what that stuff is like when it’s drawn out and they actually charge you. What a nightmare.
It’s cold outside, and I didn’t bring a jacket. I could wait in the station, but I don’t want to be in there a minute longer. Instead, I sip my coffee and sit back on the bench, rubbing my eyes, and wishing Nathan would appear as I shiver from the cold.
When I finally see Nathan driving up in a truck, I stagger to my feet and make myself walk, one foot in front of the other. When Nathan hops out and comes striding up to me, looking like he wants to protect me from the entire universe, I just collapse into his arms and let him hold me tight. I burst into tears and let him hold me for a minute as I cry into his shoulder until he finally turns us and walks to the truck.
In the truck, I sit for a moment, feeling wrung out and a little hopeless. I feel guilty too. I feel like these kind men are going out of their way for me. Even if I’m innocent, it doesn’t seem like they should be taking the trouble. Then again, maybe that’s just my mood talking.
“I didn’t do anything,” I say shakily. “Nathan, you have to believe me. I didn’t do anything.”
“I know, sweetheart,” Nathan says quietly. He reaches over to stroke my hair and I lean up against him as he pulls out. “We’re all on your side, Dora. I promise you. We won’t leave you alone in this. You got us. Okay? You’ve got all of us.”
Nathan tells me that they’ve got a private investigator who’s trying to find Ted (no luck yet), a lawyer, a witch, and a couple of wolf shifter contacts keeping them updated on the current gossip in wolf circles. It’s like they’ve assembled an entire team of people to help me, and I can’t imagine why. Yet, when I lean up against Nathan, practically clinging to him in the truck, I feel that connection between us again. It’s as if there’s some invisible thread tying us together, and I can feel it humming with power and care. If the men feel it as strongly as I do, I guess it could explain why they would be so willing to help me. Whatever the reason is, though, I’m certainly grateful for it.
“We’re bracing ourselves for an attack by wolves,” Nathan says grimly as he pulls up in the driveway of their house. “We don’t know for sure, but that’s what it sounds like. For whatever reason, Ted’s got a huge vendetta against both you and our sleuth. We think he’ll try to start something. So we’re on high alert right now.”
“It’s because of that spell,” I say softly. “It’s all my fault.”
“We don’t know that,” Nathan says. We get out of the truck and he squeezes my shoulder as he leads me back inside. “Even if the spell is the cause, I’m not blaming you. You had no idea he was a shifter.”
It doesn’t feel very comforting to me. Maybe if I was a more advanced magic user or something, I would have been able to tell Ted was a shifter and specifically a wolf. Maybe then I would have been smart enough not to try a love spell in the first place. Whatever the case, I can’t help but feel incredibly guilty about the entire thing.
The car ride back to the house is mercifully short and very quiet. I follow Nathan inside, and at this point, I feel light-headed from hunger. I feel like I’m putting them out so much, I can’t bear to ask for something as simple as food.
Luckily, they’ve already thought of that. Nathan takes me upstairs and sits me at the dining table without a word, and a minute later, a plate of spaghetti and meatballs appears.
“Oh my God, thank you,” I say, grabbing a fork and trying not to look too much like a wild animal in front of a plate of raw meat. “I am so hungry.”
Jesse sits with me while I scarf down dinner, and I tell him about the interrogation as Nathan sporadically appears, sipping his coffee and looking dour. I don’t know where the others are. But I am glad things are quiet. The only problem with having four, somewhat aggressive, hot men on your side is how overwhelming it can be at times. I wouldn’t mind it usually. But right now, I just want to relax for a minute before another disaster comes around to blow things up again.
After dinner, I feel wired up now. I know I’ll never get to sleep. I find myself pacing around the house. I play poker with Grant and Jesse, and they do lighten the mood a bit. I appreciate how much they try to cheer me up while still not pretending that everything is fine. Eventually, I end up watching an old movie with Brett in the living room, but I get the sense that he’s staying up just for me. After a while, I finally announce I’m turning in.
“Oh, are you?” Brett says sleepily. “Okay.”
I chuckle at that. As if he wasn’t about to just conk out on the couch next to me? Sure.
We stagger our way upstairs and say goodnight. I am tired, but I know sleep is still a long way off, and I also dread sleeping alone. This house may feel like home more than I ever would have thought, but everything is so up in the air. With Ted out there somewhere, potentially rounding up wolves to come and attack me, I don’t even want to be alone in a room right now. I change into my pajamas, opting for a tiny little slip of a nighty because the upstairs section of the house runs warm. The material is thin and barely covers me, but it’s comfy as I climb into bed.
I’m not in the bed five minutes before I think I hear a noise outside, and I pop out again and run to the window trying to see if there’s any motion out there. My eyes search the darkness, looking for wild wolves, I guess. But I can’t see anything, even with all my lights out.
“I’m gonna lose my mind,” I mutter to myself.
I end up pacing around, trying to exhaust the little pockets of energy that are only giving me anxiety. I wish fear exhausted me instead of making me revved up, but I can’t seem to sit still. I’m worried somebody’s about to attack at any second. I keep imagining Ted shifting outside and crashing right through the window.
When there’s a knock on my door, I jump a little. But it’s only Nathan, who sticks his head in. “Are you okay?”
I open my mouth to say yes but end up saying, “No, not really.”
Nathan lets himself in and closes the door behind him, leaning against it. “What can I do?”
“I—” I swallow and blink away the tears of fear in my eyes, sitting on the bed. “Don’t leave me alone,” I say softly, looking up at him. “Stay here with me. Please.”
“Okay.” He nods like this is not a strange request at all. The fact that he’s matter-of-fact about it kind of helps too. “Let me get a pillow and a blanket. I’ll sleep on the floor—”
“Oh my God, forget that,” I mumble. I climb into bed and pull the covers back for Nathan, beckoning him. “Just get in here, please.”
Nathan only nods again, mutely. He approaches slowly as if he has to be tentative, even though I’m the one inviting him into my bed. I try not to think about how he’s shirtless and only wearing pajama pants, and the fact that I’m wearing hardly anything at all. I just need the comfort. Or anyway, that’s what I tell myself as I turn over on my side, and he curls up behind me. I bite my lip and inch back, and he lets me press up against him, finally wrapping his arm around me so we’re spooning.
“Is this okay?” He says softly in the dark quiet.
“Yeah,” I whisper.
It’s good, but it makes me ache. I can feel his bare chest up against the bare skin of my back that my little nighty doesn’t cover. I can feel the warm little puff of his breath on the back of my neck, and I can smell him; the faint scent of cologne and something else that must be his bear shifter. It’s a little musky, and it smells—well, it smells like a “strong man” is the only way I can describe it.
“You feel good,” I whisper. I wince. I didn’t really mean to say that aloud. But Nathan’s big, broad body pressed up against mine is definitely doing things to me. Nathan finds my hand and our fingers entangle, the simple touch making the heat rise in my cheeks as I feel him breathing.
I think I can feel him getting hard too, and he shifts a little, moving away. But I want this. At least, I want it if he’s willing to give it. I turn over in bed and face him and see his pupils are blown out. His mouth is parted as he stares at me, mere inches between us. I can feel him practically vibrating. It’s like he’s radiating his desire. He wants me too, so badly he can hardly stand it, and we’re feeding off each other’s want.
I don’t know who moves first. Abruptly, we kiss, and he doesn’t hold back. He plunges his tongue into my mouth and pulls me close. I cling to him, welcoming everything he wants to give me. He licks inside my mouth, and I clutch at his shoulders, feeling the flex of his muscles as I slide my hands down his arms and around to the plains of his big back.
Our shared passion feels like a warmth cloaking us. He growls under his breath as he presses me back on the bed and leans back giving me a questioning look, and I only nod, giving him permission. I arch up against him, hungry to feel that huge, thick hardness pressing into me again, and his eyes go dark. He tangles his fingers in mine and raises them, pushing them back to the headboard. I mutely grab the thin iron bars, my chest heaving and my legs parting for him to take what he wants and what I want to give him.
Nathan’s hand is hot, and if his huge body wasn’t crouching over mine, I could have guessed his size from the big hand that gently grips my throat as he kisses me again. I close my eyes as he slides his hand down my body, and it burns through the thin fabric of my nighty. He squeezes my breast and then yanks down the neck, ripping it open. He rips it right down the middle, and I cry out as if he’s already entered me. I’m utterly consumed, feeling wet and hot and wanting so badly.
“Dora,” he whispers. “Dora—”
“Please,” I say, opening my eyes up to look at him again, teary and pleading. “Nathan, please.”
“God,” Nathan mutters. He pulls apart the two halves of my nighty, and I’m naked before him except for a skimpy pair of panties that he’s yanking down even as he ducks his head to mouth at one breast. His tongue works at one nipple as I gasp and moan. He makes quick work of my panties and with one thick finger, prods at me. I arch up against it, hungry for more, but praying he doesn’t hold out on me for too long. His pajama pants are hugely tented. I can tell he’s fully erect and that I’m embarrassingly wet for him.
“Take those off,” I breathe. I grip the bars behind me harder, enjoying the bit of restraint and the feeling of being completely at the mercy of this ravenous alpha. Nathan is fully growling now. I feel like I can see the bear in him roaring and intensely focused on me. It feels a little strange, but it only makes me want him more. He sits up and scrambles out of his pajama pants, and I gasp at the sight of his cock, which is definitely much larger than average, though I don’t think it’s too big for me. And anyway, I’m not thinking about anything as practical as that as I grip the bars and swallow, wantonly spreading my legs for him.
Nathan crouches over me and folds my legs up, pressing them back. We stare into each other’s eyes, only wordlessly breathing as he thrusts into me. I throw back my head at the abrupt and almost aching sensation of fullness that consumes me as Nathan freezes for a moment, hard and throbbing inside me. He braces on his arms and looks down at me. I crane my neck as he ducks his head, and we kiss as if the world might be ending any second as he rocks hard against me. I gasp into his mouth, holding my legs back, hardly able to breathe at all as Nathan begins to thrust in and out of me. The bed shakes so hard beneath us that I think we might fall right through the floor and into the shop below. He’s whispering my name in my ear, biting and licking at my neck as I buck up into him. When he nips at my breasts, I cry out. Finally, he reaches around with one arm to hold me up as I wrap my legs around him, and I feel impaled, almost painfully so, and all at once a kind of buzzing static of pleasure rushes through me as he comes, trembling. I don’t often come through penetration alone, but now, as he’s fucking his last few thrusts into me and growling into my neck, I feel like we’re joined. We’re sheathed together as if we’re one person. Nathan presses me back onto the bed, staring down at me, wild-eyed and shaking a little as he calms down. I can feel his come inside me, and I finally breathe again, feeling it slide down my thighs.
