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Chapter 1
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Amber

I cross the semi-dark, empty cafe. Yesterday, the lack of customers filled me with dread. This morning, it fills me with anticipation.

The moment we open Jewels Cafe for the day, it will be flooded with customers. Why wouldn’t it be? Now that Minerva Evil Montgomery and her cursed pebble are gone, there’s absolutely nothing keeping Silver Springs residents away! 

I do a little happy dance as I channel my chameleon magic. Then, I shift into a troll! 

What? It’s not like my guys are around to see me. Plus, it’s way too early for anyone to be out and about in front of the cafe. That, and I’m lazy. I am so not walking all the way around the counter just so I can make myself a cappuccino. Hey, don’t judge! 

The troll I shift into is over seven feet tall, so the transformation takes time. The ceiling gets closer, and the floor gets further and further away. There’s a split second of vertigo, too, but a few deep breaths make it stop.

The cafe looks so different from up here—smaller—but everything on the other side of the counter is so much easier to reach. I wrap my giant troll hand around a Jewels mug. Success!

My plump, swollen troll lips curl up, and I break into a toothy grin. I’ve picked my mug at random, but this one happens to have an amber-colored jewel on the side—definitely a good omen. Not that I even need an omen to tell me that life is going my way. Julian finally—finally!—sees Minerva for who she really is—a witch with a capital B. And now that she’s out of our lives for good, the cafe is saved and he’s finally mine. In my bed. Upstairs. Sleeping next to my two shifter mates.

Butterflies flutter in my stomach. My hard, muscular troll stomach—the troll I chose is a total gym rat. Not that I care about troll abs when I have mate abs—three sets of them—waiting for me upstairs.

This morning, I woke up wrapped in Wes’s strong arms, cocooned against his hard chest. Julian’s muscular thigh was intertwined with mine, and Chase was fast asleep directly behind him, looking adorable, all swallowed up by my too-soft bed. It felt like a perfect moment, and I wanted to savor it forever. So, of course, I suddenly had to pee.

I thought about climbing back into bed, but by then my caffeine cravings kicked in... Guess there’s one downside to owning a cafe. Still, my silly grin—which must be pretty terrifying, considering I look like a troll—stays in place as the coffee machine sputters to a stop. I grab my cappuccino, inhale the delicious caffeine-filled scent, and take a step toward my favorite table.

It’s an exact repeat of yesterday morning, when I’d shifted into that bouncer from Club Vee. Which, of course, reminds me of bouncer junk. Which makes me think of troll junk... and trust me, you do not want to be thinking about troll junk. Ever!

A troll's junk is nothing—NOTHING—like a vampire bouncer's junk. Sure, vampires are pretty huge down there. But trolls? Trolls were never human to begin with. Which I guess is the point, but still... damn.

I take a step, feel exactly what I have between my legs, and shift back on the spot. My Jewels mug—Jewels Cafe, not family jewels... get your head out of the gutter, Amber!—crashes to the floor. Glass shatters. Cappuccino spills everywhere. But hey, at least it’s not a bad omen. Not for Jewels Cafe or any other part of my life. Because everything is absolutely perfect. What could possibly go wrong?! 

"Ambear?" The upstairs apartment door crashes open and footsteps pound down the stairs. "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine!" I call up to Wes. At least I'm no longer a troll. Because nothing beats looking like a troll around your new mate.

Then, I forget all about trolls as my bear shifter comes into view. His gray sweats hug his muscular thighs, and his black t-shirt stretches across his rock-hard chest. I swear he looks even more handsome and tempting each time I see him. I start toward him, but the moat of cappuccino and broken glass stops me.

“What happened?” Wes asks as he takes in the mess. The obvious concern in his gaze makes me flush.

"I tripped," I lie. Because even though Wes saw me shift into some pretty unattractive supes while I was upset, I'm not ready to tell him I also willingly shift into guys—erm, trolls—in my spare time.

I start to bend down to pick up the glass, but Wes rushes around the moat and pulls me to my feet. "Careful!”

Before I realize what’s happening, Wes lifts me straight up off the ground. I gasp. My breath hitches in my throat, and I become aware of just how large my bear shifter really is. Not troll-sized—phew!—but pretty damn close. Which makes me wonder if he’s close to troll-sized in other places, too.

Yeah, yeah, I should probably already know. But I don’t. My bear shifter and I still haven’t done it. Yes, it. We confessed our love for each other last night, he saw me naked—watched me make love to Julian—but then he decided to take things slow. And Chase and Julian agreed... damn them!

All I wanted to do was pick things up where we left off in the bedroom, but the guys went for takeout and a movie instead. Followed by sleeping in each other’s arms, fully dressed. Ugh! It was all innocent touches and slow torture that left me hot and bothered and oh so annoyed with Wes.

But the moment he sets me down on the bar stool—gently, mind you—I grimace. And of course, my bear shifter notices.

“Are you still sore, little bear?” he asks, placing a hand on my thigh.

The soreness is instantly replaced by heat... followed by nerves. Troll junk nerves. Because if Wes is anywhere near troll-sized, or troll-shaped, I should not be encouraging him. Ever! Because troll junk? Pretty damn scary!

“Ambear? Are you alright?”

Don’t talk about troll junk. Don’t talk about troll junk! My cheeks flush and I mutter a quick, “I’m fine, Wes.”

“Good.” He leans closer. My breath hitches in my throat. When Wes claims my lips in a slow, leisurely kiss, all my worries disappear. I start to wrap my arms around his neck, but he takes my hands and gently lowers them back onto my lap. “Later,” he growls. “Right now, I need to get this glass cleaned up.”

"You don't have to do that. I’m the one who broke the mug.” Because I shifted into a troll, but details schmetails. 

“I don’t mind.” Wes places one final, chaste kiss on my lips and steps back. “Stay right here. Okay, Ambear?"

My heart skips a beat at the way the nickname rumbles in his chest. I can’t tear my eyes away as my bear shifter steps around the broken glass and heads into the back. I hear him opening the storage closet when the upstairs door clicks open and footsteps echo down the stairs. 

Chase!

I recognize my bunny shifter instantly. Julian would never willingly get up before the sun, and the footsteps are far too heavy to be his. Definitely Chase in his Doc Martens. 

"There you are!" Chase says when he spots me. His hair is still wet from the shower and he’s wearing the same clothes from last night: jeans and a baggy shirt. Which reminds me that neither of my shifters has a change of clothes here... or any of their stuff. 

Should I tell them they can leave a few things here? Is that moving too fast? We are mates, aren’t we? But we also only just met. So how soon is too soon?

“Sweetheart?” Chase looks from me to the mess on the floor and back again. His eyebrows furrow, and I don’t fault him for the confused look on his face. Here I am, sitting in the semi-dark with broken glass all over the floor, like there’s absolutely nothing wrong.

“I tripped.” I settle on the same lie I told Wes. 

"Did you hurt yourself?" Chase quickly circles the mess and moves to my side. He starts to check me over, his hands caressing my arms and lifting my skirt to check my bare knees.

My pulse starts to race and the overhead lights suddenly flicker on, startling me. I jump, and my bunny shifter lets go of me like my skin’s on fire. Then, he backs away, and I feel momentary panic. Did I shift into someone else? Like maybe a troll?

I glance down, but the bare legs Chase revealed are definitely mine. The familiar birthmark, brown and shaped a bit like a coffee spill, peeks out from beneath my floral skirt. And my boobs look just as frustratingly small as they always do, which means I’m still me. Unless...

Did I half-shift?! 

My hand flies to my face, but nothing seems to be out of place. I don’t feel large amounts of hair, at least not where hair shouldn’t be. My long, blonde locks are on my head, and there’s no beard, or mustache, or eye hair. Please don’t get me started on eye hair!

I let go of my face and reach back to check my ass. No tail, either. Phew! 

"What did I miss?" Wes asks. His lips quirk up and there’s an amused glimmer to his eyes. 

“Nothing.” I quickly let go of my ass. 

“Just making sure Amber's not hurt. That’s all. I didn't realize you were down here, Wes,” Chase explains.

He looks like a bear caught with his hand in a honey jar—or in this case, a bunny caught with his hand around his carrot. I’m not sure that analogy is quite right, but what I do know is that Chase looks guilty. Guilty about touching me. Because Chase isn’t freaking out that I suddenly shifted—or half-shifted—into someone else. He’s freaking out because Wes caught us together.

“Chase?” I whisper, silently begging him to tell me I’m wrong. To make it clear that something else is going on here, and that there’s a reason he jumped away from me.

Instead of replying, Chase shoots Wes a look filled with a silent apology, and it’s like last night never happened. Like Chase never kissed me in front of Wes. Like he never had his face buried between my legs while my bear shifter pinned my arms behind my back. Like I never made love to Julian while both my shifters watched.

I suddenly start to doubt everything.

Sure, the guys and I said our I love you’s and decided to give our somewhat unusual relationship a shot, but what if it doesn’t work out? What if they get jealous, or they stop getting along? Or worse, what if they make me choose?
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Chapter 2 
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Amber

“Go back to what you were doing,” Wes says, his tone neutral. I can’t tell if he’s angry, upset, or he really doesn’t care, but all I really want is for things between me and my guys to be okay.

“We weren’t doing anything,” I tell Wes.

"But we could be." Chase smirks. Then he kisses me. Right in front of Wes.

I don’t get it. One second he’s looking all guilty for touching me, and the next his lips are covering mine.

My cheeks flush, and I gasp in surprise. Chase takes full advantage. His tongue darts inside my mouth and I can’t help it. I moan.

Chase groans in response, and I wrap my arms around his neck. He runs his hands up and down my waist, sending shivers coursing through me, and I tug him closer. So close that my breasts are pressed against his chest and I’m surrounded by hard muscles and heat.

Then I hear a sound. A scraping sound. Then another scraping sound, and another. It distracts me enough that I pull away from Chase and look to see what’s going on.

When I spot Wes, my eyes widen. I honestly don't know what I expected. I guess that he would leave the room to give Chase and me some privacy? Or that he’d cross the cafe to join us? Maybe even stand right where we left him, watching us kiss?

Instead, Wes is kneeling at our feet... sweeping up glass like Chase and I aren't even there. Like we're not making out mere feet away while he's cleaning up my troll-induced mess.

"Let me help," Chase says, letting go of me. He reaches for the bucket Wes left next to the counter, but the bear shifter shakes his head.

"Don't worry about it.”

"Are you sure?" Chase hesitates and then turns back to me with a shrug. For a second, I think he plans to go back to kissing me—back to pretending Wes isn’t even there—but he winks instead. "Should I go check on breakfast then?"

"You guys are making breakfast?" My smile widens. Because on top of saving Jewels Cafe and getting together with my childhood crush and two shifter mates, Chase is making us breakfast.

"I thought you were making breakfast," Chase says.

"I am.” Wes doesn’t look up from his sweeping. “We’re having quiche.”

"I’ll go check on it while you finish up here," Chase says. 

"No need,” Wes says, stopping him. “I’m only just preheating the oven, and I set an alarm on my phone, so it'll ring when it's ready."

"Right...” For a second, Chase looks almost disappointed. Then, he shakes his head and turns to me with a slow smile. He brushes back a strand of my long, blonde hair and starts to lean in, but I pull away. My bunny shifter may be alright with making out while my bear shifter is cleaning the floor—and Wes doesn’t seem to mind—but it just feels wrong, somehow.

"Do you want me to make you a coffee, Wes?" I ask my bear shifter.

"That'd be great, little bear.” He smiles up at me as he wrings the coffee-soaked rug into the bucket.

“Coming right up.” I slip off the bar stool and let out a frustrated sigh. It would be so much easier to shift into a troll and reach across the counter, but that’s so not happening with both my guys watching.

“Everything okay?” Wes asks.

“Do you need some help?” Chase asks.

No, I just wish I was a troll. Or at least as tall as a troll. Not that I’m telling my guys that. “No, I got it,” I answer Chase first, then turn to Wes. “How do you take your coffee?”

Obviously, I know how Julian takes his. I’ve known him for years, and he always goes for fancy, hand-crafted drinks over plain coffee: Pumpkin Spice Lattes, Hot Chocolates, Mochas. He opts for those in the morning, too, instead of a cappuccino, like me.

I even know Chase’s order. He was pretty excited about trying a carrot-cino last night—as long as it had caffeine—but until we get carrots, an Americano will do. As for Wes...

"The more cream and sugar, the better," my bear shifter tells me. "I don't like the taste of coffee."

“Then why drink it?” Chase asks. Which is a fair question.

"I could make you something else,” I add, gesturing at the array of machines. “What about... a mood tea?”

Because then I’d know for sure if he’s secretly jealous of me kissing Chase. He may act all nonchalant about it, but what if he’s seething inside? I know I would be. If I ever caught one of my guys kissing someone else, my Mood Tea would probably explode.

"No, thanks. Coffee's good," Wes says, bursting my Mood Tea bubble.

"But why drink it if you don't like the taste?" I ask in confusion.

"Caffeine addiction?" Wes shrugs. "Can't really help it." 

"Tons of drinks have caffeine that aren't coffee,” I tell him. “I could make you a Caramel Cloud Macchiato—it’s like Angel Coffee, but without the coffee taste.” I try to picture Wes towering over the small cup, watching the cotton candy cloud melt. “Or maybe a Peppermint Mocha with an extra espresso shot? A Frappuccino?”

"Honestly? I haven't tried any of them," Wes admits.

"You haven't tried any of them?”

“I get my coffee at the convenience store, and all they’ve got is premade and instant.” Wes shrugs. “I tried their Irish Cream once, but wasn’t really a fan. And we’ve never had a cafe in Silver Springs before.”

“You do now! And you can try everything until you find what you like.” I squeal, mentally going over the options. I haven’t a clue what Wes might enjoy, so I venture a guess. “How about a honey cream latte? Or a Pumpkin Spice? Bears love honey and pumpkins, right?”

"Oh, um..." Wes pauses in his cleaning and stares down at the dirty rug. "Normally, yes." 

"Normally?" Chase asks, picking up on the odd answer a split second before I do.

"I'm not a fan of either, really." Wes hangs his head, like it’s some major flaw.

“That’s okay. I can make you something else,” I tell him. "How about we start with something simple, like a Mocha?"

"That's coffee and chocolate right?" Wes asks.

I nod.

"I do like chocolate. I'd love to try one. Thanks, Ambear."

“You’re welcome. And if you don’t like it, I’ll just make you something else. One of the perks of dating a cafe owner.”

My cheeks flush as the word dating leaves my mouth. This is the first time any of us have used it, but neither guy comments.

Chase slides onto a bar stool, and Wes goes back to cleaning. After a few seconds of awkward silence, I get to work. I make the Mocha for Wes, an Americano for Chase, and a Cappuccino for myself.

By the time I’m done, Wes has finished washing the floor and getting cleaned up. He takes the bar stool next to Chase, and I slide the guys their drinks across the counter.

I kind of want to sit down, too, but I'm not sure where. Do I grab the bar stool next to Chase? Or Wes? And will the other guy’s feelings get hurt? Maybe I should just bring the bar stool to my side of the counter? Or ask one of the guys to move so I can sit between them?