When he pulls out of me, I mourn the loss of him. We shift around so that I’m snuggled up against him, my leg thrown over him as I rest my head against him and hug him to me.
“That’s…” My voice shakes all over the place, and I can’t seem to control it. “That’s never felt like that before. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’ve had good sex but…”
“Me neither,” Nathan says softly, sounding a little awestruck. He turns his head to look at me and caresses my cheek. “You’re incredible, Dora.”
“Maybe we’re just incredible together,” I say under my breath. I want to add that I think we might, all five of us, be incredible together. But it seems like too daring a thing to say. All at once, I feel a rush of affection for not just Nathan but also Brett, Jesse and Grant too. I want all of them. I would never be able to choose, and I don’t know what that means exactly. “I kissed Brett,” I whisper, feeling tears slide down my cheeks. “I kissed Jesse too. I don’t know, I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s okay,” Nathan says chuckling. He leans in and kisses the tip of my nose. “I promise you. It’s really okay.”
Jesse said the same thing, and it’s so hard for me to wrap my head around. There’s so much going on that I decide to table it, for now. I’m tired anyway. I cuddle up to Nathan, who’s got his arms around me, kissing my hair as I make myself comfortable.
“I’ll keep you safe,” Nathan says in my ear. “I promise, Dora. We’ll all keep you safe.”





GRANT
Well, Dora and Nathan definitely banged last night. This house is huge, but I’m pretty sure Manhattan could hear them going at it. I was in bed, trying to get to sleep and not worry too much about Dora, when I hear Dora’s passionate cries and the shaking of the bed and Nathan’s grunts. To be honest, I wasn’t jealous so much as just turned on. I was right on the verge of jumping in there and asking if I could join in, only I don’t know if Dora would like that at all. Instead, I just lay in bed and imagined taking Dora from behind as she rode Nathan. I’ll admit, I’ve thought of us all being together before. It’s getting harder and harder not to think of it. I’m starting to wonder if it might be part of being a shared fated mate. Not that I have a problem with it. I have no problem with group sex if that’s what the fates are asking for. Jesse, Brett, and Nathan are my closest friends, and they’re all super hot too. I can hang, especially if Dora is there taking whatever we want to give her and getting off as much as possible.
I jerked off twice listening to them, but it wasn’t nearly enough to sate me. I fell asleep frustrated and wanting to know what it would feel like to be inside Dora and see that burgundy hair fall down around her bare, pale shoulders and feel her mouth hot against mine.
In the morning, it felt as if no time had passed. I don’t remember what I dreamed, but I’m pretty sure I was dreaming about sex with Dora and the guys. I woke up hard and had to jerk off again.
I’m feeling like a giant perv about the whole thing as I go into the shower.
At breakfast, everyone is on edge. It’s as if we’re all waiting for the other shoe to drop. Nathan stands at the window, eating an egg and bacon sandwich, looking outside as if wolves might attack at any moment. The rest of us eat and attempt to chat, but it all feels forced.
“Has the P.I. tracked Ted down yet?” Jesse says quietly. I see Dora look up at that. She pats his knee under the table and gives him a soft smile of gratitude.
“Nothing yet,” Nathan says. “Maybe he’s a bad P.I.”
“Wolf shifters can be pretty good at hiding,” Jesse says. “I wouldn’t blame it on the P.I. just yet.”
“So he’s not showing up at home or work yet,” Dora says. “That’s really weird. If nothing else, he’s a decent lawyer. It’s really out of character for him to just vanish like that. Maybe that spell really did a number on him.”
“He’s still responsible for his actions even if it did,” Brett points out. “Even when magic does affect you, it can’t force you to do things you wouldn’t otherwise do. He made his choices.”
Dora doesn’t look very appeased by that. She fidgets with the hem of her sweater and crosses and uncrosses her legs. I try not to look like I’m staring at her legs, but I’m definitely staring at her legs. She’s wearing this hot little skirt and her thighs are so creamy and curvy. I clear my throat and stare down at my coffee, and Jesse doesn’t miss it. I hear him snort, and when I look up at him, he’s smirking. I roll my eyes and no, it’s not like I’m jealous. But I am the only one who hasn’t gotten close to Dora at all yet. I don’t remember the last time I was this horny. I don’t think I ever have been. I glance up at Dora, and she’s staring back at me, and I wonder if she could possibly want me as much as I want her.
“I think I’m going to check out your spell books that I saw in your library?” Dora says.
“We have Christa working on that,” Brett says.
“I know, but I just want to feel like I’m doing something,” Dora says. “Grant, do you want to help me?”
Everyone looks at me, and I jerk a little in surprise, raising my eyebrows. Not that I’m going to turn down the chance to spend some time with Dora alone...I just wasn’t expecting to actually get the chance.
“Sure,” I say quickly. “I’m down. I love researching spells. Makes me feel like I’m on Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”
Dora laughs at that, and I haven’t heard her laugh in so long. It’s a pretty sound, a little throaty. She throws back her head as she laughs, and it makes me want to kiss that pretty, pale neck. When we’re finished eating, Dora and I head off to the library. It’s generous to call it a library. It’s really just another random room on the third floor of the house where we mostly store stuff. We have two guest rooms up on the third floor, the library, and a small room in the corner with a window seat and a very comfy chair that’s perfect for reading. The library is the biggest room, it’s got wall to wall shelving with all our books and some Blu-Rays and old DVDs. There’s a table, too, in front of the window, and we set up camp there with our coffee and dig out the big tomes of spells that we haven’t searched through yet. We limit our search for information on how we might reverse the love spell. I’m still assuming that if anyone can figure it out, it will be Christa. But we might as well try. I’d also like to check out some spells for defense and protection for Dora.
Dora tries out a few defensive spells, and it’s cool to see her cast things. The spells we find are only recitations. All she has to do is pronounce the words correctly and turn her hands a certain way. It takes us a few tries, and her flubs make her laugh again, so much that it turns me on. She really does have a sexy laugh. We copy over the defensive spells to save, and she’s sitting back in her chair with her legs crossed again, looking through a book, when I hear her giggle.
“What?” I ask, half afraid.
“You’ve been staring at my legs for ten minutes,” Dora says. But she doesn’t seem displeased by it.
“You’re wearing a mini-skirt and boots,” I say, throwing up my hands. “What do you want from me?”
I roll up my sleeves. I’m wearing a button-up today, and a cardigan. It’s nicer than what I usually wear, which is a cardigan and a t-shirt. But I wanted to look nice for Dora. I feel like she’s looking at me too, and my cock twitches in my jeans.
“Can I ask you something?” Dora says. She looks at me, and I see the rise of color in her cheeks. I’m pretty sure I audibly swallow, and my cock swells. Her mouth seems a little swollen. I wonder if it’s from being with Nathan the night before, and I shift in my chair, horribly turned on.
“Yep,” I mutter, not even knowing where to look. She’s wearing this soft gray sweater with her little skirt. It dips down in front just enough to show a little cleavage. She’s driving me crazy, this woman.
“Nathan and Jesse both told me⁠—” She licks her lips and they’re red and slick. I heave a sigh, trying to concentrate on what she’s saying. “They told me you guys aren’t jealous of each other, like if something happened with⁠—I mean, I slept with Nathan last night.”
“I know,” I say quickly. I get up, needing to move. I think I’ll combust if I don’t. I pace for a second and end up by the window to lean against the wall. I cross one ankle over the other, hoping she doesn’t notice my erection. “They’re right. We’re not jealous of each other. We don’t⁠—It’s not like that for us. It’s hard to explain.”
Dora nods, and I see her swallow. She pushes a hand through her hair and gets to her feet to stand by me, but I can’t read her expression.
“It’s not just⁠—” She looks pained as she tries to find her words. “It’s not just sex, Grant. It’s...I feel safe when I’m with you all. Because I feel like there’s this connection between us and it takes away the fear. Because I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’m afraid I’m going to end up in jail, or he’s gonna kill me and I just don’t know.” She’s tearing up now and sounding a little hysterical, wringing her hands, and I grab them in mine, stroking her knuckles.
“Hey, hey,” I say softly. “We’re gonna protect you. I swear, we will. And I want you to feel safe.” I reach up to caress her cheek and she leans into my hand and turns her head to kiss my palm. “Want you to feel safe. And⁠—and good.” She’s so close to me, and I feel this buzz between us that practically demands I kiss her. So I duck my head, and my lips meet hers. It feels a little like floating, and I take her hips in my hands and pull her close as she opens her mouth, letting me in.
The kiss is slow and deep at first. Abruptly, a sense of desire, flaming hot, seems to overtake us, and I bite her bottom lip, her whimper in response making me yet more aroused. Dora presses her hands to my chest, and my hands slip down to take handfuls of her ass and she gasps, pressing up against me, my erection pressing into her belly.
“Grant, yes,” she says, her voice shaking.
We’re breathless as I turn her around and shove her lightly against the wall. She throws her head back, encouraging me to lick a line down her throat as my hands slide up her thighs, up under her skirt. She moans and parts her legs, and I suck a hickey to her neck, my fingers grasping at the waistband of her panties, yanking them down until they fall around her ankles and she kicks them off. I palm her, raking my fingers through her pubic hair and teasing her a bit before, none too gently, pressing a finger inside her to find her clit.
“Oh, Grant,” she says, and she clutches my shoulders, her mouth wide open. But she keeps her eyes on me, looking lost in the moment as I finger her, tongue kissing her throat and the dip of her cleavage. She reaches down to unbuckle my pants. In a second, my cock is out, throbbing with need as she strokes me and I finger her until we’re gasping and panting. “Grant, please…”
I lick my lips and take my hand away. All at once, I wrap my arms around her thighs and heave her up, bracing her up against the wall. She wraps her legs around me and I shove her skirt up. We seem to stare into each other’s souls as I slide inside her. I groan into her mouth, and she kisses me hard as I thrust in and out of her, the pulse of our joined pleasure pushing us further as she arches off the wall. She cries out, and I memorize the sound, lost in the bliss I find inside her until I’m pushed over the edge. I feel myself coming inside her as she swallows my groans in another heated kiss. We slow down by degrees, and I smile against her neck, pulling out even as I press my finger back inside to finger her clit again. She shrieks and sort of spasms, seeming half out of her mind. She fucks herself on my finger, shaking with a few tears sliding down her face.
“Oh God, okay,” she mumbles, laughing a little shrilly as she pushes my hand away. “I think I might die if I come again.” She’s hugging me now, one arm wrapped around my neck and we stand there, embracing each other, still heady from the high of our shared euphoria. She finally kisses me once more, sweetly, and smiles against my mouth. “You’re beautiful, Grant.”
I chuckle, my hands wandering to get my fill of the feel of her body. “Back at you, baby.”
We stand there for a few minutes, not quite willing to part, lazily feeling each other up and kissing. Finally, Dora breaks away. Her face is red, and she bites her lip, fanning herself.
“Anymore of that and I’m gonna need to go again,” she says.
Oof.
“Tell me why that’s bad,” I whisper in her ear.





DORA
T  here’s so much going on that it’s hard to hold onto one feeling at a time, much less one thought. I have this sense of dread that Ted is going to come get me at any time and even my bear men aren’t going to be able to stop him. They can only do so much.
Yet, at the same time, I’m giddy about what’s happening between us all. It’s taken me a while to wrap my mind around the idea that I could have them all if I wanted them, and that seems to be on the table. That evening, I end up watching TV with Jesse and end up straddling him, the two of us making out and rutting like wild animals, his hands massaging my breasts. I’ve never been the insatiable type, not that I don’t enjoy sex. But these four men are bringing something out of me I’ve never known before. The only reason we didn’t have sex is because we heard Brett walking in and we reflexively jumped apart, though we probably didn’t need to. But it didn’t stop me imagining what would have come next.
Around one in the morning, I’m puttering around in the bathroom, putting on moisturizer and avoiding my bed. I’d like to be sharing it with one of the guys tonight, but I was too shy to ask and nobody offered their services. I’m unofficially staying up and walking around, hoping one of them will find me and we’ll either end up sleeping together or just...sleeping together. Either way, I’d be happy.
I’m rubbing some lip balm on my lips, feeling a little chilly in my sleep shorts and cami. I’ll miss the tiny little nighty I was wearing last night, but the hot sex was definitely worth it. Nathan’s even insisting on replacing it. I think he’s a little embarrassed by the extent of his...aggression, even if I’m not.
When I hear a tap on the bathroom window, I think it’s a tree branch, blown by the wind. The bathroom window is big, and a blue curtain hangs in front of it. It faces out onto a tree, low to the ground. I don’t think anything of it until I hear the tapping again. I part the curtain to look but the glass is pebbled and makes everything blurry. I’m thinking it’s a confused bird or something, and I open the window to look when a snarling wolf jumps right through the window, knocking me back against the wall.
I’m too shocked to react. This is the nightmare. This is exactly what I was afraid of. I open my mouth to scream and almost instantly, the wolf shifts and it’s Ted, looking absolutely murderous. I don’t even get a sound out before he’s got a hand clapped over my mouth, and he’s grabbing me. He’s much stronger than he looks. But then if he’s a shifter, I guess he’s got some enhanced strength.
“You say a word,” he whispers in my ear, “and you’re fucking dead and all your teddy bears with you. Hear me, Dora? Nod if you understand.”
I nod once, already trembling.
“Good,” he whispers. “Good, that’s good. It’s gonna be fine, Dora. Okay? All your problems are about to go away, I promise you. You just gotta come with me first. You give me even a little bit of trouble and I got a huge pack of wolves surrounding the place that will tear your four boyfriends apart. Okay?”
I nod again.
I’m frozen with terror as he keeps me locked in his arms, even as he drags me out the window. He directs me to climb down with him, and I tremble, too afraid for the well-being of the guys to step out of line. I know they’d want me to scream for them to save me, but all this is my fault in the first place. It was even my fault for opening the window. I can’t keep dragging them into the nightmare that has become my life when it really has nothing to do with them. Yet even now, I feel that bond between the five of us, and I start to cry as I jump from the bottom branch to the ground Ted clamps his arm around me again and starts walking me away from the house.
I focus on putting one foot in front of the other even as I’m paralyzed with fear. I tell myself this will end. Ted clearly wants something from me. I’m scared to know what it is, but all I can do is pray that he won’t hurt me and that this will end. I remember the defensive spells I learned with Grant, and I try one, reciting under my breath. But Ted hears me, clamping a hand over my mouth again.
“I told you not to try anything,” he says, growling in my ear.
He’s walking me down the street and up ahead, I see a big furry lump that I soon realize is the body of a dead bear. The fear that it’s one of my guys makes me scream into Ted’s hand, and he squeezes me tighter, painfully, as he pushes me to walk on down the dark street.
“That’s right, Dora,” Ted says in my ear. “Forgot to mention, I killed one of them already⁠—”
I moan into his hand, fighting him off now, hysterical. I feel like my heart is tearing in two. I try to fight him, biting his hand, and clawing at him. But he gets a hand around my throat, choking me until I finally give in, afraid he may actually kill me. When he lets me go, I collapse to my knees on the ground, sobbing despite his warnings. I don’t care anymore. One of my loves is dead. It’s so clear to me now in the shock of grief: whether or not I was way too much trouble for them, we were all meant for each other.
Now one of them is dead.
Ted yanks me to my feet and backhands me across the face until he finally grips me again, forcing me to look him in the eye. “You pull yourself together, Dora. I need you for tonight and then you’re free. Make this hard on me, and I’ll kill the rest of them too. Got it?”
I bite down on my tongue, hard enough to redirect my brain away from hysteria, and nod mutely. I wipe my eyes and let Ted hold my arm, and he drags me into the woods away from my beloved bears, away from the place that’s felt more like home than any place I’ve ever known.





BRETT
I  don’t have significant dreams often and when I do remember my dreams, they’re usually boring. But tonight is different. For the past day or so, I’ve just been appreciating Dora from a bit of a distance. I guess I’ve always been the quiet one and I’m comfortable holding that position. So when Dora laughs at Jesse and Grant’s joke or practically melts under Nathan’s gaze, I’m honestly happy enough just to watch her. Besides, we did kiss. The memory of it is still fresh in my mind. If nothing ever happened between us again, I would still have that kiss. Only I truly believe that Dora is our shared fated mate. I believe she’s meant to be ours just as we’re meant to be hers. I’m more than happy to shower Dora with affection and undying loyalty for the rest of my days along with Nathan, Jesse, and Grant. For now, I don’t mind being quiet and watching.
But tonight, I have a terrible dream. It’s nothing specific, yet it’s visceral. Dora is in some kind of agony in a dark place, and I can’t get to her. The four of us are running through the woods to save her, but her screams seem to come from everywhere and the longer we run, the farther away she gets. We’re full of terror, our hearts shatter knowing our love is being hurt somewhere, and we can’t find her.
I wake with a start, jerking in my bed and suddenly alert. It’s the middle of the night. But I don’t think I’ve been asleep long.
Something is wrong.
I spring out of bed and grab my glasses, stumbling out of my room in only a pair of briefs. I hope against hope that I’m wrong. This is all just some combination of a bad dream and the empathetic connection I feel toward Dora going haywire. Bears can be unpredictable that way. Sometimes we overreact based on our sense of others’ emotions. Even as I dash down the hall to Dora’s room, that’s what I tell myself. This Dora connection is still so new. It’s like a new muscle that needs to be exercised. I hardly know how it works.
At Dora’s door, I pause. I take a deep breath and count to ten.
This will be fine, I tell myself. She’s right behind that door, peacefully asleep in her bed.
I open the door, my heart pounding, and find an empty bed. Now my heart starts beating so fast, it’s actually painful. I race to her bathroom and that’s when it feels as if my heart starts to crack. There’s been a struggle here. The shower curtain is askew like somebody grabbed it. Her toothbrush and its holder are on the floor. But worst of all, the window is wide open. When I look out of it, I see nothing.
Oddly, now that I know something has happened, I feel slightly calmer. Because this is something that needs to be dealt with. This is no time to panic. I close my eyes and sniff the air. I would’ve sniffed for her before if I’d thought of it. Her scent has become as familiar as that of any of my sleuth mates.
She’s not here, not in the house anyway. I don’t smell her nearby. I can make out the scent she’s left behind if I concentrate. It’s faint, but it’s there. I can smell her floral body lotion, her moisturizer, and toothpaste. But then I get the pungent scent of fear on the end, like the sharp note of a perfume that takes a second to make out.
She’s gone, and she’s afraid. Just in case I doubted my own natural senses of empathy and whatever mystical instinct clued me in to her disappearance, I know for sure that she didn’t go on a walk in the middle of the night.
She’s afraid.
I swallow and then finally spring into action. I run to Nathan’s room first, but as I throw open his door I find him already awake and scrambling to put on a pair of jeans. He must have woken up with a bad feeling too and now he looks at me with alert eyes.
“What happened?” Nathan barks.
“She’s gone,” I say. “Bathroom window’s open, and she’s not here and I smell fear.”
Nathan makes a face I’ve never seen him make before. It’s as if he’s angriest at himself. But that’s Nathan. If anything happens to Dora, I know he’s going to blame himself like crazy and get all quiet about it. Now he grabs a shirt and gives me a curt nod.
“Get dressed,” he says sternly. “I’ll wake the others.”
In my room, I throw on black jeans, a sweatshirt, and boots. I hear Nathan and the other rumbling around. I hear the sound of Jesse and Grant shouting, likely just having realized she’s gone. They would have woken up with the sense that something was wrong eventually too, I’m sure. Nathan and I are just a little more sensitive to that stuff than they are. I hear them all going to Dora’s room and raised voices again as they realize what most likely happened.
I keep sniffing the air, again and again, hoping I’m wrong and I’ll get her scent and find that she’s actually close by. I think about it as I tie my boots tight. She could have gone out. Maybe she’s a sleepwalker? She’s afraid because...she was having a nightmare?
You know better, I tell myself.
Yes, unfortunately, I do.
This is Ted. I know because as I dash back out into the hall and pound down the stairs behind Grant, I can smell him. It’s just a whiff, underneath our scents and Dora’s. But it’s there on the air, and it’s musky as hell. It’s a wolf. Once I smell it, I can hardly smell anything else. A wolf was here, and Dora is gone.
When we’ve all gathered downstairs in the shop, Nathan looks us over. I know that look. He’s already completely focused on the mission and on whatever fight might be in our future. He’s looking at us as if to make sure we’re all alert and as focused as he is. I think we are. Jesse and Grant are standing there, eyes fixed on Nathan and looking ready to kill whoever has hurt Dora.
But we all know who it is.