"This is pretty good, Ambear,” Wes says while I’m still deliberating. He gives me a slow smile, and my heart leaps. When he reaches across the counter and covers my much smaller hand with his huge one, that leap turns into a bound. My heart hammers so fast it feels like it might race straight out of my chest... at least it does until I remember Chase.

Oh no, Chase! Should I reach for his hand, too? Is he upset that I’m only holding hands with Wes? And why didn’t stuff like this worry me last night?

It’s all Chase’s fault. Why did he jump away from me earlier like he was doing something wrong? And then, why did he kiss me in front of Wes? If he hadn’t done that, I wouldn’t be this confused mess of nerves. Nerves that make me jump away from Wes like I’ve been burned the moment his phone rings.

"That'll be the oven," he says, staring at the hand I just yanked out of his. For a second, I think he might say something, but he changes the subject. "How about I grab a drink for Julian since I'm heading up, anyway?"

"It’s nice of you to offer, Wes." I smile. "But Juli won't be up for hours."

"No, he's up," Chase says. Wes nods.

"What? How do you know?" I ask in surprise.

"Shifter hearing..." Chase taps his right ear, even though his left one is closer to the stairs. Shifter hearing must be that sharp. "Bunnies are good for a lot more than carrots, you know."

My bunny gives me a once-over and my cheeks flush. Since he wouldn’t take off his pants, either, my carrot count is still 1 out of 3. My imagination, on the other hand—

"He’s on the phone," Wes says.

“Huh?” I ask. It takes me a second to realize Wes is talking about Julian, and not Chase’s carrot.

"He’s on the phone at eight in the morning?!" My eyes widen, and I forget all about carrots.

Because Julian’s a total night owl, and everyone knows it. No one in their right mind would ever call him this early, not unless it was a serious emergency. Which means something is terribly wrong.
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Amber

I race up the stairs with Chase and Wes on my heels. It helps that my guys are behind me, since there’s always a chance I might shift into someone else in my panic. A tumbling troll, gawky goblin, or fumbling fairy come to mind, but I somehow manage to make it to the top without my guys having to catch me.

As I run, a part of me keeps hoping that the guys are wrong, and Julian’s still fast asleep. But when we enter the apartment, the faint sound of his voice carries from my room. 

Don’t panic, Amber! Maybe he’s just talking in his sleep! Not that I’ve ever heard Julian talk in his sleep... but it’s not like we’ve shared a bed—or even a bedroom—before last night. For all I know, my bestie-turned-mate gives sleep-induced monologues all the time.

Except how likely is that? Pretty unlikely, that’s how.

Worst-case scenarios start to race through my mind like bunnies on speed. What if Julian’s Mom or sisters fell ill? Or an errant spell burned down their house? Or Minerva Evil Montgomery cursed Julian in a fit of rage? She better not have, or I swear!

“Juli?” I shout as I race into the bedroom.

"Bean?" Julian scrambles to sit up. The too-soft mattress shifts beneath him, and he falls over sideways. Which would be hilarious if Minerva didn’t just do something awful!

"Are you okay?" I cry, looking him over for purple skin or giant warts. There are none, which just makes panic escalate. "Why are you up? What happened? Who were you talking to?"

Instead of replying, Julian’s eyes widen and snap over my shoulder to Chase and Wes. He starts waving his arms wildly in front of his chest for absolutely no reason, nearly toppling over. He manages to right himself, places his index finger in front of his lips, and silently tells the guys to be quiet.

What he’s doing makes sense, which makes my panic escalate. Whatever Minerva’s done must be really, really bad. I bet she... she...

“It’s just me, Amber, dear,” Julian’s Mom’s voice echoes from a speaker, and it takes me a second to spot Julian’s phone slowly sinking into the mattress.

The fact that Mrs. Wade is calling this early can’t be good, and I try to read how bad the news is on Julian’s face. He looks more panicked than upset... yet still so unbelievably cute with his blond hair all mussed from sleep. I get this sudden urge to hug him and tell him everything is going to be alright, except that thinking about hugging Julian somehow leads to thinking about taking off Julian’s t-shirt and pajama shorts—followed by frustration, because Wes managed to convince him to sleep fully-clothed. Which is, of course, followed by images of all three of my mates distinctly unclothed.

No, Amber! Don’t think about naked men while Julian’s Mom is on the phone. Especially not when he probably just got horrible news!

“Mrs. Wade? Are you okay?"

"I’m fine, dear. So are Lawrence and the girls. And I told you before, call me Jeanne-Marie. Or Mom," she reprimands. "Especially now that you're part of the family."

"Mom!" Julian tries to sound annoyed, but he’s grinning.

"Yes, exactly. Mom." Mrs. Wade chuckles.

It’s not the first time she’s teased me about calling her Mom and Mr. Wade Dad or about being a member of the family. Mrs. Wade’s always made sure I knew she loved having me, but me spending so much time over at Julian’s has become a sort of running joke between us. Except now that I’m with Julian, does that actually make me one of the Wades?

The mere thought of it makes a warm glow slowly spread in my chest, but Mrs. Wade’s next question turns it into a full-on blush.

"Amber, you and my son are mated, aren’t you?”

“Oh, um, yeah.” My eyes dart from Julian to Chase and Wes. “We’re—”

"She's my girlfriend!" Julian practically shouts. He’s got this weird look on his face, but before I can question it, he changes the subject. “Why did you think someone was hurt, Bean? Did something happen?”

“No, nothing happened.” I settle on the bed across from him. Or try to, anyway. The mattress resists, and I end up sinking into a hole while Julian’s phone slowly slides toward me. “It's just that no one ever calls you this early, Juli. I was worried.”

“He’s not usually up before noon, is he?” Mrs. Wade—who I can never seem to think of as Mom, or Jeanne-Marie—chuckles. “I was pretty surprised when he called so early.”

“You called your mom?” I gape.

Julian nods.

“Did something happen?” I ask, my mind returning to Minerva Evil Montgomery.

Julian shakes his head, his eyes drifting to Chase and Wes. My other two mates. Did he get up early just so he could tell his mom about the four of us?

“The Pumpkin Spice Latte sign!” Julian cries.

“What?” I frown.

“I’ve been getting up early to work on the Pumpkin Spice Latte sign,” Julian says, talking fast. “I’ve been practising the spell in the mornings ever since the cafe opened. I knew you were busy downstairs, and you weren’t expecting me to be up, so it was the perfect time.” Julian gives me a lopsided grin—the kind that has made my heart race and my belly do flips since the day we first met. “I wanted to surprise you.”

“It was the perfect surprise.” I smile dreamily. 

“My little boy, getting up before nine to surprise his girl.” Julian’s Mom sounds as dreamy as I do. "A lot of things are changing, aren't they?"

"Nope. Nothing’s changing. Nothing at all,” Julian says quickly.

Which is the furthest thing from the truth. My entire life’s changed in a span of a day. Julian’s too. We’ve finally started dating, after years of just being friends but wanting more. We met Chase and Wes, my two shifter mates. The four of us agreed to make our unique relationship work. And we saved Jewels Cafe from Minerva Evil Montgomery! How can Julian possibly think that nothing has changed?

“Of course things are changing, Juli,” his mom says, echoing my thoughts. "Now tell me about last night... and no, not the grandbaby-making part!”

Julian’s cheeks take on a red hue, as do my own. My mind drifts to last night—and how little it had to do with actually making babies—and I feel a mix of arousal and embarrassment. Not over what happened so much as because Julian’s mom is the one asking.

“You know, Juli,” Mrs. Wade adds wistfully. “Now that Kris broke up with that Noland boy, you and Amber are my best shot at grandbabies!”

"Mom!” Julian cries. “We only just started dating! We’re not having babies!”

"Don’t you want kids?" his mom cries. “Amber, please tell me you want kids!”

“I—” 

"Amber doesn't want kids?" I recognize Julian’s sister Taylor's voice in the background. 

"Of course I want kids!" I say quickly, shooting a glare at Julian.

"Amber says she wants kids," Julian's mom relays.

"Amber and Juli are having a baby?" Erin squeals.

"No, we're not!" Julian shouts, but no one seems to hear him over the cheering that erupts on the other line.

"Can I talk to Juli and Amber?" Erin begs. “Please, Mom?”

"I was actually thinking we could all go down for a visit. Talk to them in person. What do you say, girls?"

“No!” Julian shouts. I don’t think anyone hears him.

"I've always wanted to see Silver Springs," Erin squeals. 

"Me too," Taylor chimes in. “Wait ‘til we tell Kris. She’s been so down since she broke up with Jack.”

“You’re right, dear.” Mrs. Wade adds. “This will be good for her.”

“What will be good for me?” Kris asks. “If it’s another blind date, I’m not interested.”

“Kris!” Erin squeals. “It’s not a blind date. It’s so much better!”

“What is?” Kris asks.

“We’re going to Silver Springs,” Taylor cries.

“No, you’re not!” Julian shouts.

“And Juli and Amber are having a baby!” Erin squeals.

“No, we’re not!” Julian yells, his voice getting more agitated by the minute. “There’s no baby! Mom, tell them there's no baby!”

“What was that, dear?” Mrs. Wade asks. “Sorry, I was just talking to your sis—”

“Tell them we’re not having a baby.”

“Oh, of course you’re not having a baby.”

“They’re not?” Erin whines.

“Well, that’s disappointing,” Kris says.

“Isn’t it?” Taylor sighs.

“I’m sure they’ll be having babies in no time, girls,” Mrs. Wade tells them.

I wait for Julian to shout that we’re not having babies anytime soon, but this time, he doesn’t say a thing. Before I can start to worry about what that might mean, Mrs. Wade changes the subject.

“You know, Juli. Now that your dad’s retired, he’s been talking about opening a restaurant.”

“He has?” Julian asks.

“He’d be great at it,” I add. Whenever I’ve visited, he’s always been experimenting in the kitchen, making gourmet meals with a touch of magic.

“He’s been trying out all the dishes on me and the girls,” Mrs. Wade says happily.

“And he has a job!” Erin cries.

“He’s been working at a local restaurant part-time to learn the business,” Mrs. Wade explains. “But I’m hoping you two could help him with his business plan.”

“We’d be happy to help,” Julian says.

“Of course,” I add.

“Great. We’ll pack our bags and head down in the morning.”

“You can’t!” Julian cries.

“Why on Earth not?” Mrs. Wade demands.

“Because...” Julian shoots me a wide-eyed, pleading look. “Dad has to work.”

“He’s off for the rest of the week, so—”

“Erin has school!” Julian shouts.

“And Erin can afford to miss a day or two. Isn’t that right, Erin?”

“Of course,” Erin says, sounding disgruntled. Then she shouts into the phone so loudly her voice echoes around the room, “I’m not a little kid, Juli!”

“See? She’s not a little kid, Juli.” His mom chuckles. “Now, let me call your dad and look up flights and...” 

"Mom, no! We're not ready for guests. And we don't have the space."

"Oh, don't you worry. I'm sure we can find a nice bed and breakfast to stay at." 

“Mom, you can’t. Things are so busy at the cafe. We won’t even have time to talk to Dad or show you around!"

“Sure we will,” I interject. “We can—”

“No. We won’t!” Julian glares at me.

“But...”

"We can help out at the cafe to help you make time... and it’ll give me a chance to get to know Amber better."

"You've known Amber for years!” 

"But I feel like I missed so much! And I'd love to meet all your new friends. Like those two lovely young men I heard on the phone yesterday. Chase and Wesley, was it?"

“Yes, Ma’am,” Chase says from the doorway, except Julian ends the call before he so much as makes a sound.

"Did you just..." I trail off, gaping at him.

"Hang up on his mother?" Wes finishes for me, his tone amused. "I think he did." 

The phone starts to ring again, and Julian stares at it, wide-eyed. "Please don't tell her," he pleads, his eyes drifting from me to the guys and back again.

“Tell her what?” I ask in confusion.

“About us. I don’t mean you and me, us. I mean you and Chase and Wes and me. The four of us.”

“Oh.” My heart sinks right along with the bed, which adjusts as Wes settles down next to me.

I get this feeling like I’m about to shift, but then my bear shifter wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me onto his lap. “Don’t be upset, Ambear.”

“I’m not,” I say, even though I totally am.

Julian’s phone starts to ring again in the background, and we all turn and stare at it.

I know this relationship we have is unusual—I’m still trying to wrap my mind around it, myself—but lots of supes have group pairings. Not Witches or Chameleons, per se, but it’s not like what we’re doing is unheard of. And it never crossed my mind that our families might not approve.

Okay, fine, my family definitely wouldn’t approve, but it’s not like they approve of anything I do. If they haven’t already reached maximum levels of Amber Disapproval, they’re close, and it’s not like our relationship could get any worse.

Julian’s family, on the other hand, has been there for him through everything. They didn’t abandon him the moment his powers went wonky. They accepted that, unlike the rest of his family, his magic may never work right. And none of his sisters stopped talking to him, or stopped loving him, or ever made him feel like he wasn’t good enough. His entire family’s been there through thick and thin, and the idea that I might be what ruins their relationship is like a punch to the gut.

“I’m so sorry, Bean,” Julian says, when I’m the one who should be sorry. He takes my hand in his, and of course, I choose that exact moment to shift into a troll.

Okay, fine, it’s not like I have a choice. But if I did, now would be at the bottom of my list. 

Wes grunts, because he’s suddenly got a giant troll in his lap. And no, that’s not some sort of euphemism. 

I try to scramble off, but Wes keeps a strong grip on my hard, muscular, troll waist. He even places a soft kiss on my broad, linebacker shoulder, like it doesn’t bother him in the least that I’m suddenly a guy.

“Bean, I’m going to tell Mom, I swear...” Julian says, and I realize that my giant, hairy hand is still in his. Or, with my sudden shift, I guess his now smaller hand is completely engulfed in mine.

I try to pull away, but like Wes, Julian doesn’t let go. 

“Bean, I promise I’ll do it. I just have to figure out how,” he tells me. His face is filled with love and regret, and none of the disgust I’d expect to find from a man staring at his mate-turned-troll. 

“Ambear...” My bear shifter snuggles into my neck, and the rumble of his chest soothes me enough that I shift back. “Families can be... complicated.”

Wes is right—I know he is—but his words bring up a whole new set of worries.

“Is your family not going to be okay with us either?” I ask softly.

“They...” Wes hesitates. “I’m sure they’ll be fine. Bears have multiple mates all the time.”

“But?” I add, because there is definitely a silent but in there somewhere. 

“No one in our clan has a non-bear mate. We’re definitely... unusual.”

“Unusual...” I repeat softly as Julian’s phone starts ringing for the third time.

“I lost touch with my family,” Chase blurts out, which I guess is one less worry. One fewer family that might hate me.