“I smell wolf,” Nathan says sternly. “You?” He looks at each of us.
We all nod except Grant who says, “Not just any wolf. It’s definitely Ted. I got his scent at the firm, remember.”
“Right.” Nathan nods, running a hand through his hair. I can sense his anger even as he’s trying to remain calm. “We have no time to waste. We don’t know exactly when she was taken. Let’s search around the perimeter for any clues. Grant, I want you to text whatever bears you can think of who’d be willing to help. Wake up whoever you can. Let’s go.”
With all of us clear on our mission, we file out of the house and shift, except for Grant, who starts making his calls. Shifting makes our senses more heightened. We move as quickly as we can, sniffing out anything out of the ordinary and searching for tracks. I head straight for the area under Dora’s bathroom window, and I find their tracks there. It’s a little hard to make out in the grass, but I think they walked down the road and then into the woods. The silhouette of a big, dark lump lays by the side of the road up ahead, and I start to run over even as I see Jesse heading to the same spot. Soon enough, my nose picks up on the stench of dead bear shifter.
My heart tears in two, and I catch Jesse’s eye as we stand over the carcass. I recognize the shifter as one of our acquaintances from town, a friendly bear by the name of George. We’d told him about Dora when we were putting out the call for help with the spell. Though it was mainly to ask all our bear friends to keep an eye out for malevolent wolves in the area after we caught wind of Ted.
Nathan and Grant finally find us, standing over George’s corpse and we all shift back into human form and glance at each other, sadly.
“Looks like an attack,” Nathan spits out. He looks out to the woods and down at the faint tracks in the dirt and grass. “He did like to go on runs in this area, especially in the middle of the night. My guess is, he happened to be out and caught onto Ted, followed him out here…”
“Do you think Ted has help?” Jesse says, his hands fixed on his hips. He looks away from George, and I see his eyes shining. He’s trying to keep it together, but us bears can be emotional, and George was a friend. “One wolf took him down? I don’t know about that.”
“George wasn’t much of a fighter,” Nathan says softly. He’s not being mean about it. It’s just true. George was an older man, the type who can be helpful in a fight that requires sheer numbers or big enough to be able to scare off an enemy through intimidation alone, but he wasn’t any kind of warrior type. One wolf might have taken him down.
Nathan glares in the direction of the woods and cracks his knuckles. “Grant, who’s coming?”
“About a half dozen,” Grant says, shrugging. “I mean it’s four in the morning. It was hard to get anyone out of bed. But they might recruit more people later. We’ll see how things go, I guess. I left one of Dora’s shirts on the front porch for them too so they can go there first and get her scent and then go search the woods.”
“That’s good thinking,” Nathan says, and Grant looks vaguely pleased even as he crosses his arms, looking stoic.
We shift again and start heading into the woods, carefully following the faint scents and tracks left behind. Soon enough, our friends join us.
I find myself moved when bears like Henny, who’s only about twenty-years-old and who I’ve known around town since he was a kid, come out to join us in the search alongside older folks. Bear shifters can be funny. We’re very brave and loyal and closely tied to our emotions thanks to our sensitive empathic abilities. But we can also be cantankerous.
We also hate being shoved out of bed in the middle of the night. I think the only reason it was so easy for my sleuth to rouse themselves so quickly was because we all sensed the danger Dora must be in. Otherwise, even with some impending danger near, getting a bear out of bed can be like pulling teeth. Yet here are six bears, who have never even met Dora, all willing to help before the sun has even risen. I don’t know how we’ll make it up to them, especially if we manage to rescue Dora.
The thought that we might not rescue Dora starts to take shape in my mind now as we spread out into the woods, following the tracks and the scents of Dora and wolf.
I feel as if the five of us were just getting started. There’s so much we have to look forward to, and every time I think about it, I get even angrier at Ted not just for daring to hurt Dora in any way but for attempting to steal that future from us. It’s as if the four of us were an incomplete set. We didn’t know it. We’ve been fairly contented with our lives together as a sleuth. But I’ve often felt restless as if there was something missing, and since Dora’s come along, I’ve felt a sense of completeness in our little family that I didn’t know was possible.
It’s hard not to imagine a future where we share in our love together every day. Maybe we could even have kids someday. I know Nathan has always wanted to be a father. Grant is great with kids, and Jesse has a sweetness about him that I think would make him a good dad. It’s crazy early to think about that kind of thing, I know. But my emotions are all a jumble just as I know they are for Nathan, Grant, and Jesse. All of us have to work harder to focus on our mission and rescue Dora. To do that, we have to simultaneously fight an inner battle with our hearts, or we’ll lose the thread.
Even now, as I lumber through the woods, following a whiff of Dora’s scent that’s so faint, I think I might be imagining it, I see Grant come running up beside me. When he looks at me, I don’t need to hear his human voice to know exactly what he’s thinking. I can see the love, fear, anger, and uncertainty in Grant’s eyes, and I try to meet his expression with some sense of comfort and confidence.
We’ll find her, I try to say to Grant without speaking.
Grant only gives me a nod and we plod on through the mud, following after Nathan and keeping our eyes and noses open for the slightest clue. All of us are driven by loyalty and love for the woman we’ve come to care so deeply for. We’re searching for the future we didn’t know we wanted more than anything and didn’t know we could possibly lose.





DORA
I  have this stupid hope in my heart that Ted lied. When I saw the body of that bear on the ground, I assumed it was one of my men. Why wouldn’t I? It’s not as if I know any other bears, and it was right outside the house. I’m also all riled up and terrified right now. Even as Ted grips my arm hard enough to bruise as he drags me through the woods, I’m biting hard on my lip in an attempt to stop myself from crying and whimpering. I don’t like looking so weak and fearful in front of him after everything he’s done. But if I think back, I didn’t feel that kind of connection to the dead bear that I’ve felt with my guys. Maybe that’s because he’s dead? Yet, I didn’t feel as if this thread that’s been humming between me and the bears had been severed. I feel like whatever is between us has been strong enough that if one of them died, I would surely know it.
“Pick up your feet,” Ted snarls in my ear as he drags me further through the woods.
That’s easy for him to say. I’m walking on dirt and pine needles and rocks and my feet are bare. It’s also autumn and not even dawn yet. It can’t be more than thirty degrees, and I’m wearing a little cami and shorts. The asshole could have brought a robe and some shoes if he was going to kidnap me and drag me through the woods for fuck’s sake. I’m freezing cold and shivering, and I’m getting my feet cut up as I try to walk faster to keep up with his pace.
“Why did you make my life hell at the firm?” I say, my voice shaking as he drags me along. “Why were you such an asshole to me? What was the point? Why did you try to have me arrested for stealing? I’ve never stolen a fucking thing.”
“Because I wanted you,” Ted hisses in my ear, his grip tightening so hard that I taste blood as I bite my lip and my eyes well up with tears.
“Ted, please,” I say, unable to keep myself from crying. “You’re hurting me⁠—”
“I wanted you and you didn’t want me,” he growls.
I sniff, and my entire body is shaking, my arm hurts so badly. I think he’s going to bruise the bone. He’s using all his strength to hold onto me, but it’s not just to keep me with him. He wants to hurt me. But I’m confused by his words.
“What are you talking about?” I hiss when I step on a particularly sharp rock. “I flirted with you all the time, I thought⁠—Oh!”
The sticks, thorns, and rocks on the ground are tearing up my feet and I stumble, crying out as Ted growls again and forces me to my feet, swinging me around so hard I’m afraid he’s going to dislocate my arm. I can’t help but weep now, tears pouring down my face. How much longer will I have to walk? My feet won’t have any skin left by the time this is over, and I feel like my arm is going to fall off. Everything feels so utterly hopeless, it’s surreal, like some awful nightmare I can’t wake up from.
Ted is spitting mad. I can hardly understand him, he seems so enraged as we trudge on through the woods.
“You didn’t want me,” he insists. “You wanted some handsome lawyer, someone you could bring home to your bitch mother. I heard your phone conversations. You needed a man, is that it? It could have been us, Dora. We could have been happy. I’m a powerful wolf shifter with plenty of money. You would have been lucky to have me. But you only liked me because I looked good on paper, you didn’t care about me at all. You didn’t deserve me, and you weren’t even grateful for my attention. You’re just another ungrateful bitch who doesn’t know what’s right in front of her. That is why I wanted to make you pay. That’s why I’m using you for this spell.”
My mind is spinning, trying to make sense of his rambling rant.
Ted is pissed because I showed interest in him, but it wasn’t genuine enough. So he decided to completely destroy my life.
What a man baby.
All this time I’ve been thinking he’s this scary and important man with his power and his position. But he’s just pathetic and insecure underneath it all. It makes me especially pissed that he’s got me in his clutches now just because he’s physically stronger than me. It makes me so angry that I’m still crying, now out of frustration and rage coupled with the fear.
I hate him. I truly do hate him so much. I hope my bears find him and kill him.
Finally, I see a little yellow light in the woods up ahead. It’s at the top of a little muddy and hazardous hill that I have to climb as Ted yanks me along. There’s a cabin at the top of the hill, and for a second, I’m just dumb enough to think he’s going to take me inside where it’s at least nice and warm and the ground doesn’t mess up my feet.
Instead, he ties me to a tree.
“Just go along with this spell,” Ted says.
At this point, I’m standing straight up against a very uncomfortable tree near the cabin. It’s a huge fir tree, and there’s a knot sticking right into my back that would make me squirm if I could move at all. He’s tied the ropes tight against me, except for my left arm. He’s lifted my left arm and tied a knot around my wrist with the other end tied to a low hanging branch so it looks like I’m raising my arm in a wave. I look weirdly like a marionette. I guess it means that whatever he’s about to do requires the use of my left arm. I shudder to think of what it might be.
Ted is all disheveled now. He’s got this wild look in his eye, and his normally flawless blonde hair is now dry and flying around him.
“I just need you for tonight,” he says again. “And then you’re free. Free to be the ungrateful bitch that you are. Sound good?”
I don’t answer him, and he doesn’t wait for me to reply. Now he’s rolling out a giant cauldron in front of the tree. I’ve never even seen a cauldron that big. I think you have to be a pretty advanced magic user to even attempt the kind of spell that requires a cauldron that big.
Through all of this, I’m still holding out hope that my bears will appear. I have no doubt at all that they’d make quick work of Ted. There wouldn’t even be anything left.
Even as I’m thinking this, I start hearing the growls.
They come from everywhere and I don’t have a nose for shifters, but even I can smell them now.
The wolves are coming.
They seem to come from every direction, trotting in and circling the tree where I’m tied up. I assume they’re all shifters, but they’re all in their wolf forms now; gray, silver, white, black, brown… There are wolves in every color. There must be a dozen of them. Ted remains in human form. He doesn’t even acknowledge them really. But they’re clearly familiar with each other. He walks among them and pours the contents of some big canvas bags into the cauldron. I smell the pungent odor of sulfur and goat’s blood and see him throwing in a whole heap of bones.
“Didn’t I mention?” Ted mutters as he catches his breath near me and wipes his nose. “This spell is to empower the wolves of my clan. It will make us…” He bursts into laughter, seemingly so pleased with himself he can hardly stand it. “Oh, Dora. It will make us so powerful. Powerful enough to defeat the bears who have held this territory for far too long⁠—to defeat any shifter who would stand between my clan and domination.”
The wolves seem to like his little speech because they all start howling until Ted quiets them down again.
“I’ll brew the spell at first light,” Ted says. He whips a switchblade out of his pocket and flips out the blade, waving it in front of me, and I can’t help but tremble.
He said he would free me once this spell was done.
But freedom can mean a lot of things.
“Shoot, I also forgot to tell you that we’re going to need quite a lot of your blood for this spell to work.” He leers at me, licking his teeth. I shut my eyes, wanting to make him disappear.
“You said you’d let me go free,” I say through gritted teeth. I don’t want to cry and give him that satisfaction, but I can’t help myself now.
“Death is freedom,” Ted says. He smiles casually then. It’s the same smile he used to throw around the office every time he won a case. It’s the same smile that means he just got the upper hand over somebody and fooled him.
That’s all I am to him. I’m another win. I’m somebody who’s screwed him over in his eyes so now he’s getting payback.
Ted grabs the arm that’s hanging from the branch over my head. I try to fight him as much as I can, flailing my arm as much as I can while it’s hanging by that rope and Ted snarls, grabbing at me. Finally, I scream when I feel sharp teeth clamping onto my leg. A wolf has my right leg in his jaws. When I looked down, I see its fierce eyes, and it growls, sinking its teeth in a little more until I throw my head back and scream again.
“Shut up.” Ted backhands me and that’s when I give up. I go limp and let my arm just hang.
I have no power and there’s no way I can fight. All I can do is hope the bears find me before I die.
Ted grabs my arm, and I watch in horror as he slices the inside of my forearm. I don’t even feel the pain at first. I might be in shock as I watch my arm open up, blood flowing freely. Ted wipes his bloody switchblade on his jeans, pockets it, and picks up a big glass vial from the ground. He holds it to my limp and bleeding arm, and it fills quickly. The pain hits me, and I clench my teeth, my jaw uncomfortably locking and tears making my vision blur. Everything seems to hurt. Everything is pain and everything feels hopeless as I watch too much blood flow out of my arm and spill to the ground when Ted takes the vial away.
I already feel weak, and I shudder from the cold, gagging because I feel nauseated suddenly. The sky is turning orange, I note dimly. The sun is rising.
I’m going to die soon.
I shut my eyes and think of my beautiful bears.





NATHAN
When I was a boy and my father (also the alpha of his sleuth) was teaching me how to be a good alpha, he told me that nothing mattered more than protecting your mate and your sleuth. Your sleuth mates are like your brothers, yet he impressed upon me that “brother” is also not the right word.
“It’s not too different from what your mate will be to you,” my father said. “They are all your great loves. You must protect them and be loyal to them at all costs. They will not betray you if you show them the love that you hold deep in your heart.”
As an alpha, I can be a little stoic. Grant and Jesse like to tease me about it. But the love I have for them and Brett, it’s not too different from how I love Dora.
God, I do love Dora. It might be fast, but then that’s always how it goes with mates in the shifter world. I know now, beyond a shadow of a doubt, as the four of us run through the labyrinth of the Coleridge woods, that I love Dora. We all love her. She’s our shared fated mate. We’ll die for her if we have to. But I know too well that if I lose any of them, it will cut me deep. Bears feel things more deeply than other shifters. Bears who lose their mates can lose their minds from the grief. It’s been known to happen. The only reason I’m not howling over George’s body right now is because Dora still comes first. But I feel his loss keenly, and none of us are going to be over it any time soon, even though he’s not one of our sleuth.
We’re just rounding a bend towards a steep and muddy incline, just praying we’re actually going in the right direction, when the four of us feel of it. Our six friends are spread out around us, following our lead, but they stop in their tracks when they see the four of us stumble.
At first, I think it’s only me. There’s a sudden sharp, stabbing pain in my left front leg. I roar and find the world turning upside down as I stumble and my momentum makes me topple over. I’m dimly aware of Brett, Grant, and Jesse doing the same. I can even feel their pain colliding with mine in my mind. All four of us have stabbing pains in our left front leg, and it’s so intense, we have trouble staggering back to our feet.
But then we smell the blood.
It’s so strong, I can taste it. It’s Dora’s blood. I know it as sure as I know my own name. Dora is close, and she’s bleeding, and we can smell her blood flowing out of her.
Dora is going to die.
The thought fills me with the kind of rage that comes before the depression of grief. Smelling her blood, it almost makes me feel as if she’s dead already. Which is not a helpful way to feel, but it does seem to drive all of us forward. We all simultaneously change our direction, veering to the left and in the direction of that strong scent of Dora’s blood. She smells so alive even as I feel her death in my bones. I sense the faintest thread of her presence then as we get closer.
It’s then that I hear the howling of wolves.
Brett roars beside me, and we climb a hillside toward a yellow light glowing from a small cabin at the top. We all look at each other and slow our running. I look out at our six friends who have come to help us and will them to follow our lead. The wolves don’t seem to have sensed us yet. They’re farther up ahead and surrounded by trees and boulders. Each of us finds a place to hide, trying to be as quiet as possible. Honestly, the wolves must be too caught up in some intense magic or something to immediately sense us coming. We seem to have the upper hand for the moment.
We manage to spread out around the clearing in front of the cabin, forming a circle around them. There are only ten of us, and there seem to be a couple dozen wolves. This is going to be a brutal fight. We’re larger and we can be faster than we seem. We definitely have the advantage of brute force. If I fall on a wolf the right away, I can kill him just by crushing him. We tend to be underestimated as fighters. But wolves are fast and furious fighters.
This is going to be rough.
Yet, as I crouch behind a boulder and see Dora right in front of us, tied to a tree, her arm gushing blood and Ted standing before a huge cauldron and surrounded by wolves, I lose all sense of coherent thought for a minute. I can’t tell if Dora is passed out or dead, but she’s deathly white.
I look to the left of me and see Brett hiding behind a big pine, and he looks to me expectantly. I give him a nod, and he turns his head to nod at the next bear over. The signal travels around the circle. Now, I come around from the boulder just as the wolves’ ears perk up, and they start snarling and looking around, crouched and ready to pounce. Clearly, they sense us now, but there’s enough growth around the cabin that we’re still a little hidden.
Ted is chanting something. He’s standing before the cauldron and holding the vial as he recites something in Latin.
I have no idea what he’s saying. I’ve never been great with languages. It doesn’t really matter. Whatever it is, it’s bad. Dora looks dead, and I see red in front of my eyes. It’s as if my blood is turning to fire.
The wolves are trying to warn us to back off, but I don’t give a fuck. This ends now, one way or the other.





DORA
I  feel sick and weak. I feel as if life is slowly seeping out of me, and it hasn’t got much farther to go. Yet, I’m not so out of it as to have no sense of my bears.
They’re here.
They’ve come for me.
The wolves are on alert and ready to fight. I think they’re trying to scare off the bears, but I know that’s not happening any time soon. My arm is a scary shade of white, that awful dark line down the middle still oozing blood. I can hardly keep my eyes open. But even so, I can feel them. I find my lips curving up slightly into a smile. It’s so comforting to feel them so near. I can even smell them. I think I’ve gained the ability to smell shifters, or at least I pick them out easily enough. To smell them so near is like coming home. They’re strong and warm-blooded and alive. They’re angry, and I can feel it. The bond between us is stronger than ever. Why I ever doubted what it was or questioned it, I don’t know. It’s like a live, vibrating wire, and it pulses with love and strength.
A tear slides down my cheek, but not out of sadness or anger. I’m just so moved by the love we share that I feel a little strength returning to me. Or rather, I feel strengthened by them being so near. Whatever it is, it has me rallying, and my eyes flutter open. I swallow and try to concentrate very hard. Ted is in front of me, chanting in Latin, and I can feel the magical energy coming out of that cauldron.
I have to do something. I can’t give in anymore. I have to be strong for my bears and fight for them just like they’re fighting for me. I think back to the spell that I studied with Grant. There was a spell for protection I found, though it was only meant for shared fated mates.
But that’s what I am. That’s what we are. If I have faith in our love and in my own strength, I’ll be able to cast it. I just have to gather myself and focus now.
“Fates of love,” I whisper, shutting my eyes. “Hear me now. Bring my mates protection from their enemies. Cover them. Cover them in your veil. Let goodness and justice be their guide. Oh, fates of love...” I go on, racking my brain to remember every word, and the spell keeps coming to me as if a teleprompter is rolling in my head. When I open my eyes again as I’m speaking, I see my own blood begin to glow from the ground. As if there’s an amber light shining through it. My heart pounds with fear, not knowing if it’s good or bad. I don’t remember exactly what the spell is supposed to do, only that’s it for protection in times of great turmoil. But I keep reciting, watching my blood glow brighter all over the ground where it’s been spilled.
Just as the last of my strength leaves me and I begin to pass out, I hear the bears begin to charge.





NATHAN
I  charge forward, and the others follow me. It’s all out warfare as the ten of us bears attack the wolves. I see Jesse up on his hind legs just as two wolves jump at him, but the force and weight of him throws them back. He tackles them into the mud, dispatching them quickly with claws that are thick and sharp enough to tear a man in two from head to toe. My strategy at the beginning of a battle is to intimidate with roars and swipe out with my formidable claws at anyone who comes near me. It’s a simple ploy, but it works exceedingly well to take out the weaker fighters. Wolves might be good warriors, but they always tend to forget about bear claws. Wolves might be fast too, but bear claws can kill you with one well-placed swipe. I take out three wolves inside a minute, and I see others running from me but heading straight into the jaws of other bears.
The battle is long. I see a few wolves just up and flee, giving up on the fight. That’s fine with me. We might find them later anyway just by their scent. I don’t think I’ll forget a single scent I smell tonight. But the sooner this fight ends and we can see to Dora, the better.