“Please, Bean. Promise you won’t say anything?” Julian whispers. I nod, and once Chase and Wes agree, Julian picks the phone. "Sorry, Mom. My phone died. But listen, you really can’t come visit right now... it’s just not a good time.”
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Chapter 4
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Chase

We quietly file out of the bedroom, leaving Julian to finish his call. My hope is he’ll tell his family the truth, and that they’ll take it well, but Amber clearly doesn’t think so. At least not if her tense shoulders and furrowed eyebrows are anything to go by.

“You alright, sweetheart?” I ask softly as I close the bedroom door behind us.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” Amber gives me a fake smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Good,” Wes says absently. “I should put the quiche in the oven.”

I’m surprised that he doesn’t notice the sad look that flits over Amber’s face. Is he worrying about how his own family will react? And will they really care that much that he’s mated to a Chameleon instead of a Bear?

I consider just asking outright—and offering to help with breakfast while I’m at it—but the disappointed look on Amber’s face as she watches Wes go stops me. One, she needs me. And two, I’ve never even had quiche, so how much help could I possibly be?

The moment Wes turns his back on us, Amber shifts into a troll. It’s strange how she can take on a completely different form, and yet when I look at her, I still see my Amber. 

I take her very large hand in mine and give it a gentle squeeze. That seems to do the trick, because Amber instantly shifts back, and I lead her across the living room. I try to find a place for us to sit, which shouldn’t be this challenging, but the living room is a complete disaster. The three couches are pushed back against the window and piled high with takeout containers and dirty laundry. The same is true for all the chairs, at least the ones that don’t have other chairs stacked on top of them.

“Sorry about the mess.” Amber grabs a fuzzy pink sweater from the nearest couch. I follow her lead and pick up a large, navy blue hoodie that I assume belongs to Julian. I start folding it, but Amber tosses her sweater onto the couch closest to the window. When she does the same with a jean jacket, I chuck the hoodie after it.

“Why do you guys have so much furniture?” I ask as I toss a pair of sweatpants after it. “Did it all come with the place?”

“Nope. Juli magicked it.”

“You can magic furniture?” I gape at the massive amount of furniture surrounding me. “I thought I read somewhere that witches can’t make stuff appear out of nothing?”

“They can’t. But they can grow and shrink things.” At my confused look, Amber grins. “We bought a bunch of doll house furniture and Julian used a spell to expand it to human-sized.”

“What for? Are you planning to sell it?” It seems like a great business plan to me. I grab the nearest chair, a fancy wooden thing upholstered with floral fabric, and decide to test it out.

“Chase, wait!” Amber cries, but it’s too late. The chair collapses beneath me. The next thing I know, I’m flat on the floor, surrounded by broken chair parts.

“What happened?” Wes comes running from the kitchen.

“Not really sure.” I get back to my feet and dust off my jeans, making sure to get rid of any errant wood splinters. “Do you need any help with breakfast? Maybe Amber and I can set the table?”

“We don’t have a table,” Amber says.

“Pretty sure you do.” I gesture at the two dining tables, which are both tilted on their sides so they take up less room.

“They’re not all that great. One’s crooked, so stuff kind of just slides off it, and the other’s wobbly. Plus, there’s no guarantee they wouldn’t break.” She gestures at the broken chair at our feet. “Most of the furniture isn’t really usable, apart from the couch. It’s not comfortable, but at least it’ll hold our weight.”

“Good to know,” Wes says, examining one of the wooden chairs closest to him.

“Shouldn’t you just get rid of it then?” I ask.

“Eventually. There’s a junkyard on the other side of town, but the furniture’s pretty bulky, and Juli and I just haven’t gotten around to it.”

“Can’t he shrink it back to doll-sized and then throw it out?”

“He can, but we’re worried he’ll shrink our beds or some of the stuff downstairs, too. His magic can be a bit... unpredictable.”

I think back to the way he made the cafe’s front door explode—not to mention the spelled pumpkin spice latte that brought us all together—and nod.

“Actually, I have an idea.” Wes suddenly spins around and races out of the apartment.

“Where are you going?” Amber calls after him. “Wes, wait up!”

Amber runs down the stairs after him, and I follow suit. We hear the front door chime, and by the time we reach the cafe, Wes is long gone.

“That was weird,” I tell Amber as the two of us stare at the front door in confusion.

She nods. “Where do you think he went?”

“No idea.” I take a seat at the bar and pick up my Americano. Amber slides onto the stool next to me, and for a few seconds we sip our drinks in silence. Finally, I set my drink down and turn to face her. “You know what I said earlier?”

“About the furniture?” Amber frowns.

“No, I mean how I lost touch with my family...”

“Oh... I’m really sorry about that, Chase.” Amber places her hand on top of mine. “I lost touch with mine, too.”

“You did?” I can’t quite explain how her words make me feel. On the one hand, I’m excited that my mate’s been through the same thing that I have. That we have this thing in common. That she gets me. But I also feel bad, because I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

“It’s no big deal,” Amber whispers, though the way she tenses and purses her lips says otherwise. “I’m over it.”

“Same here.” I nod, but I don’t want to lie to my mate, not a day into our relationship. “Actually, I’m not. No matter how much time passes, or how used I get to being without them, I still miss them.”

“I miss mine, too.” Amber swallows hard, and instinct has me pulling her onto my lap. I’m a bit concerned that she might shift into a troll again, but not because she’d crush me with her weight. I can handle a little troll—or even a lot of troll—but the bar stool we’re sitting on probably won’t. 

I hold my breath, because I’ve had enough of chairs collapsing under me today, but Amber retains her form. She snuggles against my chest and sighs softly instead. “I don’t really talk about them much anymore. Juli knows, and it’s not like bringing them up will change things. So I try to forget.”

“Sometimes it helps to talk,” I tell her. ”And I’m always here to listen.”

Amber nods against my chest, and a few seconds pass in silence. Then, she tells me her story.

“I came into my power when I was thirteen. My little sister was already shifting, but Mom was convinced I was a late bloomer... No way a child of hers wouldn’t be the perfect chameleon."

I give Amber’s knee a soft squeeze. I mean for the touch to be comforting, but with my mate snuggled close on my lap, it ends up being so much more. A wave of heat courses through me. My pulse accelerates. And I suddenly wish we weren’t in the middle of the cafe having a serious conversation.

If we were talking about anything else—and if I hadn't given Wes my word that I wouldn’t touch her—I’d act on the desire coursing through me. Instead, I’m forced to shift Amber on my lap before she notices my growing carrot.

“The first time I shifted, I grew vampire fangs...” Amber tells me.

“You turned into a vampire?” I ask in awe.

“No, I grew fangs... out of my forehead."

I try to picture it and fight back a grin. It sounds ridiculous, but somehow still epically awesome. Amber’s dejected sigh says otherwise. “Your mom didn’t take it well?” I hazard a guess.

“She completely freaked out. But then she got it into her head that it was a sign of my superior powers. I couldn’t even shift properly, but she kept going on and on about how I was more powerful than her and my sister combined.”

“Why would she think that?”

“I don’t know... but it just made things worse. Maybe if I only had to be as good as her and Adelyn...” Amber sighs. “If she didn’t criticize me every time I got it wrong, maybe I would have—”

The front door chimes, and Wes rushes inside with a duffel bag in hand. He glances at Amber and me, smiles, and races past with a quick, “don’t mind me.”

“Was that weird?” Amber asks, echoing my own thoughts. She turns her head to watch Wes until he disappears up the stairs and then looks at me. “Should we go after him?”

“In a bit.” I tighten my arms around her as my gaze locks on her lips. Suddenly, all I can think about is kissing her. When her tongue darts out to lick her lips, all I can think about is covering them with mine and... No! I can’t do that. Not after the promise I made to Wes. Not when one kiss would only leave me wanting more. Especially not when what my mate really needs is someone to talk to. “What were you saying about your mom?”

“Huh?” For a second, Amber looks confused, but then she spins around in my lap so she’s facing the counter and shrugs. “Just that I got sent to the academy and haven’t seen my family since.”

“Your mom hasn’t visited you?”

“No. She calls me once a month, but that’s about it.”

“It’s good that you still talk,” I tell her.

“If you call a ten second phone call talking...”

“I’m really sorry, sweetheart.” I hug her tighter.

How could her mother put such unrealistic expectations on her and then get rid of her when she didn’t meet them? And how could any parent not want to see their own child? I think of my own family and shake my head. I’m one to talk.

“It’s not all bad,” Amber says softly. “The academy is where I met Juli. Yeah, I lost my mother and my sister, but I gained Juli and his family. Which is why...” she swallows audibly. “Which is why I can’t bear the thought of him losing them because of me.”

“He’s not going to lose his family because of you or anyone else! And if he does, he’s better off without them.”

“How can you say that?” Amber gasps in obvious outrage.

“Because parents are supposed to love you no matter what. Siblings, too. I know ours didn’t, but that doesn’t mean Julian’s won’t... and if they’d rather see him unhappy and alone than here with us, he’s better off without them.”

Amber gapes at me, and for a second, I think I said the wrong thing. My gut clenches at the thought of us having our first fight, but then it soars as she breaks into a smile. “You’re right, Chase. Julian’s family just wants what’s best for him.”

“And that’s us, sweetheart.” I grin. But even as the words leave my mouth, I know they’re a lie. Yes, Amber’s what’s best for Julian. He’s loved her since they were kids, and now they own Jewels Cafe together. And Wes fits right in—taking charge, making breakfast. They’re what’s best for Julian, not me. Where do I even begin to fit in?

“What happened with your family?” Amber asks just as I’m starting to panic. “I know you mentioned you left home because they banned computers and books and stuff, but why don’t you visit?”

“Because it’s more than just banning computers and books. My community fears knowledge.”

“Fears knowledge?” Amber frowns. Her eyes are filled with interest and curiosity, but I can’t help it when my gaze drifts down to her lips. “What do you mean, Chase?”

Oh, right. I’m supposed to be telling her about my family.

“When I was little, I used to ask a lot of questions. Normal stuff kids ask. ‘Why is the sky blue?’ ‘Why do you see lightning before you hear thunder?’ And my family always had the same answer for me. ‘Because it is as it’s always been.’

Even as I say those words, a ball of frustration forms in the pit of my stomach. Because it wasn’t just my parents who said those words, it was my brothers and sisters and friends and their families, and all the elders. Everyone! None of them ever questioned things or even seemed to care.

“When I got older, instead of having fewer questions, I kept asking more. See, the answer wasn’t always the same. Sometimes, they’d tell me things, like why my sister would separate the whites and colors when washing clothes, or why Grandpa always had to have his food mashed. So I just kept hoping each new question would have an answer... until they’d all had enough.”

“Did they send you away to an academy, too?”

“I wish! Sending me to an academy would have meant I’d finally find my answers, and my parents didn’t want that.”

“So, what did they do?”

“They pulled me aside and told me that if I didn’t stop asking questions, the community might banish me.”

“Just for being curious?” Amber sounds horrified. But then, the ways of the community don’t often make sense to outsiders.

“Back home, we’re not supposed to think for ourselves. To them, I was in the wrong, and the threat made me stop. I started pretending to be like other kids. Playing sports. Climbing trees. Exploring our lands. Basically, doing anything that didn’t involve thinking.”

“How old were you?”

“Six.”

“Six?” She gapes up at me.

“It is what it is.” I shrug. “I couldn’t stop asking questions in my head, though, so I started looking for answers myself. And one day I decided to go past our fence. I think I was seven or eight then. I knew I wasn’t allowed to leave the community, but I wanted to know what was out there.”

“What did you find?”

“People. A town. They didn’t pay me any attention, so I kept going back. Walking down their streets, exploring their modern buildings. They had electricity. Air conditioning. It was all so fascinating. And one day, I discovered the library. That’s where I found my answers. Learned how to survive in the outside world. So when I turned eighteen, I left.”

“And you haven’t been back?”

“I’m not welcome there. Not unless I renounce the outside world, and even then I risk imprisonment or worse.”

“For leaving?”

“For breaking the law. For rejecting our ways.”

“I’m so sorry, Chase.” Amber wraps her arms around my waist, and I bury my face in her hair. The spicy scent of her shampoo teases my senses as memories I’ve tried my best to suppress burst forth, like water breaking through a dam.

My mother’s waist-long, flowing black hair. Her soft smile as she ruffled my hair. My father’s thick beard, always littered with food crumbs or leaves and twigs. My oldest sister, Julie, smiling at me with that huge gap between her front teeth. Married with three kids by the time I left, even though she was only twenty. All my other siblings, ten kids ranging in age from sixteen to two... older now, since I’ve been gone six years. A few with kids of their own, I’m sure. Nieces and nephews I’ll never meet.

“I miss them so much, but I don’t regret leaving. I belong out here.” I want to belong out here! Because the truth is, I know I was meant to live among books and computers and answers... but that doesn’t mean Amber will want me to stay. She belongs with Julian and Wes, but where do I fit in? Where have I ever truly fit in?

Even in this world, filled with all the answers I could possibly want, I’m an outsider. Always staring at the world around me in wonder, always discovering something new, always feeling like I’m a step behind everyone else. There are so many things that other people seem to know that I just don’t... what quiche is, whether or not witches can magically create furniture, what will happen if my rent payment is a week overdue, and whether or not I’ll ever truly belong.
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Chapter 5
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Amber

“Quiche is ready!” Wes calls down the stairs, startling me. 

“I’ll make us some fresh drinks,” I call back, scrambling off Chase’s lap. Logically, I know I have every right to cuddle with my bunny shifter, but I can’t help feeling guilty. Again! Is this what having multiple mates will always feel like? I really hope not, because I’d never be able to choose between my three guys.

The mere thought makes me cycle through various forms. Troll. Angel. Fairy. The bouncer from Club Vee. I can’t help it. Because talking with Chase just now, sharing about our families, has only made me feel closer to him. It made me realize that our bond goes so much deeper than plain attraction. Chase and I both know what it feels like to be rejected by our families. To wish they loved us for who we are but know that they never will. And that’s something that no one in my life has ever related to, or understood, not even Juli.

I feel a sudden wave of guilt, because my best friend turned mate was there for me through it all. He’s the one who held me after my mother told me I wasn’t welcome home for Christmas. He wiped away my tears when my sister refused to answer any of my calls. He distracted me after my mother told me to stop calling. And now he might lose his own family... because of me.

“Sweetheart?” Chase asks softly. “Are you okay?”

I nod. And looking at my bunny shifter makes me realize it’s true. Yes, I’m worried about how Juli’s family will react, but Chase is right. They just want what’s best for him, and they’ll come around... they have to.

I shift back to myself, and Chase examines me for a second. It’s almost like he’s not quite sure he believes me, but he finally nods. 

“Hey, Wes,” he calls up, “Need any help setting the table? Or, I guess, the couch?”

“Already set!” Wes shouts back, and the apartment door clicks shut.

“I’ll help you carry the drinks, then,” Chase tells me as I set out four to-go cups on the counter.

“Don’t worry, I got a tray.” I grab it to show Chase, and for a second, he almost looks disappointed.

“How about I carry up the tray, then?” he finally asks.

“Deal.” I grin and get to work.

A Cappuccino, Americano, Hot Chocolate, and Mocha later, Chase and I head upstairs. When we enter the living room, all the takeout containers and dirty laundry is gone, replaced by two separated piles of black garbage bags on either side of the front door. The furniture’s also been rearranged, so the place almost looks livable.

“You did all this?” I gape at Julian, who’s lounging on the couch in the middle of the living room. It’s facing the door, and there’s a coffee table in front of him. I vaguely recall moving that wobbly bit of furniture against the wall, but it no longer looks like it’s tilted at an odd angle.

“It was mostly Wes,” Julian replies, gesturing at the bear shifter, who’s wiping down the kitchen counter.

“I like cleaning.” Wes smiles like he doesn’t have a care in the world and continues to make slow circles with the cloth on the kitchen counter.

“Here, Chase, let me grab those.” Julian takes the tray of drinks from the bunny shifter and carries them to the dining room table.

“Don’t!” I shout after him, and Chase takes a step forward, as though to stop him.

“It’s fine, Bean!”

“No, it’s not! The table’s going to...” I trail off as Julian sets the tray of drinks safely on the surface and absolutely nothing happens. “...collapse?”

“It’s not.” Julian grins. “Wes fixed it. Chairs, too.”

Which is when I realize that the table—which I swear used to be crooked—is set with plates, glasses and forks, none of which are slowly sliding to the floor. I turn to Wes, who steps out of the kitchen carrying the quiche, then back to the furniture.

“How the Chameleon?” I frown. There’s no cardboard propped under the table legs—something Juli and I tried, which didn’t really work—and I can’t imagine how Wes could have stopped all the chairs from collapsing.

“Wobble Stoppers.” The bear shifter grins. “I happened to have some left over in my van.”

“You have a van?” I ask in surprise.

“What are Wobble Stoppers?” Chase adds, which is what I should have asked. Except Wes just doesn’t look like the type who would drive a van.

“It’s a business van for the Cleanly Den,” he explains. “I left it parked in the lot just east of here, and Wobble Stoppers are spells we use to fix broken furniture.”

“I should have thought of it, Bean,” Julian chimes in. “All Wes had to do was sprinkle the pre-made spell from the pouch and bam!”

“It’s good to have on hand in my line of work.” Wes shrugs. “Now, who’s hungry?”

We gather around the table, and after double-checking our chairs—or triple-checking, in Chase’s case—we sit down and dig in.

“This is delicious, Wes.” I moan over the bite of quiche, and I’m not even kidding. Wes’s cooking is that good!

“Amber’s right!” Julian grabs another forkful. “Is it spelled?”

“Wait... you can spell food?” Chase asks, frowning down at his plate.

“Dad always does. And a bunch of our Jewels Cafe drinks are spelled, too.”

“Spelled, how?” Chase glances suspiciously at his to-go cup.

“That’s just a regular Americano.” I giggle. “None of our coffees are spelled, just our specialty teas, like the Mood Teas. Oh, and remember Kaye's Brews? The ones that give you a foreign accent at first sip?”

“The accents took a bit of time to get used to the first time I heard them.” Chase nods. “How do Kaye’s Brews work?”

“I’m not sure.” I shrug. “We buy the mix for it pre-made, since the recipe is top secret.”

“Same thing with Story Teas,” Julian adds. “But they’re all perfectly safe and magic council approved for resale.”

“Huh.” Chase pauses as he mulls it over. “What about the quiche?”

“Just regular ingredients.” Wes chuckles.

“You sure?” Julian asks, moaning over another piece of quiche.

He licks a small piece of egg from the corner of his mouth, and my eyes lock on his lips. I still can’t believe I got to kiss him, to lie naked beneath him, to make love to my best friend turned mate. Heat courses through my veins at the memory, and I want to act on it, but I can’t.

If it was just Juli and me having breakfast, I might lean in and kiss him... or cover his hand with mine and hope he kisses me. With Chase and Wes here, too, I haven’t a clue how to act. Would reaching for Julian’s hand upset my other two mates? Do I need to hold all their hands at the same time? And how do I pull that off when there are three of them and only one of me?

We managed perfectly fine last night, I remind myself. Last night had been hot. Amazing. Natural!

This morning, it just feels awkward.

We go back to eating quiche and making small talk throughout breakfast. I learn a bit more about how Wes schedules clients and assigns cleaners—including the Cleanly Den Witch, Zoe, who’s covering for him this morning—and Chase starts to tell us a bit about his client work as a digital marketer.

“It’s almost time to open the cafe,” Julian interrupts, jumping to his feet.

To my surprise, I realize he’s right.

“Just leave all the plates,” Wes tells us. “I’ll clean up.” 

“You cooked,” Chase gets to his feet, too, and picks up a plate. “I’ll get all this.”

“I don’t mind.” Wes smiles happily as he starts to gather plates.

The bear shifter looks like there’s nowhere else he’d rather be, so the three of us leave him and head downstairs.

“Do you think he’s just being nice?” Julian asks when we reach the main floor. “He can’t possibly like washing dishes, can he?”

“I think he does.” I smile. “He told me he loves cleaning. And did you see the way he lights up when he talks about it?”

“I could go up and offer to help, anyway?” Chase suggests. “Unless you guys need my help down here.”

“No. You go ahead.” I head behind the counter and get to work.

I find comfort in the daily routine. It’s peaceful and relaxing, which is exactly how Wes described cleaning.

“I think this is how Wes feels,” I tell Julian as we turn on all the machines and get the cash register open for the day.

“I hope so.” Julian laughs. “Less cleaning for us.”

He grabs the Pumpkin Spice Latte Sandwich Board and takes it outside while I set out the milk and cream. We’ve just finished up when Chase comes back down.

“Wes has everything under control upstairs,” he says. “You guys need any help down here?”

I shake my head. “Nah. Juli and I got it.”

“Juli again, huh?” My best friend turned mate chuckles and pulls me into his side.

“Yeah, Juli.” I smirk up at him, while my pulse hammers in my chest.

For a second, time stands still.

“Do you want me to help make drinks?” Chase asks, and the moment’s gone.

“We’re good,” Julian tells him. “Plus, don’t you have a lot of client work you need to do?”
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Amber

Chase grabs his laptop and settles at my favorite table at the back. He picks the chair facing the door, which is where I usually sit, and I start to smile. Which turns into a full-out grin when I remember how I’d sat in that same chair when Julian tried to sneak up on me yesterday. I totally got him when I’d shifted into that fairy!

Ironically, the fairy in question chooses that exact moment to walk through the door, and the look on Julian’s face is priceless.

“Is that—” he starts to ask, and I quickly interrupt.

“Welcome to Jewels Cafe!” I greet the fairy with a huge smile. “Iced coffee, hold the sugar?”

“Yes, please.” The fairy smooths out her business suit and hands a still gaping Julian her credit card. Luckily, that seems to snap him out of it, and he rings her up while I make the drink.

After she leaves, Juli and I get into a comfortable routine. The cafe isn’t as packed as it was last night, but we get a steady stream of familiar faces mixed with some new ones. The morning slowly drifts into the afternoon, and Wes sets up a sandwich platter for us in the back room just before lunch.

We eat when there’s a lull between customers, and then we’re back to serving Mood Teas, Coffees, and Pumpkin Spice Lattes.

I’m just putting the finishing touches on a Red Eye—drip coffee with a shot of espresso—for a red-skinned demon named Magnus, when the door chimes again, and I nearly drop the drink on the floor. 

Oh, shit. Oh shit. Oh shit! 

Because right there in the doorway is the Mood Tea drinking troll from yesterday. The same troll I’d shifted into this morning. And he’s wearing a police uniform! 

“I’m going to get more milk!” I cry, shoving the Red Eye at the wide-eyed demon. 

“Milk... um...” Julian looks from me to the troll cop and back again. He seems at a loss for words, but that’s the least of my worries. Because I can already feel myself starting to shift... into the troll.

Does this count as impersonating a police officer? Will I get arrested? And will it make things better, or worse, if I face plant while—

“Why hello there, Officer,” Chase says smoothly, drawing the troll’s gaze to the back table. Just in time, too, because I can already feel my features start to change.

Luckily, Chase sounds completely at ease. He also manages to hold the troll cop’s attention for the last few seconds it takes me to make it to the back room.

“Actually, I’m not here on police business,” the troll cop says, “so just call me Liam.” He sounds like a nice enough guy, but that’s only because he hasn’t realized there’s a clone of him hiding out in the cafe.

I groan—which sounds deep and guttural coming from a troll—and bury my face in my hands. Why do I always shift at the worst times?

“I’m Chase,” my bunny shifter says. His footsteps echo as he gets to his feet and crosses the cafe.

I picture him shaking the troll’s hand—that large, hairy hand that held Julian’s earlier this morning.

Is that what Julian’s thinking about? Oh no! What if he says something?

“Welcome to Jewels Cafe. What can I get you today?” Chase says, and my galloping heart slows to a canter. I hope the horse metaphors racing through my mind mean my chameleon magic will transform me into a horse shifter—I’ve seen quite a few this week in Silver Springs, so it’s not out of the question—but no luck. I remain a troll cop. This time, uniform and all.

“A Mood Tea, please,” Troll Cop Liam says. He doesn’t sound suspicious, but what if he’s just acting normal while he’s secretly getting ready to pull out his gun so he can drag me to the station?

Unless shifting into a cop isn’t illegal? And why have I never looked into it?

When I’d first shifted, Mom kept me at home under lock and key, worried her friends or neighbors would find out I couldn’t shift properly. Then, she’d shipped me off to the academy, and aside from holidays and some summers, I never left campus. Which also meant that I'd never really spoken to any cops, or even seen any up close. I’ve definitely never had a chance to shift into one before. Teachers, sure. I’ve had plenty of detentions for shifting into teachers. But that’s not nearly as bad as shifting into a cop, and it’s not like they give adults detention. I gulp. Unless you count prison.

“One Mood Tea coming right up,” Chase says, while I dive under the table and try to hide. At seven feet, I barely fit. My head slams against the hard wood, and a pained groan rolls out of my throat before I can remind myself to stay quiet.

“Everything alright?” Liam asks, taking a few steps toward the back room. I hear one of the floorboards creak, and I think I’m going to be sick.

“That’s just Amber,” Chase says. “Julian, can you go check on her? Liam, I’m almost done with your Mood Tea. Do you want extra sugar?”

“No, just regular sugar’s fine,” Liam says, and gauging by his voice, he’s nowhere near the back room.

The footsteps heading toward me are clearly Julian’s, and he slips into the back room looking pale and worried. I wonder if he’s thinking back to the time when I’d accidentally shifted into Mr. Shell just before culture studies. The teacher had completely flipped out when he found a carbon copy of himself in his classroom. No amount of explaining would convince him it was an accident, and I’d ended up with detention for a month, cleaning the cafeteria.

“Here you are,” Chase says cheerfully just as Julian finally spots me. “On the house, of course.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t—” the troll cop starts to protest.

“I insist,” Chase says smoothly. “It’s nice to see you again. And thank you for your service.”

I hold my breath, listening to the bunny shifter sweet talk the cop, until the door finally chimes.

“He’s gone,” Chase says, popping into the back. “Sweetheart? Where... oh! Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” I nod and slam my head against the bottom of the table. “Shit!”

“Did that hurt?” Chase asks, falling to his knees in front of me and leaning forward to check my head over. “If there’s a bruise, will it still be there when you shift back?”

“Unfortunately.” I groan as Julian squats next to Chase, also examining me. I feel so awkward with my giant arms wrapped around my equally giant legs, but no matter how badly I want to shift back, it doesn’t happen. “Did Liam suspect anything?”

“No. But I don’t think he would have minded if you just explained—”

“He’s a cop,” Julian says, my worry reflected in his tone.

“Still...” Chase shrugs. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Amber could get arrested for impersonating a—”

The front door chimes, cutting him off, and my heart leaps to my throat. 
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Chapter 7
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Amber

Shift back. Shift back. Shift back! I mentally chant as I wait for the troll cop to burst into the back room. Of course, I don’t shift. Consequences or not, it’s not like my chameleon magic ever cares.

Julian and Chase jump to their feet, like they think they can somehow defend me from a gun-wielding troll cop. They both bend their knees and look ready to fight, but the main part of the cafe remains silent.

I don’t think any of us so much as breathe as we wait. A floorboard creaks faintly, but then there’s only silence.

My heart pounds in my throat as worst-case scenarios flash through my mind. Troll Cop Liam freaking out at the carbon copy of himself and shooting me on sight. Or arresting me and locking me up in Silver Springs Penitentiary.

Except Liam doesn’t appear in the doorway. After a few heart-stopping minutes, the door chimes again. Does that mean the troll—or whoever was in the cafe—left?

The three of us stay perfectly still, as if expecting him to return at any moment. Then, the door chimes again, and we all jump.

“Amber? Julian?” a familiar voice—and one that is definitely not the troll’s—echoes through the cafe. Rose! I’ve always liked the Club Vee bartender, who’s been a regular at Jewels Cafe since we first opened—but I don’t think I’ve ever been more relieved to hear her voice.

“One second, Rose!” Julian calls out and gets to his feet. Then he lowers his voice and adds, “I got this. You take all the time you need.”

Which is, of course, when my magic decides to get its act together, and I shift back to my regular self.

“Do I look okay?” I ask Chase as he helps me to my feet.

“Back to normal, sweetheart.” He smiles softly at me as we follow Julian to the main part of the cafe.

“Hey, Rose.” I smile at her as I slip behind the counter. “Did you happen to see anyone leaving the cafe?”

“I don’t think so.” Rose shakes her head, sending her auburn hair—which is a few shades darker than Minerva’s, but just as shiny—falling in gorgeous waves around her shoulders. For the first time, the reminder of the evil witch doesn’t send negative emotions coursing through me. In fact, it makes me smile, because Minerva Montgomery is finally out of our lives for good!

“Really? I swear I heard someone come in. Weird.” I shrug and then focus on our customer. “I love your top, by the way.”

“Thanks, Amber.” Rose pulls on one of the three-quarter sleeves of her cute, green top self-consciously.

“So, how was your morning?” I ask.

“I tried to walk the cat, but otherwise, uneventful,” Rose says with a straight face. Wait, cat?!

“You what?” Julian does a double-take.

“I tried to walk Pumpkin.” Rose shrugs. “But he just sat there and wouldn’t budge. Good thing I brought a book.”

“What kind of book?” Chase asks as he takes a seat in front of his laptop, when the real question should be ‘why were you trying to walk a cat?’

“I picked up a romance from the library. A Star Pilot’s Heart. Violet recommended it.”

“Who’s Violet?” I ask, forgetting about the cat-walking for the moment. “I don’t think I met her.”

“She’s this nice granny who runs Spell,” Chase answers first. 

“Spell?”

“That’s what everyone calls the Silver Springs Public Library,” Rose explains. “SSPL. Spell. Get it?”

“Oh, right. I think Julian might have mentioned that,” I say, and he nods in agreement. “I’ve actually never been. I’ve just used Julian’s library card to download books, but I really should get my own.”

“You should,” Rose agrees. “And if you ever need help finding something to read, Violet makes the best recommendations.”