In all the chaos, as the other nine keep up the battle, I’ve lost track of Ted, but now I see him trying to climb on top of the cauldron, his face bright red as he continues to chant. I make a run for it to get at him, and three wolves latch on to me. For a fleeting second, I think this is it. I’m about to die. But if Dora is dead, maybe that’s okay. Yet, my heart feels torn thinking of the grieving sleuth mates I’d be leaving behind. I know they’d never truly get over my death, and that alone is enough to rend my heart in two.
I feel teeth trying to tear into my thick hide. If nothing else, that will give them some trouble. Once you sink your teeth into a wolf, you can tear them up pretty easily, assuming they don’t get away. Us bears have much thicker hides. You can’t take a bite out of us so easily.
Pain makes me roar, and I’m forced to the ground under the weight of the wolves. They’re larger than regular wolves, and I can’t raise myself up under their weight. I can’t move. They’ve got me, and I shut my eyes, hating this sense of helplessness that’s brought me to my knees as fangs sink in, and I feel tissue beginning to tear in my flank.
I manage to turn my head to the side facing the cauldron, and I see a great amber glow coming from the ground and from Dora’s bleeding arm. Has it been glowing this whole time? Only then do I sense a magic veil of protection all around me. I might just live. Dora must have cast it. I don’t know how she could have done it with so much blood loss, but she cast it to save us and the thought of it makes my heart swell in my chest. I keep that thought in my head; the thought of the love between us, even as I feel death coming for me.
Suddenly I feel the weight on top of me lighten. I smell Grant and Jesse nearby. They’re on the wolves, ripping them away. They’ve taken them by surprise, and I’m able to get to my feet. I whip around and clobber one of the wolves, tearing through his flank with my huge claws before he even knows what’s happening. He goes down like a ton of bricks, and I toss him aside. When I turn back, I see Grant and Jesse have already taken down the others.
It’s a terrible risk, and I don’t even look around in the chaos to see if I’m vulnerable to another attack.
I just charge straight at Ted.
He’s standing on the wide rim of the cauldron, and I understand now that he recognizes the protective blood all over the ground, and he’s trying to avoid it. He’s determined to finish his spell, but I get up on my hind legs and with one swipe, I’ve got him toppling over, falling like a rock into the dirt. He shifts quickly, but it’s no contest. I get Ted between my jaws. His blood tastes sour, and his fur is gritty. He struggles and howls, and I don’t hesitate to bite through his blood and sinew, taking his life from him. I’m not sorry. It’s nothing but a relief for my thirst for vengeance to kill Ted.
When it’s over, there are a bunch of wolf carcasses littering the forest floor. The rest of us are standing around, catching our breath. A few of the bears are injured, but nobody’s life is in danger. I’m pretty sure several wolves just took the coward’s way out and ran off. That’s what you get when your men aren’t loyal to you. I don’t know what this spell was for, but whatever it was, it wasn’t enough to keep them here.





JESSE
I  haven’t been in many fights, even if Nathan has always kept us prepared and well-trained, just in case. The life of any shifter is nothing if not predictable. But now I feel as if I could have gone on to battle for days. I’ve never felt so strong and agile. It’s as if I’m filled with some new strength. I felt the four of us, bonded together, united in our love for both Dora and for each other. When I saw the glowing blood on the ground, I remembered reading about veils of protection. That must have been in it. Perhaps it was a spell for shared fated mates. The knowledge that Dora cast it to protect us made me love her even more, and I let it fuel my strength.
Now I shift back into human form and stand there, catching my breath. I have a minor wound to my shoulder, but nothing too bad. All of us inspect each other for anything life-threatening, but everyone seems okay. All of our enemies are either vanquished, or they’ve fled.
But victory doesn’t give me any sense of triumph. Not with Dora tied to a tree and looking limp. Her arm hangs from a branch, oozing blood like she’s some sick puppet on a string.
I run over with Grant, who pulls a knife from his pocket, and it takes us a frustratingly long time to cut her ropes and get her down from the fucking tree. She seems so much smaller now as Grant cuts the last rope, and she slumps into my arms. I kneel on the ground and my heart is racing. Her skin feels so cold, and she looks so unnaturally pale and gaunt.
“She cast a veil of protection,” one of our friends says in surprise. It’s Wilson. He’s a mechanic on the other side of town. You would never know he’s a shifter or that anything even slightly unusual or magical was going on with him. He just looks like a regular guy who fixes cars and likes to drink a beer and watch football. But he’s actually really knowledgeable about magic. He comes in to buy supplies for spells with the same attitude as he would to the hardware store. “This veil is amber,” Wilson says, rubbing his beard. He kneels down and presses his fingers into the still glowing blood. He looks at us in surprise. “That’s fated mate stuff. Is this a shared fated mate thing?”
Dora stirs slightly, but she’s still unconscious. I’m afraid she might be permanently damaged, so I’m having trouble following the conversation, but I hear Grant confirming to Wilson that it’s true. To hear it so casually validated makes my eyes well up with tears, and I swallow the lump in my throat.
Yes, she’s our mate. And she’s dying, I think to myself.
The others kneel around me then, and I see the same fear in their eyes too. We might be losing her.
“Wilson,” Nathan says. His voice sounds so different. He sounds so scared now that the fight is over. There’s no one else to kill or take down or scare off. We can’t fight off death. Can we? “Is there anything we can do? If we wait till she gets to a hospital, she could die first.”
Beside me, I hear Grant choke a little and while holding Dora in my arms, her body limp and white as a sheet, I reach over to squeeze his hand.
“I...I don’t know.” Even Wilson sounds shaky now. He’s a big man, but when I look up at him, I see his eyes shining too. He takes off his ball cap and scratches his head and then says, “Wait, your blood. That’s why the veil worked so well. It’s her blood protecting you. If you give her a taste of your blood, it might be as powerful for her. It may work to heal her. Quickly! All four of you, give her a taste of your blood. The power of shared fated mates may save her.”
Wilson kneels down to take Dora from me, and the rest of us work quickly. Grant takes out his knife again, and Brett wipes down the vial that held Dora’s blood. Grant cuts his palm, only wincing slightly at the pain. He holds the vial beneath his hand and lets a good amount drizzle inside before handing off the knife and the vial to Brett. Meanwhile, Nathan takes off his shirt and rips it up, tying off the awful gash in Dora’s arm and wrapping it up. The bleeding has slowed, but it seeps through the fabric so quickly, it makes my own blood run cold.
One at a time, each of us cuts ourselves and bleeds into the vial until all our blood is mixed together. I try not to think about it too much. I’m not squeamish, but the thought of feeding this concoction to Dora does gross me out just a little. But if it will save her, I’d do a lot worse.
When we’re all done, the vial is nearly full again, and Grant grimaces, stirring it up with his finger before wiping the blood off with some leaves. Wilson holds Dora up, and Nathan holds up her head. Everyone crowds around, nine bear shifters surrounding Wilson and our mate, the four of us waiting with bated breath as Nathan slowly pours the vial of blood down her throat. He pours a little, but not so much that she could choke, and then we wait.
“I don’t know how long it takes,” Wilson admits.
I glance at Nathan and see his conflicted expression. If we carried her as fast as we could, all the way back through the woods and took her to the hospital, it wouldn’t take less than an hour. She might be dead by then. One of us surely has a phone. We could run her up to the main road and call for an ambulance there, far enough away from the wolf bodies to avoid the wrong kind of questions. But I’m pretty sure the main road is at least a half a mile away. There just don’t seem to be any good options here, but I see the gears in Nathan’s mind turning as he tries to decide.
“Let’s get her home,” Nathan finally says. He takes off his jacket, and we cover her with it the best we can, but it’s not much. She still feels far too cold. “The house is still closer than anywhere else.”
I don’t remember much about the journey back home. Everything is a blur, but Dora remains unconscious. Nathan carries her and the rest of us run after them. But we don’t want to hold up our six bear friends, and we let them go back home as the sun is still rising and the day is beginning. I’m sure we don’t thank them nearly as well as we should. I know I barely say a word as we hike through the woods, moving as fast as we can back to the house. I’m not great with niceties on a good day, much less when I’m this upset. But I think Grant took care of it well enough. That’s kind of what he does.
Once we’re down the hill and onto flat ground, Nathan throws Dora over his shoulder and takes off at a run. It’s not like she weighs much, and Nathan is a lot stronger than average anyway. If it was feasible we’d carry her on one of our backs, but there’s no way to secure an unconscious woman to the back of a bear. Might be funny to look at, but it’s asking for trouble.
Eventually, Nathan is running fast enough that I don’t bother to keep up. He’ll get her to the house safely. I keep my nose open. Brett is running at a trot after them, but Grant hikes beside me as we go. I feel exhaustion, suddenly, deep in my bones. But I feel a little better with Grant at my side. The two of us have always been inseparable.
“You think she’ll be okay?” I ask him. I stuff my hands in my pockets. Sometimes Nathan massages the truth to get us where we need to be, and Brett is likely to avoid an answer if it’s something he thinks somebody doesn’t want to hear. Grant is always good with people, and he’s easily able to charm them, but I know he’d never lie to me. So I dread asking him, but when he looks at me, he’s smiling.
“I do,” he says, nodding. “I have a good feeling. I think we’re going to be okay.”
“So optimistic,” I say to him. But I can’t help smiling. A lot of times, that’s how it is between us. One of us is optimistic when the other is feeling down—we kind of balance each other out. I think the entire sleuth has that kind of dynamic actually, and now Dora is a part of it. I try to just accept what Grant is saying, but I’m so worried about Dora, I’m having actual physical reactions. Like panic, I guess. My hands sting. It’s a strange phenomenon. I shake my hands out and take deep breaths, and I can tell Grant is reading my emotions all too well because he comes up beside me and throws an arm around me. I really do appreciate the comfort, and we walk through the woods, both of us still worried about Dora, even if we do feel good about our odds.
The woods are beautiful as we make our way back. The rising sun turns the faintly cloudy sky a beautiful hue of peach over our heads.
I haven’t seen a dawn with Dora yet. There are so many things we haven’t done together.
“We should go camping,” I mutter as we make our way down the main road towards the house.
Grant looks at me funny. “What are you talking about?” He looks so amused that I blush a little. I didn’t really mean to say that aloud.
“When she’s better,” I say. “We should take Dora camping. If she likes camping. Do you think she likes camping?”