“She does.” Chase agrees. “Usually. Last time I was in, she gave me this book on writing, and I’m not really sure what to do with it.”

“Don’t you have to do a lot of writing for your job?” Julian asks.

“I don’t mean a book on writing copy. Violet gave me one on...” Chase’s cheeks flush, and then he mutters, “writing romance.”

“Why would she do that?” I ask, which only makes Chase even more flustered. I know there’s a story behind it, but he shrugs and quickly looks away.

“No idea,” he says gruffly and pretends to examine something on his laptop.

“So, you’re going to write romance?” Rose perks up. “There really aren’t enough guys writing it.”

“Actually, I was just going to return the book,” Chase says, but I don’t miss the blush that burns across his cheeks. Or the way he avoids looking at us.

“Too bad.” Rose turns to me. “Can I get a hot caramel coffee with cream and sugar?”

“Of course, Rose.” I mix her drink, and Julian rings her up.

After Rose leaves, Chase offers to fix up the Jewels Cafe social media accounts, and Julian pulls up a chair next to him. The two get to work, occasionally taking turns helping me at the counter when it gets busy. Watching them work together and get along warms my heart, and I find myself relaxing more and more. 

The only thing—or in this case, person—missing is Wes. But just as I’m about to go check up on him, the upstairs apartment door opens and I hear footsteps coming downstairs.

“I have a surprise for you,” my bear shifter says as he rounds the counter. He takes my hand in his, and I can’t help but notice how large and warm it is. Tingles shoot up my arm at his touch, but Wes doesn’t seem affected as he starts to lead me upstairs.

“What kind of surprise?” I swallow hard. Because the only surprise I can think of involves the two of us. In my bed. Naked.

My pulse spikes. Then, I remember that Chase and Julian are right there, watching us. We pass right by them as we head toward the stairs—and I can’t help wondering what they’re thinking. Are they picturing Wes and me in bed, too? Are they upset? Jealous? Turned on?

My cheeks heat. I wait for one or both of them to say something, but they don’t. Neither guy tries to follow, either. And then, it’s just Wes and me upstairs in the apartment.

“What do you think?” Wes asks, and that’s when I stop thinking about how close he is—and how my other two guys might react to us getting physical—and finally look around.

“How? What? Where did it all go?” I gape around the living room.

The couch, coffee table, dining table, and four chairs are still there, but everything else is gone. The stacks of furniture piled high against the window. The chair Chase broke earlier today. The two extra couches that we were never going to use. Even the garbage bags that had been propped against the wall on both sides of the door. All of it. Gone.

“I heard what you told Chase, about this stuff being too heavy to carry all the way to the junkyard. So, I took care of it.”

“Took care of it how? Wait, did you move it all to the bedroom?”

“Nope.” Wes starts to smile.

“Then...” I wave my hand toward the spot where all the furniture used to be. “How, Wes?”

“Magic.”

“Magic...” I repeat slowly. That is the only logical explanation. Because aside from the missing, broken furniture, the living room’s sparkling. The floors are recently washed, the walls freshly painted, and the remaining furniture even has a shine to it. “...but Julian never left the cafe.” If he had, I would have noticed.

“That’s because this magic didn’t involve Julian.” Wes smiles more widely and then suddenly scoops me up and starts carrying me across the apartment.

"Wes!" I gasp and instinctively wrap my legs around his waist. Wes cups my ass and my skirt slides up as he takes a step. His hard body rubs against my core, and heat shoots through me. Then he takes another step and I can’t help it. I let out a moan.

Wes chuckles, and the sound vibrates against my core. Wetness pools between my legs and I rub against him, sending more pleasure shooting through me. This time, Wes groans. Then, he suddenly lowers me onto the kitchen bar and steps away from me.

“You can't keep picking me up and setting me down places. I'm not a doll,” I complain, though I’m more upset at the sudden loss of his touch.

"Never thought you were," Wes says softly, placing his hands gently on my thighs and slowly spreading them. "I just like being between your legs."

“Oh.” My inner muscles clench as my bear shifter takes a step forward.

“Do you want me to tell you about the magic, Ambear?” he leans in and murmurs softly against my ear. His warm breath a gentle caress and I shiver in response.

“Magic...” I repeat as my brain struggles to focus on the conversation. “Oh, right. Um... did you bring a bunch of other spells with you? You know, like the Wobble Stopper?”

“Even better.” Wes grins. “I called in some help.”

“Help? But I never saw anyone come in. Unless...” I remember the time the door chimed, right before Rose showed up—while I was busy impersonating a police officer.

“I called one of our Cleanly Den Witches, Zoe,” Wes says, “and she flew in through the window.” Which leaves the mystery of the chiming door unsolved. Then again, it was probably just a customer who saw the cafe was empty and just left. So, no mystery at all.

“When was Zoe here? And how did she fix all this?” I ask as Wes leans closer, forcing me to spread my legs a bit wider to make room for his broad chest. 

“She did a quick paint and shine spell while I took apart all the furniture,” Wes says. “Then she floated all the pieces out the window into the Cleanly Den van and took it to the junkyard.”

“That was really nice of her,” I comment, though my mind isn’t really on Zoe. It’s on Wes. On how close my bear shifter is. On how much I want to kiss him. To peel his shirt from his hard, muscular chest or yank his pants off.

"Are you still sore?" he asks, his thoughts clearly running along the same lines.

“No.” I shake my head, and that’s all it takes.

"Oh, hell, Amber." Wes groans. Not Ambear. Not little bear. Amber. And then he covers my mouth in a warm, wet kiss.

With a moan, I grab fistfuls of his shirt and hold on for dear life.

Wes kisses me like he’s devouring me. He slides his tongue into my mouth and seeks out my own. His large hands cup my head, and then he threads his fingers through my hair as pours every bit of passion into the kiss.

I yank his shirt up, but just as my palms make contact with his hard abs, Wes pulls back. I moan at the loss, but he moves his lips to my neck instead.

“Oh, Wes!”

“Hush, little bear,” he whispers against my neck. He gives it another wet kiss, making my back arch as tingles sweep down my spine. “You don’t want any of the customers downstairs to hear.”

“They can’t hear us with the door closed,” I pant.

“They can if they’re supes,” Wes replies, reminding me that he could hear when Julian was on the phone. “Which is why you’re going to have to stay very, very quiet.”

He grabs my ass, pulls me forward, and grinds his hard bulge through our clothes against my core.

It takes everything I have in me not to moan. Pleasure shoots through me, and I grind myself right back. Again and again. Wanting more. Needing more.

“Wes, please,” I beg, making sure to keep it to a soft whisper. One that I really hope Chase and Julian don’t hear. “I want you inside me.”

“Not today, little bear,” he whispers back, breathing hard against my neck. “Not until you’ve had time to recover.”

“I don’t need time to recover,” I complain. “I’m not even sore. And I want you, Wes.”

“I know you do, Ambear. I want you too. But I’m a big man. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t.”

“No, I won’t.” Wes groans and rests his forehead against mine. “As much as I want to do this, I’m not going to risk hurting you. Not when we have all the time in the world.”

“But...”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t make you feel good, Ambear.” Wes slides his large palm up my thigh and pushes my panties aside. I gasp.

Then, he slides one finger against my clit, just a whisper of a touch, and my hips buck.

I gasp as pleasure shoots through me, followed by frustration. Wes is gentle, too gentle. No matter how much I urge him on, thrusting into his touch, circling my hips, shifting forward on the counter, he doesn’t relent. Finally, I grab his hand and try to force him to move faster, but Wes just chuckles, like my passion amuses him.

The frustration coursing through me drives me insane. How can he laugh while he’s got a hand between my legs? How can he be completely unaffected while I’m falling apart with need? And how dare he keep acting like I’m a doll that might break?

I can’t take it anymore. I need Wes to be as affected as I am, and I can think of the perfect way. As he draws another agonizingly slow circle around my clit, I reach forward and grab the hard bulge tenting his gray sweatpants.

“Amber!” Wes growls, and his control shatters. He thrusts his hips forward and increases the pressure on my clit, rubbing it harder and bringing me closer to release.

I’d smirk in satisfaction if I wasn’t suddenly too turned on to think. Instead, I react on instinct, my need driving me to grab the waistband of my bear shifter’s sweats and slip my hand inside. Then, I gasp. Because my bear shifter is going commando, and he really is a big man, just as he claimed.

Wes’s cock is so thick I can barely close my fingers around his girth. And as I slide my hand up and down his length, I realize he’s huge in other ways, too.

But at least he’s not troll-huge... and he doesn’t have those sharp, pointy ridges I’d felt on the troll’s junk. Which is a huge relief, until I realize something else.

Oh hell! I didn’t just impersonate a police officer. I invaded his privacy—or in this case, his private parts. Not that I looked at them or anything. But finding out what a cop has between his legs without his consent has to be a crime.

My cheeks flush, and my arousal starts to dissipate, but then Wes suddenly slips a finger inside me. The touch is so unexpected, I tense, and Wes goes completely still.

“Did I hurt you?” he asks, looking pained, like I’m the one who hurt him.

“No, Wes. You just caught me off guard. But it feels so good.”

I squeeze my inner muscles around his finger and gasp. When Wes still doesn’t move, I slowly run my hand up and down his hard length. His cock pulses beneath my touch, and the way my bear shifter’s breath accelerates only fuels my own need.

I pump my hips and Wes groans. Then, after a split second of indecision, he matches my pace with his finger, sliding it in and out of me. It makes me almost desperate to get him inside me. Except Wes suddenly grabs my hand and pulls it out of his pants. I realize, with a singing feeling, that he’s changed his mind.

“I want you,” I beg. Still at a whisper. Still hyper-aware that Chase, Julian, or a customer might overhear. But oh so desperate to be with him.

“Next time, little bear,” Wes growls, trapping my hand on the counter with his while he uses the other to circle my clit just right. Once, twice, and then I’m falling apart while he swallows my cries, which I can’t quite hold back.

When the trembling stops, I sag against my bear shifter’s chest, and Wes pulls me into his arms. He holds me until my breath slows and then gives me a slow, leisurely kiss.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispers, pulling away from me and heading to the kitchen sink.

My cheeks flush when I realize he’s washing away my juices and then turn beet red when he returns with a paper towel and uses it to clean me up. I gasp when he runs it between my legs, wiping away my own come without so much as a word, and then pulling my damp panties back in place.

For some reason, the act feels so much more intimate than what we’ve just done, but Wes acts like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

When he’s done, he tosses away the paper towel and lowers me to the floor. And just like that, we’re heading downstairs. To where Julian, Chase, and who knows how many customers are waiting. 

Did they hear anything? I start to panic. Because even though I managed to stay mostly quiet, maybe it wasn’t quiet enough. And even if it was, what if they can tell what we were up to just by looking at us?

I know I have nothing to be embarrassed about, but what if Chase and Julian are jealous or upset? Do they expect an explanation? An apology?

"There you are!" Julian exclaims when we’re only halfway down the stairs. "I was about to come upstairs." 

"You were?" My cheeks heat.

Was he waiting to have his turn? The thought of taking Julian upstairs fills me with sudden anticipation. Even though Wes made me come, I want Julian inside me. Chase, too. I want both my mates, or all three of them. One by one, or at the same time, or... I pause as another thought crosses my mind. What if our customers overhear the bed creaking? And every single shifter who walks through Jewels Cafe knows exactly what we’re up to?

For some reason, it’s that worry that makes my magic flicker. I shift into Ruby, the angel from the shoe store, which somehow makes my embarrassment and guilt skyrocket. Then, just as we exit the staircase, I shift into the troll who just happens to be a cop.

Luckily, aside from Julian and Chase, the cafe is completely empty. But my mates don’t look like they have any plans of taking me upstairs.

“You guys need to see this,” Chase says. Which is when I realize that he and Julian aren’t even looking at me. They’re both glaring at the computer screen, and they do not look happy.
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Chapter 8
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Julian

"Did you spill Mood Tea on a customer, Bean?” I turn in my seat to look at Amber... and quickly jump to my feet. Because instead of the chameleon I love, the person standing next to Wes is Liam, the troll cop who stopped by earlier this afternoon.

“Hello, Officer.” The words leave my mouth before I realize that the cop is Amber, and she shifted her clothes to include the uniform.

“It’s just me, Juli,” she confirms in the troll’s guttural voice, and my shoulders sag in relief.

It’s not like I’m not used to Amber’s shifting, since it’s been happening at least once or twice a day for the past six years. I’ve just never been comfortable with her shifting into teachers at the academy, and it looks like that feeling extends to cops. She’s also pranked me enough times—in so many different forms—that I’ve learned to question whether anyone I’m talking to might be Amber.

This time, though, I can somehow instinctively tell that it’s her, even though she still looks like a cop. It’s been happening since the mating bond kicked in, and it’s a huge relief. Sure, it might take a moment or two, especially if she catches me off guard, but I love looking at Amber and still being able to see her.

“What’d you say about a Mood Tea?” She frowns at me, her troll features contorting into a look that one might call menacing, if it really were the troll and not just my Bean.

“What? Oh, right! Did you spill tea on a customer? It’s no big deal if you did. Accidents happen. Especially when you shift! I’m just trying to figure out if—”

“I didn’t spill anything on anyone. Not since we opened.” The menacing look on Amber’s face turns furious. Which really makes me wish she’d shifted into someone other than the cop.

Would it be wrong of me to forget the sugar in Liam’s drink next time he’s here? Then, he might stop coming by. And if Amber doesn’t see him, she’ll stop shifting into a furious troll dead set on murder. “Bean?”

“What?” She takes a deep breath, and her eyes lose the murderous glint.

“I was just making sure,” I explain. “There’s always a chance it was Onyx, though she hasn’t been in all week.”

“Who’s Onyx?” Wes asks.

“She’s a high school student we hired to work here part-time,” I explain. “We gave her a few weeks off after we stopped getting customers. Couldn’t bring ourselves to fire her.”

“She’s really great,” Amber adds. “Definitely not the type to spill tea on customers. And now that Minerva and her pebble are gone, we can call her and ask her to come back to work.”

“Sounds like a plan, but...” I trail off and glance back over my shoulder at Chase’s computer screen.

We’ve pulled up Screech, a warded website where supes can leave reviews. If humans stumble on it, they see a message that says “This site can’t be reached”, so us witches, chameleons, shifters, and other supes can leave honest reviews about our experiences. The site is filled with talk about spelled drinks, magical shops, and supernatural accommodations. And I’ve always thought it was the best thing ever, until today.

“What’s going on?” Amber grabs my shoulder with one giant troll paw and physically moves me aside.

Then, she sees the screen, and the murderous rage is back. Because we’ve got Jewels Cafe loaded up on Screech, and our average rating is 2 stars.

“How could this happen?” Amber cries, moving closer to look at the reviews. There are a few five stars—all from customers who stopped by before Mini’s pebble. But the rest? All from yesterday and today, and are all one star. Every. Single. One!

When Chase first pulled up Screech, my heart plummeted, and for a few minutes, I couldn’t even remember how to breathe. I just kept reading the reviews, over and over again. Repeating those hurtful words. Feeling each one of them like a punch to the gut.