“Don’t worry, man,” Grant says, squeezing my shoulder. “You’ll be able to ask her yourself in no time. I really do feel good about it. I think if she was going to die...we’d just know. Like we’re scared, but that’s different. I mean, don’t you feel it? The thing? The bond?”
“Yeah.” I smile softly to myself. It feels like a really intimate secret, this feeling. Even though all five of us share it, and it involves all of us. “Do you think she loves us?”
“Yes,” Grant says, and he seems to get the same soft smile on his face that I’m wearing. “It’s the fated mate thing. That’s why she could do the veil. You can’t cast something like that without true love. God...I just want to feel her in my arms again.”
“Me too.”
“But you’ll do for now,” Grant says, giving me one of his patented smirks.
I roll my eyes at him, but at least he’s making me smile as we make our way home.
    
When we get back to the house, Dora still isn’t awake. By the time we get there, she’s upstairs, lying in her bed. She’s still unconscious, and Brett is furiously paging through a spell book looking for a healing tonic for her arm.
She does look less pale to me, but she’s so still, lying there under the covers. I have to watch really carefully to be able to tell that she’s even breathing.
When Brett finds the spell and asks me to help him put it together, I’m only relieved. We raid the ingredients from our stock in the magic shop, and it doesn’t take long after that to throw everything in a cauldron according to the brew instructions. Then, it’s just a light recitation, and we carry the cauldron back up to Dora’s bedroom. Grant is leaning in the corner, watching. He looks more serious now than ever. I can feel the doubt coming off of him in waves, and I try to throw him a reassuring look. Nathan is sitting at Dora’s bedside, quiet and stoic, but he hops right back up when we bring the cauldron in and set it on the nightstand.
Brett goes about unwrapping Dora’s arm, and all of us can’t help but wince at the sight of that awful gash. He uses a paintbrush and paints the tonic on. It’s thick and goopy, and I watch, even though there’s not much to see. I sit at the foot of the bed and that’s when I feel the magical energy between us fold together. It’s a subtle thing. If anyone was talking or even moving more than Brett is right now, I’m not sure I would have noticed it. But in the still and quiet, I feel us reaching out to Dora with the strength of the magic that we can lend her. I pray it will help her and lean on my hand as I watch Brett paint the tonic onto her skin. Finally, almost her entire arm is covered. There’s not much to do now but keep waiting.
Grant mutters, “She might’ve—” He doesn’t finish his sentence, and we all look at him expectantly but he just shakes his head, frowning. “Nevermind.”
I think he was going to say, she might have bled out. None of us know anything about regular medicine, honestly. We’re all just hoping that our strength and power and the connection between us will save her. It’s all we’ve got.
“Should we give her more blood?” Brett says quietly.
“We can’t,” Nathan says quietly. “She can’t swallow; she’ll choke.”
“Jesus…” Brett gets up and I watch him pace back and forth before he finally announces, “I’m going to wait in my office. I’m going to, I don’t know, work on the books or something. I can’t just sit here and stare at her, waiting for her to wake up. It’ll kill me.”
“What about...?” Grant looks at him and looks at her. “Didn’t you feel that power between us?”
“Of course, I did,” Brett says, his mouth an angry little frown. “Don’t worry, Grant. I feel it as strongly as anything. I’ll feel it in my office too. I’ll send her all the strength I have in me.”
“Yeah.” Nathan nods and gets to his feet. “Okay, look. We should go in shifts. We’ll lose our minds if we sit around here.”
“I’m taking the first shift.” I say it louder than I intended. I just don’t want anyone to argue with me. Grant looks like he wants to say something, but he just nods and takes one final look at Dora before he leaves the room.
But I know Grant. Sure, he’s optimistic sometimes. But if he is really worried he doesn’t compartmentalize as well as Nathan or Brett. He’s just going to go to his room and mess around on his phone and pace because there’s nothing else he can do for Dora.
Meanwhile, I sit on top of the covers next to Dora and stretch out my legs. Grant brings me my phone and that helps, I guess. I can’t really concentrate on anything though. I just keep looking over at Dora to see if she’s stirring at all. I mainly just look at Instagram, scrolling by the same photos over and over and searching tags I don’t even care about.
“Hey.” It’s an hour later when Nathan appears in the doorway with a cup of coffee that he brings to me. “Cops left us a message. There are no charges on Dora. Said it was all fabricated evidence.”
“Well, that’s good news.” I take a sip of the coffee and almost groan with how satisfying it is. I already feel more awake. I didn’t even realize just how tired I was.
“Yeah, it was all just Ted’s bullshit, so...I mean, that’s taken care of.”
“One less thing,” I murmur. I’m stroking Dora’s hair now, lacing my fingers through those beautiful burgundy waves. She’s been out too long. It’s not just stressful, it’s depressing. I could kill to see her pretty eyes again. I take a long swig of coffee, and just as I do, Dora breathes a little differently. It’s slight, but my ears automatically perk up.
“Hmm…” Dora hums in her sleep and Nathan dashes to her side. The both of us hover over her waiting for some other sign of consciousness. “Mmmm...please…”
“Dora,” Nathan says softly. “Dora, sweetheart, please wake up. Open your eyes and talk to us, darling.”
Dora’s eyes flutter and my heart flutters with them. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced a joy this intense before as she opens her eyes and looks up at us.
“You’re alive,” she says softly. She smiles and sighs as if in great relief. “Oh God, Ted!” She looks around in fear, and I stroke her hair.
“He’s gone, baby,” Nathan says, squeezing her good hand. “He’s gone for good.”
“Did you…?” She raises an eyebrow.
“Yes.” He nods, but he looks at her steadily, not flinching from the truth. “We had to. He would have killed all of us. He definitely would have killed you.”
“Good. I’m glad.”
“How do you feel?” I ask her.
“Oh…” She frowns down at her arm.
“Does your arm hurt a lot?” I ask her. “We put a healing tonic on it, but I don’t know how well it worked. I haven’t checked.”
“It doesn’t hurt at all,” she says in surprise. “It feels fine.” She raises her arm and flexes her fingers like normal, and I gently take her wrist and wipe away some of the gunk near the gash. When I do, I realize it isn’t there anymore. She’s completely healed as if it never happened.
“Oh, thank God,” Nathan says, chuckling. “That was so ugly.”
“Yeah, I wasn’t a fan of it either,” Dora says.
Nathan goes to the bathroom and grabs a wet washcloth and a hand towel, and we wipe away the gunky tonic and all the blood with it. Soon, Dora’s arm is as good as new.
“But you lost so much blood,” Nathan says, marveling. “How—”
“I think it was us,” I say, hardly believing how powerful our love is. I kiss Dora’s hair and she smiles up at us, eyes shining.
“Holy shit!” Grant appears in the doorway, and Dora only laughs at his wide eyes.
Suddenly, everything feels good again.





DORA
I  remember Ted cutting my arm, and sensing that the bears were near, and then I don’t remember much at all. I fell into a dream. Nothing hurt anymore, and I was walking through the woods with my four bears. They were huge and beautiful with thick, rich brown fur. Nathan was the biggest, and I could ride on his back as they led me to their favorite spot by a little stream. I’ve never felt such complete peace and contentment as being with my four bears in that dream in the woods.
I think the dream must have been brought on by either the healing tonic or the protective veil. But once I wake up and remember everything that happened, I’m only grateful that I passed out and slept through the pain.
When Nathan notices the state of my poor feet, the tonic gets busted out again, and he slathers it all over them and then dabs some on my upper arm where Ted was grabbing it. At this rate, I might end up in better shape than I was before this whole thing.
“You’re all alive…” I clap a hand to my mouth. My heart is still racing. Brett has joined us and my four bears are all crowded around my bed. “I knew it. I knew you all had to be alive. I would have felt it if one of you had really died on me. You’re all a part of me now.”
“Ah,” Brett says nodding and straightening his glasses. “You must have seen George.”
“Is that the bear who died?” I say softly.
“Yes. Our friends said they’d take care of him.” Nathan looks grim then, and I feel bad for bringing it up just when we were so happy to be together again. Not that they would have forgotten that they’d lost one of their friends. “He was a good bear. He was brave.”
The boys tell me a little about George, which is more for their benefit than mine, but I’m glad to have the attention off of me for a bit. Jesse brings me coffee, and I lie back, propped up by a load of pillows and snuggled up between Brett and Grant.
All our troubles are over now. The love spell was clearly just a failure. It might have attracted Ted’s ire, but I don’t believe it did much more than that. He was always going to be an asshole. But now he’s gone, and I don’t have anything left to fear. My bears are alive and safe with me, and we have nothing left ahead of us but the future.
That day, the guys insist I rest and recuperate from my traumatic experience in the woods. I do find myself practically starving, and I get myself out of bed once my feet are healed and Brett makes me an omelet in the kitchen. We sit around and eat and drink coffee, and the morning feels strange but pleasant. The guys talk about how they’ll have to have the friends who helped them over for dinner, as well as Christa for helping out with the spell. Later in the morning, they text her to let her know that the target of the spell is dead, and she tells us the spell doesn’t need to be reversed anymore. So that’s one less thing to worry about.
“I think I’m going to go back to sleep too,” Grant says, rubbing his eyes. “Just take a nap. I’m so tired.”
“Can I sleep in your bed?” I ask softly. We’re all sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee, but at this point, we’re so tired that it doesn’t seem to be having much effect.
Grant leans over and kisses me on the lips. “Of course, baby.” It’s so casual. Like this happens every day. I feel like we’ve sealed ourselves together. But I think we need to talk about it.
Just not now. I feel like I’m about to fall asleep on my omelet.
I change into pajamas, and then Grant takes me to his room. It’s cluttered with books and funny little knickknacks, and old tin street signs are nailed to the wall. Apparently, he collects a lot of vintage things that never end up selling in the shop. It makes for a cozy and quirky little room. He has a big, puffy blue comforter on his bed, and I hum with pleasure, climbing under the covers. Grant gets in with me and spoons up behind me, and then Jesse appears in the doorway.
He’s blushing a little, but he says, “Room for one more?”
“Of course,” Grant says sleepily.
I pull back the covers with a smile, and Jesse climbs in on the other side of me and we all settle in with Grant protectively spooning me while I hug Jesse’s chest. I don’t think I’ve ever felt more comfortable or safe as I do snuggled up between the two of them, and I fall right to sleep.
I dream of the bears and the stream again, and everything in my dream is right as rain.
    
I wake up smiling, and when I open my eyes, Grant is leaning on his elbow smiling down at me. I rub my eyes, feeling well-rested and completely healed.
“What time is it?” I ask him.
“About six in the evening.” He leans down to kiss me, and Jesse stirs next to me, so I tug him to sit up and kiss him too. Nathan was apparently snoozing in the corner, and now he wakes up and stands to stretch.
I beckon Nathan to come over, and he sits at the foot of the bed. I push the covers off and crawl over and kiss him too, long and slow. I feel Grant and Jesse’s hands all over me, and the implications are already making me wet. I’m just about to ask where Brett is when he appears in the doorway.
Brett looks so shy, seeing as all crowded on the bed and starting to get intimate, but I wave him over. “Come here, Brett. Please?” He doesn’t need to be told twice. I look around at all of them, and I feel like I’m starving again. Except that this is a very different kind of hunger. “I want all of you,” I whisper. “I want all of you at once.”
“Then you’ll have us,” Nathan whispers. “Lay back, sweetheart.”
I lay down on my back, and Nathan tugs on the pajama pants and t-shirt I’d changed into. I feel so bare, but then Nathan leans down and kisses me through my panties, and I gasp only for it to be swallowed by Jesse kissing my mouth and stealing my breath. Nathan, ever so slowly, slides my panties down. I feel as if every nerve is on fire and extra sensitive now. Just the sensation of his thick fingers coupled with the fabric of my panties on my skin makes me hiss.
“God, you’re so beautiful, Dora.” That’s Brett, kneeling on the bed beside Grant. He looks at me like I’m a goddess and leans down, pressing a hand to my stomach before taking my breast in his mouth. He kisses and licks at me, and I reach back to clutch the bars of Grant’s headboard, letting my men do what they will with me. Jesse takes my other breast and Nathan has one of my legs. He’s kissing his way slowly up my calf, his eyes on me, observing my every reaction. The sensations are overwhelming already, and I writhe and squirm on the bed, so happily helpless before them. I know they’d do anything I asked of them, yet I’m happier to let them do whatever they please. Still, their goal seems to be making me feel good before anything else.
I have mouths licking and kissing and then gently biting my breasts and my clit feels swollen, my eyes teary with the overwhelming pleasure of it all. Grant is squeezed in next to Brett and he ducks his head to kiss me, his tongue curling with mine and when he pulls away, I reach up to grab him by the waistband of his pants.
“I want your cock,” I whisper, feeling brazen and filthy. “I want your cock in my mouth now.”
Grant grins widely at that and throws me a wink before taking his shirt off. “Yes, ma’am.”
He takes off his pants and his briefs, and I feel my clit throbbing, seeing that he’s already hard for me. His cock is pink and firm, bouncing against his belly. The others moan around me and watch Nathan as he crawls forward on the bed, pushing my legs apart to tongue kiss the inside of my thighs. He’s so close, yet so far away, and the anticipation is making me tremble even as I take Grant in my mouth. I reach around to press my fingers to the soft flesh of Grant’s ass, tugging him forward and taking him down my throat as far as he’ll go before I gag. I like the feeling of fullness, the salty taste, and the firmness as I suck on him. But I especially like looking up at him, locking my eyes with his and seeing him lost in the pleasure. He lurches forward and groans, bracing himself on Brett.
But it’s when Nathan buries his head between my legs, and his tongue plunges inside me, that I start shuddering. I’m already close, but I don’t want to come yet. I know I could come over and over for my men, but I want everything to last as long as possible. But now, Nathan’s tongue is lapping at me, exploring my folds and then suckling at my clit. I scream around Grant’s cock just as he begins to come in my throat. Grant starts to pull out, and I reach up to keep him there, swallowing everything he has to give me. He strokes my cheek, looking at me like I’m his everything.
My mates, I think. The thought makes my heart feel too big in my chest.
I’m shaking with the desire to come. Just as I think Nathan is going to push me over the edge, he sits up again, and I’m equal parts grateful and frustrated. But I want him inside me. Somehow I want all of them inside me, which isn’t necessarily possible.
But I can come close.
I sit up abruptly, wincing a little and shaking so hard that Brett murmurs concern and strokes my hair. But I know just what I want, and I lick my lips, looking steadily at Nathan. “Get on your back.”
We all shift around on the bed, which is both mercifully big and firm. Everyone still clothed takes off all their clothes, and all the skin on display makes me want to touch and kiss and hold on to them forever. Now, Nathan lies on his back, his huge cock lying back against his belly, and I climb on top of him. The mere thought of riding him with any of the others behind me makes me almost embarrassingly turned on. Brett gets behind me and helps me as I impale myself on Nathan. He feels even bigger than last time, but I like it. I even like the dull ache from his size forcing me to adjust to him. He’s so deep inside me, tears slide down my cheeks. Brett and Jesse are softly kissing my cheeks and my shoulders and my back as I acclimate to Nathan’s cock. My mouth is wide open, and I can’t seem to close it. I find myself muttering everything I’m thinking as I begin to move, crying out every time I feel Nathan touching some new place inside me.
“I love you all so much,” I whisper, rocking on top of Nathan. Brett’s arms wrap around me, and I feel his cock pressing against my ass and sweat drips down my body. I fuck myself on Nathan while pressing back towards Brett, and ever so slowly, he begins to push himself inside me too and I’m crying now from the overwhelming perfection of it all—the two of them are in me, and the connection between us is a live wire that hums and makes us all buzz with pleasure. Jesse is beside me, and I tug him forward, my eyes on his engorged cock and he kneels so I can take him in my mouth.
That’s when I finally break. I come so hard and so completely, a feeling like lightning flows through my body, and I want to sob. I feel as if all five of us are one body and one soul, and it’s almost too much. It’s so good, I think I’ll die, and it seems to go on endlessly as Nathan shouts his orgasm too. The three of them are filling me while Grant whispers his love and strokes my cheeks, encouraging me and observing the rest of us losing our minds. Finally, Jesse pulls out of my mouth, and I collapse on top of Nathan, helplessly weeping out of sheer happiness.
It’s all so intense that I can’t even think coherently. I’m sweaty and breathless, but I’m not done. I want each of them. I want nobody left out. I climb off Nathan and shakily find myself begging for Grant who smiles adoringly as we all shift around again. He pushes me back on the bed and wastes no time before pushing my legs apart and sliding smoothly inside me, his cock already hard again.
“Yes!” I throw my head back. I can’t tell if this is the same orgasm as before or a second one. It’s all a blur now as Grant thrusts into me, clutching my thighs and whispering how much he loves me and how none of them can live without me now.
That’s how it goes for the longest time. I take each of them into me and at some point near the end, we’re all just a writhing mass of naked bodies, stroking each other and caressing each other with love and care, too tired to do anymore, but unwilling to stop touching each other. The connection between us is as solid and unbreakable as steel.
    
“Are you okay?” Jesse is laughing at me as I’m snuggled between him and Brett on the couch that night. We’re half watching some terrible action movie, but we’re mostly just talking, snacking, and enjoying each other’s company.
“I’m fantastic,” I say, leaning on his shoulder. “But, oh my God…”
“It was pretty intense.” Brett chuckles and kisses my hair. Nathan is in the big chair by the couch, his feet propped up on the coffee table and he watches us, sleepily smiling.
“It was perfect,” Nathan says quietly.
“Yeah, it was alright.” Grant cackles when we all look at him incredulously. He’s sitting on the rug at my feet, and he grabs my socked foot, biting my toe. “I’m kidding. It was...what’s the word? Transcendent. It was transcendent.”
“So is this how it’s going to be?” I look at all of them, still feeling tentative somehow. They stare back at me blankly. “I mean, as in the five of us are all together? Like a five-way relationship?”
“Of course,” Nathan says. “Shared fated mates. That’s what that means.”
I have a lump in my throat again, and I lean on Jesse’s shoulder, sniffing. “I don’t know why I’m so lucky. But I’ll take it.”
“We’re the lucky ones,” Jesse whispers, wrapping his arm around me. When my phone buzzes, I think Brett’s tickling me for a second, and then I groan and pull it from my pocket.
It’s my mother.
“Oh no,” I say darkly.
Everyone looks up in alarm and Nathan says, “What’s wrong?”
“Oh, nothing terrible,” I say, sighing. “Just my mother. Which is only kind of terrible. Hey, will you guys go to a wedding with me?”
The guys all look at each other as if asking permission and then look at me and simultaneously say, “Sure.”
“Fantastic.” I can’t help smirking to myself.
This is going to be interesting.
I pick up the phone and clear my throat. “Hi, mom! It’s so good to hear from you! How have you been? Have you read the Hamilton book yet? I don’t want to spoil it, but Burr shoots him.”
I hear my mother breathing through the phone and she hesitantly says, “Is this Dora?”
“Of course, it’s me,” I say, rolling my eyes.
“You never sound this happy to hear from me.”
There’s a reason for that.
“Well, I’m in a very good mood,” I say, grinning at the guys. They all seem quite amused by my end of the conversation. “I’m...sated.” Grant bites my toe again, and I burst out giggling and kick him gently.
“Dora, are you drunk?”
“No!” I sigh and try to pull myself together. “No, I’m not drunk. I’m in an antique store. Sort of.”
“What are you doing in an antique store?” My mother says, sounding all suspicious. “You aren’t spending money, are you? I’ve told you, you need to be careful about money. You don’t want to be a deadbeat like your father—”
“Did you call for a reason?” I say loudly.
“Oh yes, I just wanted to ask if you’d managed to find a date yet for the wedding?”
“Yeah, I figured that’s why you called,” I say dryly. “Well, worry no more. I have four dates for the wedding.”
“I’m sorry, what?”
“I have four dates,” I say. I over-enunciate every word like my mom must be stupid, and I’m not sorry. “Four men. I’m in a relationship with them. All four of them. They’re my boyfriends. It’s a polyamorous type of thing.”
“Poly—Dora, no!”
“Dora, yes,” I say, feeling more confident than I think I have ever been in my life. “Also, I’m a practicing witch. So you don’t have to keep bugging me about whether or not I practice magic. I absolutely do.”
“Oh my God!” She’s crying, I can tell, and I have no sympathy for her.
“So, I guess that wraps up this conversation,” I say into the phone. “Anyway, I think I’ll call dad now. I need to check up on that old warlock. Bye, mom!”
“Dora—”
I hang up before she can say anything else, and all the guys burst out laughing.
“That was amazing,” Grant says, squeezing my foot.
They all congratulate me, and I feel genuinely good about my relationship with my mom for the first time since I was a kid. She can nag me all she wants about what she wants for my life, but it’s my life and these are my bears.
And I’m never letting them go.
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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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