Because this is our cafe, our dream, and people hate it. Absolutely hate it. They hate our drinks, they hate the decor, and they really, really hate us.

"Our drinks don't taste like piss," Amber wails as she shifts from troll to angel. The word piss rings through the empty cafe, and some part of my brain wonders if an angel would say piss. Does it count as a swear word? “Juli, why would someone write that?”

Amber’s angelic eyes fill with tears, and the worst part is, there is nothing I can do. There are dozens of reviews, claiming all sorts of horrible things, and I can’t make them go away.

“Your drinks are amazing.” Wes tries to pull Amber into his arms. Except he’s not used to her having wings, so they just get in the way.

“Everything you make tastes awesome,” Chase agrees. “And I haven’t seen a single customer complain.”

To my surprise, Chase and Wes make me feel better. I’m no longer upset that they’re here. And it’s not just that I don’t mind having them around, or that I’m putting up with them for Amber. I like having them here. With us. On our side. So Bean and I are no longer alone.

And I like having the two shifters there to look out for us and help get us out of this mess, because we are definitely going to need it.

All the local supes use Screech to decide which business to frequent, and so do tourists passing through. If they stop coming to Jewels Cafe because of this, we might end up going out of business.

And suddenly, what I thought was a normal afternoon lull feels heavy. Unlike earlier today, when the place was packed, we can almost hear crickets now. If Amber had recently ran into a cricket shifter, we probably would—and it would be coming from her. 

“Our chairs aren’t sticky,” she says, snapping me out of my panic. “We’re not rude. And there aren’t any roaches.”

Which rules out the possibility that she ran into a roach shifter and accidentally shifted while there were customers around.

“Do you think someone’s trolling us?” I finally ask. Amber instantly shifts back into the troll again, and I groan. “No offense.”

“None taken. And I think they are. Because none of this stuff happened on my watch.”

“Or when I was here.” Chase adds. “Plus, there are just too many for it to be a coincidence. And they all started popping up late last night.

"Right after—” Amber starts to say, but I beat her to it.

"Mini!" I growl, shoving my chair out of the way. When I find that witch, there will be hell to pay.
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Chapter 9
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Julian

“I’m coming with you,” Amber shouts after me. She’s shifted back—since it’s her voice, and not the Angel’s or troll’s—and hearing her sounding this upset only makes me angrier.

How dare Mini leave a bunch of negative reviews for Jewels Cafe? And how dare she sabotage the business we’ve poured our heart and soul into?

And it’s not like I don’t get unrequited love. I’ve spent six long years loving Amber—wanting to be with her—but never, in all that time, have I considered hurting her. Or anyone else, for that matter. All I’ve ever wanted was for Amber to be happy, which is why Mini’s behavior makes no sense.

The witch who grew up next door to me—the one who was like a sister to me—would never resort to something this awful. She wouldn’t sabotage someone’s business even if she truly hated them. Which only goes to show that I don’t really know her at all.

“We’re going to get to the bottom of this,” Chase says, and I’m glad for the backup. At least, until I remember that someone has to stay back and watch the cafe.

“I’ll keep an eye on things,” Wes says, as if reading my mind, and his words are all the encouragement I need.

I slam out of the front door. It chimes angrily behind me, echoing my mood. The weather and I, however, aren’t on the same page. The sky is only slightly overcast, and there’s no thunder or lightning raging in Silver Springs.

Traffic on Main street is sparse, and I march diagonally across the road, heading straight for Minerva’s bakery. Unlike most days, it doesn’t have the usual line out front, and I don’t smell freshly baked pastries. Plus, here's the kicker... the lights are off.

I reach the front door, and part of me isn't surprised to find it locked. Another part, however, is shocked. Because even though Mini made it clear that she hates baking—and even though she’s clearly not the witch I thought she was—I'll be the first to admit that the girl works really hard.

The few times I’ve been up late, I’ve noticed the lights in Minerva’s bakery flickering on at around four. And since the day we first opened Jewels Cafe, Minerva’s Bakery has stayed open seven days a week, from sunrise to sunset, with lineups of customers the entire time. So, as weird as her rant about anti-blister, anti-sweat, and anti-whatever spells was, I’m not that surprised. Working that many hours without ever closing her doors, except the one hour she would take for lunch, couldn’t have been easy.

I shake my head and yank on the door again, but once again I find it locked. I bang on it for good measure. Nothing.

"Mini! Open up!" I shout. And wait. And wait some more.

The lights don't flicker on. No sounds emanate from inside. And Mini doesn’t come into view.

"Minerva Montgomery!” a man shouts so loudly that I swear the door rattles.

I spin around, and next to Chase is the burly vampire bouncer who usually hangs around outside Club Vee. And even though my Amber looks like a semi-bald, tattooed tough guy who’s almost as tall as Wes or any troll, my heart still warms at the sight of her. And it warms my heart knowing that I’ll always recognize my Bean, no matter what.

"Open the door right now!" Bouncer Amber shouts, her face contorting in anger. The look isn’t as terrifying as it was when she’d shifted into the troll, but it’s cutting it close.

When there’s still no sign of Mini, a wrinkle forms on Amber’s bouncer forehead, and she raises her hand. When she slams her flat palm against the door, it rattles, and I'm surprised the glass doesn't shatter.

When she raises her hand again, I grab it. But I'm no match for a vampire... any more than I’m a match for a troll. Unless I use magic, and then I’d probably be the one to blow up the door. "Hey, Bean maybe you shouldn’t do that?"

"Why?" Vampire Amber glares at me.

"Because you might break it?"

"So?" Her glare intensifies. "It's the least she deserves."

"Zoe can always fix it," Chase adds, like it’s no big deal.

"Not helping, Bunny!” I narrow my eyes at him. “Plus, it’s breaking and entering.”

“No, it’s not!” Amber shifts into a troll. A troll who just happens to be wearing a uniform.

“Are you trying to add impersonating a police officer to the list?” I demand.

“Technically, I don’t think she’s impersonating a police officer,” Chase says. “She just looks like one.”

“Which is impersonating a police officer!” I snap. “And she’s about to break down the bakery door while looking like one.”

“It’s not a bad plan.” Chase shrugs. “If anyone saw, they’d probably assume it’s official police business and walk away.”

“Which is the definition of impersonating a police officer!”

Chase shrugs. Amber shrugs. I frown.

“We’re not breaking down the door!” I snap.

“Don't tell me you're taking her side!" Troll Amber shouts, and the murderous glint in her eyes is back.

"What side? She's sabotaging our cafe! I’m going to get her to come downstairs, and then she’s going to apologize, take down every single review, and never bother us again.” I raise my voice to a shout, “If she doesn’t, I’m going to tell her family. You hear that, Mini? I’m calling your parents!”

The threat of them finding out that their daughter is less than perfect should do the trick, but the bakery remains silent.

“Now what?” Chase asks.

“Now, we break down the door and go find that witch,” Troll Amber snaps.

I shake my head. “We’re not doing that.”

“Too bad.” Chase sighs. “Hey, what about the eardrum bursting spell?”

“The what now?” I frown.

“The amplification spell, Juli!” Amber’s Troll eyes light up. “You still know how to do that one, don’t you?”

“I guess...” Though me knowing any spell is relative. I’ve learned a bunch at the academy, but I’m just as likely to blow something up as get them right.

The only spells I can pull off consistently are ones I’ve practiced over and over again, day in and day out, for years. Like the protection spell, so I’d be ready if I ever got Amber into my bed... or she got me into hers. Good thing, too, or last night would never have happened.

The amplification spell, on the other hand, I haven’t used in years. I studied it for an exam back at the academy, but it always came out too quiet... or too loud, like Mini’s. Sure, nothing ever exploded when I used it, but there’s always a first time. Though, the only thing around us that could explode is Mini’s front door, and Amber might take that down, anyway. Guess Amplification Spell it is.

I channel my magic and fire. Yeah, yeah, I’m not supposed to fire. I’m supposed to gently release my magic from my fingertips, letting it swirl around me as I infuse it into the universe. But I rarely manage that kind of finesse, so fire it is.

“Mini!” I shout into the spell.

The front door explodes.

Glass flies everywhere. Someone tackles me. And I realize it’s Troll Amber, pushing Chase and me to the ground.

A few seconds pass in silence as we grunt and moan from the impact.

“What the hell happened?” the bunny shifter finally asks from somewhere beneath me. “Are your ears ringing? My ears are ringing.”

“Bean, are you okay?” I grunt some more as I try to get out from underneath her. It doesn’t work—at least not until she shifts from troll back to chameleon.

Once she becomes ten times lighter, I pull us both to our feet and check her over. Luckily, the glass all flew inward, not outward, so she’s no worse for wear. I’m fine, too, minus a painful bruise from where Bean tackled me, but Chase still hasn’t budged.

“You okay, man?” I ask, extending my hand to help him up.

“What?” he shouts, tugging on his ears. And then, right then and there, he shifts into a bunny.

“Oh, Juli, look at him! He’s so cute and fluffy!” Amber gushes, falling to her knees in front of Chase. Who suddenly shifts back to human form and stands over her.

“At least you didn’t call me soft or tiny this time.” Chase smirks down at her. “But maybe you should wait until we’re inside before you get up close and personal with my carrot?”

I realize that Amber’s at eye level with his crotch. A second later, so does she. Her cheeks turn beet red, and she scrambles to her feet. She looks really flustered, and Chase seems to realize it, too.

“I’m just teasing, sweetheart.” He grins at her. “I had to shift to get the ringing out of my ears.”

“Is it gone now?” I ask.

Chase nods.

“Good. I didn’t mean for the door to explode.”

“It wasn’t the door. It was the amplification spell. It was way too loud.”

“It was,” Amber agrees.

“Sorry.” I sigh. “But hey, at least I took care of the front door.”

“You did.” Amber grins.

“I’ll go check if she’s there,” Chase says, stepping over some of the broken glass. “You two wait here.”

We nod and once he disappears from view, Amber turns to me. “Minerva has to be there, right?

“Unless she went home. Not really sure where else she could be.”

“What if she’s staying with one of her friends from the academy?”

I shake my head. “She hasn’t really kept in touch with them. At least, that’s what she told me. But I’m not sure I can trust anything she’s said.”

“I wouldn’t. But let’s just hope she’s in there somewhere.” Amber turns to watch the door.

A few minutes later, the bunny shifter comes into view and shakes his head. No Mini.

“What do we do now?” Amber’s face falls. “Does this mean there’s nothing we can do about the reviews?”
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“We’ll figure this out, sweetheart,” Chase says, taking my hand in his.

“And I’m getting those reviews taken down if it’s the last thing I do!” Julian snaps, his eyes blazing. He looks like a man on a mission as he storms back to Jewels Cafe, and for a second, all I can do is stare.

I've never seen him this... determined. And I suddenly feel really, really bad for Minerva Montgomery. Because when we do track her down, there’ll be hell to pay.

“Come on,” Chase says, following Julian into the cafe. He holds the door open for me, and when we step inside, he turns to face me. “I was actually thinking... we could try calling Screech to report the reviews. Maybe they’ll just take them down?”

“That’s an awesome idea, Chase!” I cry.

“I actually just got off the phone with Screech.” Wes smiles at us from behind the counter.

“You did? Oh, Wes, thank you!” I race around the counter and throw my arms around his waist. My bear shifter pulls me into his warm, hard embrace, and I let out a contented sigh. Hugging him feels like heaven.

“Did they take the reviews down?” Julian asks, and I smile up at Wes, waiting for the rest of the good news.

“Not yet,” he says instead, and my heart sinks. “But they opened an investigation to determine if the reviews are in violation of their guidelines.”

“What?” Julian shouts. “They’re obviously fake!”

He sounds mad as hell, but there’s obvious frustration mixed in. Frustration that I feel, too. None of this is fair! If we end up losing our cafe because of Minerva Montgomery, I swear... I’ll do something. I don’t know what it is yet, but the anger coursing through me tells me it’s going to be epic.

“I agree that they’re fake,” Wes says calmly. “And the staff at Screech will see that. They said they’ll get back to us by the end of next week.”

“Next week?” Julian cries.

“I’m sorry,” Wes says. “I’m guessing you didn’t have any luck finding the witch?”

I shake my head and slip out of his arms so I can give Julian a much needed hug. “They’ll take them down, Juli. They have to.”

“Oh, Bean.” He pulls me in close. Unlike all the hugs we’ve shared as friends, this one feels different... more intimate. For the first time, I press my body flush against his and don’t blush at the close contact. Then, I let myself relax. The rightness of the moment, despite everything going on around us, makes me smile.

“It’s going to be okay, Juli,” I whisper.

Instead of agreeing with me, he shakes his head. “I’m just so mad at myself right now.”

“At yourself? But why? None of this is your fault.”

“Yes, it is. If it wasn’t for me, Mini wouldn’t be doing this.”

“That’s on her, not on you.” I cup his face in my hands and stare into his piercing bluish-gray eyes. They’re filled with pain, pain that Minerva Montgomery put there. I really wish I knew where she was, so I could march over there and give her a piece of my mind. “What she’s doing is wrong, Juli, and it’s her fault, not ours.”

“I know, Bean. It’s just...” he shakes his head and pulls me back into his arms. “What if she ruins us? What if we lose the cafe?”

“We can’t think like that,” I whisper, even though the same thought crossed my mind earlier.

“Everything’s going work out,” Wes adds. “I’ll make sure of it.”

I’m not sure how he could possibly do that, but his words have their intended effect. My heart lifts, and I feel a sudden urge to hug him again. Followed by a wave of frustration, because I can’t do that and hug Juli. Why are my guys standing on opposite sides of the counter? Why can’t I hug them both? 

Should I demand Wes come over here? Drag Julian over to Wes? Or just accept that this is what life with three mates will always be like?

Speaking of my three mates, I look around for Chase. At some point, he’s managed to slip past us and is now seated behind his laptop. His gaze is locked intently on the screen, but it’s like he can sense my eyes on him.

“I’m doing some research,” he says, looking up from the screen. “There has to be something else we can do.”

“There is one thing,” Wes says.

“What is it?” I ask hopefully, and Julian perks up next to me.

“We can sue.”

“Screech?” I ask.

“No. Minerva. What she did with the cursed pebble was definitely illegal. Plus, the reviews are all false, and they’re hurting our business,” Wes says, and the way he calls it ‘our business’, like we’re all in this together, makes me smile. “If we can prove she is behind those, too, that’s more than enough to sue at the supernatural court.”

“Are you sure?” I ask hopefully, picturing a sobbing Minerva begging a judge not to put her in jail. 

“We can’t sue Mini!” Julian cries at the same time.

“What?” I gasp. “She’s ruining our business, Juli! You’re seriously going to let her get away with this?”

“No. But we can’t sue her! My parents will kill me.” He runs a hand through his messy blond hair. “Look, I’m going to track her down, and I’ll find a way to fix this. I promise.”

Julian takes out his phone and punches in a number. Then he puts it on speaker, and a grinning photo of a young Minerva Mont-Evil pops up on the screen. The witch looks exactly like I remember from our first day at the academy. So gorgeous and perfect that I’d tried to half-shift into her and ended up with a waist-length beard, bald scalp, and forehead braces instead. And the stupid witch and her friends have never let me live that down.

“You didn’t think to call her earlier?” Chase asks with a pointed glance at the phone screen.

Juli’s cheeks flush, but he doesn’t reply.

I wait for the phone to ring, but Minerva’s fake, sugary-sweet screeching comes on the line instead. Was she sitting by the phone waiting for him to call?

“Hey, it’s Mini!”

My blood starts to boil, and I feel myself start to shift.

“Please leave a message after—”

Julian presses the end call button, cutting off her voicemail.

“Now what?” I scowl at the phone. It makes no sense that I’m mad that Minerva didn’t pick up, when just a few seconds earlier I was mad that she had, but I am.

“I’m going to try her parents,” Julian says resolutely. He scrolls through his contact list and puts the call through on speaker. A few seconds pass, but like Minerva’s phone, it goes straight to voicemail.

“That’s odd.” Julian frowns. He hangs up on the recording of Mr. Montgomery and tries a different number.

This time, the phone starts to ring. Finally!

Except instead of one of the Montgomeries, a photo of Julian’s mom pops up on the screen.

“Juli!” His sister Erin picks up on the third ring. “Oh broomstickles, I’m so glad you called! Mom says we can’t visit until next month, but—”

“Erin, didn’t Mom tell you not to pick up her phone?”

“Well, she shouldn’t keep leaving it on the kitchen table,” Erin snaps, and I can practically see her pouting face. “And anyway, she’s in the shower.”

“In the middle of the afternoon?”

“Ever since Dad retired, he’s been at the restaurant or out buying ingredients,” Erin suddenly changes the topic. I glance at Julian, hoping he’ll take the hint and end the call so we can come up with another plan, but then Erin lowers her voice and adds, “Mom’s been working out every afternoon. I overheard her tell Mrs. Montgomery she’s worried Dad’s losing interest in her. That’s why she really wanted us all to come down to Silver Springs. So she and Dad could spend some alone time.”

“What?” Julian cries. “Dad wouldn’t lose interest in Mom!”

I honestly can’t picture it, either. Julian’s parents have always had the perfect relationship, the kind I’ve wished I could have with Julian. It feels wrong that now that he and I are finally together, his parents might be heading toward divorce. 

“Do you think maybe we can come visit sooner?” Erin pleads. “Mom’s been so worried, and—”

“Of course you can visit sooner!” Julian cries, interrupting her. I notice that unlike this morning, when he was trying to stop them from visiting, he doesn’t even hesitate.

I should feel relieved, but this time I’m the one who’s panicking. Because what if his family doesn’t approve? What if they no longer want Julian and me dating? What if I mess up Julian’s relationship with his family and their relationships with each other?

“Wait till I tell Mom! She’s going to be so excited.” Erin squeals, and I can practically hear her doing a happy dance on the other line. “And wait until I tell Kris and Tay!”

“Erin, I swear if you made up the thing about Mom and Dad just to come here, I’ll—”

“I didn’t make it up!” Erin cries. “Oh, Mom just turned off the shower. I’m going to go—”

“Wait!” Julian cries, interrupting her excited rambling. “I need your help, first.”

“Does this have to do with Amber?” Erin asks. “Do you need dating advice?”

“No, I don’t need dating advice!” Julian snaps.

“Clearly, you do, if you were gonna ask Mom!”

“I wasn’t going to ask Mom for dating advice! Look, Erin, I just need you to go next door and see if Mini’s home.”

“She’s not,” Erin replies instantly.

“Can you just check? She’s not here, so I think she might have flown home.”

“She did,” Erin says. “She flew in this morning, but then Mom drove her and her parents back to the airport.”

“So, she’s coming back to Silver Springs?” I grin.

“Oh, hey, Amber! Didn’t know you were there...” Erin hesitates. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure thing, what is it?”

“Now that you’re with Juli, does that make us sisters?”

“Um...” I send him a wide-eyed, panicked look, because I never actually considered it. But when Julian nods encouragingly, I add, “it does.”

“Oh, yay! Because you’re a lot more fun that Kris and Tay—”

“Who’s more fun than us?” Kris demands, her voice sounding faint and far away.

“No one!” Erin shouts. “I’ve got to go—”

“Wait!” I call after her. “Do you know when they’ll be back in Silver Springs?”

“Who?” Erin asks.

“The Montgomeries!”

“Oh, they’re not. I think they’re visiting some relatives in Australia.”

“What?” Julian cries.

“Who is?” Kris asks in the background.

“Who do we know with relatives who live in Australia?” Taylor adds.

“The Montgomeries,” Erin says. “But it might not be Australia. Mom told me about it when she got home, but I wasn’t paying attention. She was mostly telling me about Mrs. Montgomery’s hair stylist and how she wanted to set her son up with Kris.”

“She didn’t!” Kris cries in outrage.

“Who didn’t, dear?” their mom asks sweetly, and then her voice turns more harsh. “Is that my phone, Erin?”

“It is! Juli called to say we can come this weekend!”

“He did?” Mrs. Wade’s tone instantly changes. “Oh, that’s great news!”

“I thought he was too busy to see us,” Kris says.

“He clearly changed his mind,” Taylor replies.

“Erin!” I say loudly, before the entire conversation gets derailed. “Can you ask your Mom where the Montgomeries went?”

“Oh, sure, Amber!”

“Is that Amber on the phone, dear?” Mrs. Wade asks. “Say hi from me.”

“Mom says hi,” Erin repeats. “Oh, Mom, Amber was wondering where Mini and her parents went.”

“I took them to the airport. I was just telling you that an hour ago. If you weren’t on your phone all the time, maybe you’d—”

“Mom!” Erin whines. “Did you say they’re going to Australia?”

“They are. They’ve got family in a small town, but I can’t for the life of me remember what it’s called.”

“Mom says—” Erin starts to repeat, but Julian interrupts her.

“We heard, Ren. And we’ve gotta run. Tell Mom to text us the flight details.”

“I will. Bye, Juli!”

“Wait—” Mrs. Wade says in the background, but Julian hangs up before I can hear the rest.

“How could she just pack up and go to Australia?” he demands. “What about the bakery?”

“You’re worried about the bakery?” I ask.

“No, I’m not worried about the bakery.” Julian scowls. “But she worked so hard keeping it running. How can she just stop caring—”

“Because she’s Minerva. You heard what she said about how much she hates baking! She ran away the first chance she got.”

“It’s just not like her.” Julian shakes his head. “Well, not like who I thought she was. It’s just... never mind... I guess we’ll just wait until their plane lands and try calling again.” 

“How long will that take?” I ask.

Julian shrugs.

“Depends where they’re going in Australia,” Chase chimes in, “but it looks like all the flights have stop-overs.” 

He taps away at his laptop, and Julian and I move to stand behind him so we can see the screen. Wes joins us, and finally, all three of my guys are within hugging distance. Except that no one seems to be in the mood for hugging.

“I guess we just keep calling,” Julian says. “Worst-case scenario, we’ll reach them when they get to Australia.”

“Shit,” I mutter, looking at the list of flights, some of which stretch over several days. “What if they switch to a local number once they land? Or don’t turn their phones back on?”

“We’ll think of something,” Wes says, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“We can get our existing customers to leave good reviews,” Chase suggests.

“That’s a good idea,” Wes nods in approval.

“It is!” I grin. “How many do you think we need?”

“Minerva left seventeen one stars,” Chase says. “I know that sounds bad, but we already have six five star reviews. Eleven more, and we’ll get our rating up to a 3 star average.”

The fact that he said ‘our’, just like Wes, makes me feel all warm and gooey inside. 

“That doesn’t sound so bad...” Julian says thoughtfully.

“It doesn’t.” I grin. “All we need are eleven happy customers. How hard can that be?”
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Turns out that getting eleven happy customers is pretty hard when we don’t have any customers to begin with.

We all move into place and spend the next half hour shooting glances at the front door. Juli and I from behind the counter, Chase over his laptop screen, and Wes around the mop he’s using to turn our cafe from clean to sparkling. But no matter how hard we stare, we can’t seem to will any customers into the cafe.

“What do we do now?” I groan and bury my face in my hands.

“Send someone to fix Minerva’s door?” Chase teases. I know he’s trying to lighten the mood, which kind of works, but he’s also right.

“I totally forgot about her door.” I sigh. “Do you think anyone broke in?”

“A few people stopped to look, but no one tried to go inside,” Wes says. At our surprised looks, he adds, “I’ve been keeping an eye on the place through the window. And I called Zoe to come fix the door while you were still across the street.”

“Thanks for thinking of it, Wes.” I smile warmly at my bear shifter. “You’ve been a life-saver today.”

“I’m always here for you, Ambear.” Wes smiles back.

For a second, it feels like it’s just the two of us in the cafe, lost in each other’s eyes. Then Chase coughs, reminding me we’re not alone.

“I came up with some ideas to get in more customers,” he says. “We could change your sign out front to say we’re having a sale. Maybe 50% off all drinks for the next hour?”

Which isn’t a bad idea if it didn’t mean changing our Pumpkin Spice Latte sign.

“It’s up to you, Bean,” Julian says, even as I start to shake my head. “I won’t be hurt if you—”

“No!” I cry. “We’re not ruining that sign! First of all, you worked way too hard on it. Plus, it’s gorgeous and I love it, and I’m never getting rid of it.”

Julian grins, but hurt flits across Chase’s face before he quickly hides it.

“I didn’t realize it meant that much to you,” the bunny shifter says softly, not quite meeting my eye.

“I’m sorry, Chase. I know you didn’t. It’s just that the sign is just like the one at the academy cafe. It’s where we came up with our plans for Jewels Cafe. It’s the whole reason we opened this place.”

“I understand, sweetheart,” Chase says, though he still looks hurt.

“Maybe Chase and I can stand outside and tell people there’s a sale?” Wes suggests. “We could post the discount coupon on Screech for customers to use—I’ve done that before for the Cleanly Den and it brought in tons of business.”

“That’s a great idea, Wes,” I grin, then add, “you too, Chase.”

At my words, my bunny shifter seems to relax. He puts his laptop in the back room, while Wes puts away the mop, and then the two of them head outside.

An hour later, the cafe is packed. There’s a lineup of customers stretching almost to the door. They’ve all got the Screech app loaded and are taking advantage of the discount by grabbing to-go drinks for family and friends. We remind them all to leave us reviews, and they all nod and agree, but when I refresh Screech, we’re only up four.

“At least they’re all five stars,” Julian says as he glances over my shoulder at my phone screen. “And we only have seven more to go. Don’t worry, Bean. We got this.”

If we don’t go bankrupt first... I sigh and go back to assembling the two trays of Mood Teas for a little old lady. She’s turned her walker into a makeshift chair and is sitting in front of the cash register, completely engrossed in counting out small change. She pulls out a bill from her purse, then a coin, then another bill. Each time, she counts up the total: $2.50, $2.75, $2.80.

The middle-age man in line behind her groans in frustration, and I can totally sympathize with how he feels.

“Be glad you’re not my age, young man,” the old lady tells him. She starts to turn back to her purse, then changes her mind and looks up at the man. “And why haven’t I seen you at the library, huh?”

“I don’t use the library?” the man says nervously, though it sounds far less like a statement and more of a question.

“Well, you should. You do read, don’t you?”

“Oh, erm... yes?” he glances at the door, like he might make a run for it.

“Violet!” Julian rushes over to her, and I realize that this must be the librarian Rose, Chase, and Julian all seem to like. “Do you need any help? I’d be more than happy to count out your change!”

“I may be old, but I’m not that old,” Violet says, even though she really does look that old. Possibly older. “The teas are for the Mystery Book Club, you know. Could you put up one of my posters here in the cafe? We could always use a few more members.”

“Yeah, sure, of course,” Julian quickly agrees. Then he glances from Violet to the growing line, and I take that as my cue.

“I’m almost done with the teas, and then I’ll take the next order,” I call out, which should hopefully appease the rest of the line.

Violet goes into a long, drawn-out coughing fit that lasts for about as long as it takes me to finish the rest of her drinks. I leave them on the counter for Julian to hand to Violet and squeeze past him so I can address the middle-aged man who may or may not read.

“What can I get you today?” I ask with a huge smile that I hope will earn us a five-star review despite the wait.

“Large hot chocolate, extra whipped cream.” The man smiles back, and I take it as a good sign.

“Coming right up.” I grab a to go cup, while Violet resumes her conversation with Julian.

“I don’t have any fliers on me, young man. Remind me next time you’re at the library, and I’ll get you a stack.” She waits for him to agree before she glances at the long line. “I’m holding everyone up, aren’t I?

A bunch of customers shake their head, but Sapphire, the vampire known in town for speaking her mind, nods.

“Yeah, you are, oldie,” she says.

I suck in my breath, because we’re definitely not getting a five-star review from Violet, assuming she can figure out how to leave a review—I’m honestly surprised she was even able to get the coupon on Screech. A few of the customers in line gasp, but the elderly librarian lets out an amused chuckle. “I like you, vampire.”

“You’re not so bad yourself. Want me to help you to a table?”

Before the librarian can reply, Sapphire pushes her walker—with Violet still sitting on it—toward the nearest table.

“Julian!” Violet calls. For a second I think she wants rescue, but instead she gestures at me. “Tell your young lady to get a library card.”

“This is Amber, and I will,” Julian calls back, then turns to bill the man who may or may not read.

I hand him his hot chocolate, while Julian rings up Sapphire.

“That’ll be $37.50 with today’s 50% discount,” he says. “And don’t forget to leave us a review on Screech.”

“I liked this place better when it had bad vibes,” Sapphire mutters. “But at least coffee’s cheaper, so yeah, I will.”

“Thanks, Sapphire,” I call out as I get started on her drink.

A few minutes later, I add the last few shots of espresso and raspberry syrup to her giant mug and find Sapphire sitting in Chase’s usual seat. I call out that the drink is ready, and she strolls up to the counter, grabs the giant cup, and heads back to the table.

I start to turn away, then spin back around when she lets out a loud shriek. The mug is upside down on her lap, and her hoodie is completely drenched. So are her face and hair.

“Are you hurt?” I cry before I remember that she’s a vampire, and a little hot coffee won’t harm her. Instead of an ice pack, I grab a roll of paper towel and a rag so I can clean up the mess.

“The table moved like a cock twitching in happiness!” Sapphire shouts as I rush around the counter.

“What?” I frown.

“The table moved!” Sapphire accuses me again.

“The table moved?” One of the customers in line, a pink-haired girl in her late teens, rolls her eyes.

“Tables don’t move, dear,” Violet adds. She doesn’t comment about the cock. 

“Yeah, the table’s got moves like a stripper,” Sapphire snaps. “You got a problem with that?”

“Only that I want whatever you’re smoking,” the pink-haired girl says. “And you’re lucky you spilled that on yourself, not on someone else.”

“Yeah, lucky.” Sapphire takes some of the paper towels from me, dabs at her shirt, and gets to her feet.

“Sapphire, wait. I’ll make you another one, free of charge,” I say quickly, though I’m pretty sure I can kiss the five star review goodbye. That and a bunch of our raspberry syrup and espresso.

“Free? Then I’ll be back. As soon as I’ve changed.” Sapphire starts toward the door, then pauses and bows dramatically to the customers waiting in line. “Hope you enjoyed the show.”

Only the pink-haired girl has the audacity to clap. Julian takes her order next, while I mop up Sapphire’s mess and head to the sink. I drop it in the sink, turn on the tap, and water shoots everywhere.

“Oh no!” the pink-haired girl shrieks, and I hear a loud thud. “Turn it off! Turn it off!”

“I’m trying!” I shout back, twisting the knob to the left, then to the right. The water keeps spraying, first in my face, then over my left shoulder, then over my right.

“Let me see.” Julian rushes to take my place and then sputters as the trajectory of the spraying water changes and hits him straight in the face, too.

I jump back and turn my back to the sink, but the pink-haired girl is nowhere to be seen. By the half-horrified, half-fascinated looks our customers are shooting the cafe floor, I can guess where she went.

“Are you alright, dear?” Violet asks from her perch on her walker, and I wonder if the girl’s fainted.

“What happened?” I call out and rush around the counter. When I see her, my eyes widen in surprise.

Somewhere in the background, I hear Julian yelling as he tries to fix the sink, but I can’t bring myself to care. Because right there on the floor, in the middle of Jewels Cafe, is a mermaid. A gorgeous, flopped right out of a book, too magnificent to be real, mermaid. She’s all iridescent, pink fish scales from the waist down, and thick, flowing pink locks covering her from the waist up. And no clothes, at least not any as far as I can tell.

“You’re a mermaid?” I gape at her.

Sure, I’ve known that mermaids are real, I’ve just never seen one myself. There weren’t any at the academy—or in my hometown, or Julian’s—since they need a large body of water to survive. I didn’t think there were any in Silver Springs, either, but here she is, flopping around on the floor like a fish out of water.

“Obviously, I’m a mermaid!” The girl cries. Then she looks around, her eyes snapping from one drenched, gaping customer to the next. Everyone in the cafe is completely soaked, and they’re all staring at her like they’ve never seen a mermaid before, either. Her cheeks turn a mortified pink hue, matching her hair, and she starts to shout. “Don’t you have any respect? Stop staring at me and get out of here, go!”

My heart sinks, and I realize that Jewels Cafe can kiss a good rating on Screech goodbye. We got six drenched customers standing in line, one soaked granny sitting on her walker, one flopping mermaid turning pink with rage, and a vampire storming home covered in coffee.

Even if whoever Wes spoke to at Screech takes down all the fake reviews, there will be plenty of real ones to take their place. Plus, once we count up the money we lost today with our half-off sale... let’s just say, this day couldn’t get any worse.
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“Why does this always happen to me?” the pink-haired mermaid moans.

I try to think of the right thing to say to a beached—or in this case, floored—mermaid—when cold water sprays across the cafe and hits me right in the face.

I let out a garbled scream and swallow a mouthful of water. The shock of it, coupled with frustration over the bad reviews, and the embarrassment for the poor mermaid, causes me to shift.

Luckily, I don’t transform into a troll. Which means the customers—most of whom are still here, gaping at the poor mermaid who told them to leave—don’t get to witness me impersonating a police officer. But I don’t shift into something semi-normal, like a fairy, angel, vampire bouncer, or grumpy werewolf, either. Nope, I shift into a naked mermaid.

“Ahhhh!” I shout as I crash to the floor.

It’s so cold and wet and hard. When it collides with my bare chest, my boobs explode in pain, which really isn’t fair. Last night, Chase rested his head on my chest and teasingly compared my breasts to pillows. So why don’t they feel like pillows? I’m definitely not prepared for anything else. Or for the fact that falling chest-first freaking hurts!

“Oh, hell, that’s going to bruise,” the mermaid says from where she’s lying on the floor to my left. “You okay?”

“Yeah... Yeah,” I shake my head a few times, like that will somehow also shake the pain out of my chest.

“I’ve fallen like that before,” the mermaid adds sympathetically. “Next time, bend your elbows, and protect your head. Or lie down on the floor before you do your crazy Chameleon shifting thing. You’re lucky you fell boob-first, not face-first.”

“Lucky...” I repeat as the pain slowly dissipates, and I finally come to my senses. And realize that I’m naked, on the floor, with a bunch of random people staring at me. I quickly grab handfuls of hair and cover the sides of my chest, but I really can’t tell what they can and can’t see.

“Pretty embarrassing, isn’t it?” the mermaid asks, shooting a pointed glare at the customers.

A few of them have the decency to look preoccupied with something else—like gaping over the counter at the sink—and a few finally take the hint and rush out the door, but the rest stay and keep staring.

“Young people these days,” Violet complains. The water decides that’s reason enough to target her and shoots out toward her face. Somehow, the old lady manages to react fast enough and raises her purse just in time to block it. “What’s it like, being a mermaid?”

“Cold,” the mermaid says.

“Embarrassing,” I add.

“Just ignore the staring, and you’ll be fine. I’ve learned to.” The mermaid lets out a dejected sigh. “But thanks for shifting into me and keeping me company.”

“It isn’t a problem,” I tell her, not wanting to admit it wasn’t intentional. “And I’m really sorry this happened.”

“It’s okay,” she replies, or I think she does. The chiming of the front door drowns out her words, and Chase and Wes rush in.

“Ambear?” Wes shouts, looking wildly around the cafe. The problem isn’t that he doesn’t recognize me—it’s that the water aims for the door chime and hits him straight in the face. He sputters and blocks the stream with one large hand, and the water takes that as a cue to find a new target.

I know water can’t actually choose targets, but I swear it’s going after loud sounds. Chase rushes into the cafe next, and the water targets the chimes and hits Wes in the face again. Violet starts to cough, and a stream changes direction and hits her straight in the face. A customer gasps, and the water finds a new target, dousing him next. 

“Down here,” I call out, suddenly craving a large body of water... and a long, luxurious swim.

“Me next, me next!” the mermaid calls after I get doused by a torrent of water. The stream targets her next, and she lets out a pleased sigh. “That feels nice, but I wish I was at the hot springs right now.”

“I’ll take a pool, or the ocean,” I tell her.

She grins. “Those would be nice, too.”

“Ambear?” Wes gasps, and I look up to find him gaping down at us.

“Bean?” Julian shouts a split-second later, like he’s only just realized that I’m not behind the counter with him. He starts to cough, which means the water was on point, and then I hear footsteps.

Next thing I know, all three of my guys are towering over me, staring down at us mermaids. I expect them to get confused, or at least have some trouble figuring out which one’s me, but they seem to just know. Their eyes zero in on me, completely ignoring the other mermaid, and their eyes fill with warmth.

Julian’s the first to react. He peels off his shirt, revealing hard abs, perfect pecs, and finally muscular bare arms. Then he bends down and drapes the shirt over me, adding an added layer of protection on top of the hair.

“How can you tell them apart?” Violet asks. I glance at her just in time to watch her raise her purse again and block the stream of water sailing directly at her. The old librarian sounds shocked, or maybe just very surprised, and I don’t blame her. I still don’t quite understand how my guys always recognize me, either.

“We just can,” Julian says, getting to his feet, and water slams into his hard chest.

“I could always tell,” Chase adds, obviously trying to one-up him, and gets doused in the face as a reward.

“But how?” Violet presses, making sure to keep her purse up in self-defense. “They look exactly identical!”

“Not to us,” Chase tells her proudly. This time, he holds up his hand to block the oncoming water.

“We’re mates,” Wes adds, like that’s all the explanation we need. Water sails towards him, and he turns around and lets it hit him in the back.

“Huh.” Violet grunts. Her purse gets doused again.

Then Chase starts to peel his shirt off, too, and I can’t help it. I lick my lips. Because two of my guys shirtless next to each other is more than I can resist.

“Here,” Chase says, tossing the shirt to the mermaid. With his hands occupied, the water hits him square in the nose, making him sputter.

“Thank you.” The mermaid drapes his shirt over her torso. When water rains down on her, she sighs happily. Then she asks, “Do you think you could shut off the water, too? I can’t shift back until I’m dry.”

“We would if we could,” Julian says, raising his hand to block the water. “I can’t figure out what’s wrong with the sink.”

“I can take a look,” Wes suggests, once again turning his back to the sink. “But everyone, you need to leave. You can come back for a free drink for you and a friend when we reopen, but right now, the cafe is closed.”

The customers take their cue to leave, ducking when the door chimes summon more water. They’re all drenched as they step outside, and I grimace as I watch them go. More negative reviews waiting to happen.

Violet’s the only one left, and it takes an eternity for her to stand up and slowly make it to the door. Wes helps her, while Julian and Chase go examine the sink. Once she’s gone, Wes joins them.

I listen to the three of them grumble over the sink and finally turn to the mermaid. “Guess we’re stuck like this for a while?”

The water targets me, but I don’t really mind. And when the mermaid answers and gets doused, she smiles, so I guess she doesn’t mind either.

“This sort of thing happens all the time,” she says, and I can’t really tell if she’s just being nice, or this really has happened to her more than once. “I’m Karma, by the way. Ironic, huh?”

“Maybe your luck’s going to turn around?” I ask hopefully. “And I’m Amber.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Amber.” Karma smiles. “Do you own this place?”

“I do.” I nod. “And I’m so, so sorry. I don’t understand what happened to the sink.”

“I happened.” Karma groans. “Bad luck seems to follow me. It’s my parents’ fault, giving me a name like Karma. They were playing with fate, and I got screwed.”

“That seems a little...”

“Dramatic? Crazy? Paranoid?” Karma suggests. “Would you believe if I told you this is the third time this week I’ve shifted in the middle of town?”

“Third time?”

“It’s a long story.” Karma sighs.

“We’ve got time...” I point out. “It’s not like we’re going anywhere.”

“You’ve got a point.” Karma grins. “Well, the first time was up in Scarborough. I was taking my car in—”

“You drive?” I ask in surprise.

“What’d you think mermaids do for transportation? Swim?”

“Well...” I grimace.

Karma starts to laugh. “Yes, I drive. And I’d just pulled into the lot when it started to rain. Obviously, I wasn’t going to leave my car until it stopped, but turns out I forgot to close the window all the way. So, next thing I knew, my tail sprouted and the steering wheel nearly gutted me.”

“Ouch. How’d you get out?”

“I didn’t. I closed the window, dried off the water, and shifted back.”

“Oh.” I nod. “That makes more sense.”

“Still want me to tell you about the second time?” Karma asks. “Because that one was way more embarrassing!”

“If you don’t mind.”

“You know how it was a really warm day yesterday?” At my nod, Karma sighs. “I was walking down the street, minding my own business, and some kid shot me with a water gun.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” I tell her. “Plus, you would have dried off pretty quickly.”

“I would have, if the kid hadn’t climbed on my back and kept shooting me and yelling ‘die, mermaid, die’ until his mother finally came outside and dragged him away. In his defense, he was like five.”

“It still must have sucked.”

“It really, really did.” Karma raises her head and lets the latest torrent of water douse her in the face. “You’re lucky you’re only a mermaid for a little bit.”

“I’ve got my own problems,” I tell her, lowering my voice to a whisper. “Since this morning, I keep shifting into a cop. And not like a hot cop, or anything. A troll.”

“How come?” Karma asks, looking genuinely curious.

“I don’t know, it just happens. Usually when I’m upset. Or when I can’t reach something on a high shelf.”

“I hate when I can’t reach something on a high shelf.” Karma nods in agreement, then turns her head to look past me. “I think there’s someone at the door.”
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I look up and spot Zoe at the front door. She raises her hand to knock, and a few seconds after her knuckles make contact, water slams into the glass. She jumps back with a shriek and raises her hands, like she either plans to cast a spell or fight back, but when there isn’t a repeat attack, she lowers them again.

“I’ll get it,” Julian calls out, then mutters a curse when the water attacks him.

“It’s not like we were going to get it,” Karma mutters, smiling as more water rains down on her. She does have a point.

Julian opens the front door, gets hit by some water in the process, and then steps aside to let Zoe in.

“Hey, gang. Started the party without me?” she asks.

Water sprays in her direction, poised to attack, but she shoos it away with a flick of a wrist. Like an obedient pup, it turns away from her and finds another target. Which happens to be Julian.

“Why’d you do that?” He glares at the witch. The water takes that as an invitation and comes back for round two.

“You really should use a shield spell,” Zoe says helpfully. “For a witch who’s the talk of Silver Springs, you’re really dropping the ball here.”

“People are talking about me?” Julian frowns. Water shoots out at him, but this time, Zoe deflects it.

“Just the coven.” She waves the water away, and it lands on me and Karma. The two of us sigh happily, while Zoe continues. “Last night’s meeting was the most excitement we’ve had in a while. It’s no wonder it’s all they can talk about.”

“What are they saying about us?” Wes demands, and more water rains down on me and Karma.

“Nothing bad, Boss Man. Just a bunch of witch gossip. Most think the mating bond’s a coincidence—perfect timing, fate, whatever you want to call it—but a few are wondering if Julian could have cast it. Honestly, I think they’re just bored.”

“So you don’t think I cast it?” Julian asks.

“Not really sure.” Zoe shrugs. “On the one hand, you blew up two doors. On the other, you’re soaking wet.”

“I could cast a shield if I wanted to.” Julian pouts, and Zoe calls him on the lie by letting the water hit him head-on.

“Sure you could.” She deflects the next spray of water. Instead of raining down on Karma and me, this time it flies back to the sink, and Wes growls.

“Sorry, Boss Man. Want me to turn it off?”

“Of course I want you to turn that off! Do you think we’re enjoying this?”

“Kind of.” Zoe looks down at Karma and me. “I mean, you’ve brought mermaids to the party and everything.”

“This isn’t a party!” Wes sputters in response to another spray of water. “Never mind! Just turn it off. Please!”

“Okay, okay. No need to growl.” Zoe rolls her eyes. “Bears, am I right?”

Karma snorts, and I can’t help grinning. Zoe waves a hand to make the water stop, and the two of us share a disappointed look. Because despite not wanting to flop around on the cafe floor, the water calls out to something deep down inside us, and we can’t help wanting more.

Then all the water on Karma and me suddenly starts to rise up and float to the ceiling. I’ve never seen magic like this—not from Julian’s parents or anyone at the academy—and I roll over onto my back to watch. Karma follows suit, and we both adjust the guys’ t-shirts to make sure they’re covering all the important parts before we lose ourselves in the show. And it really is a show.

Zoe’s casting isn’t practical—it’s fun. I know she’s expending energy—witches do that every time they cast a spell—but instead of just letting the water rise, she makes it dance. Literally. The droplets fuse, forming a waltzing couple that makes its way across the cafe.

We’ve always got classical music playing at Jewels Cafe—softly, in the background, so I always forget it’s there—and with a flick of her wrist, Zoe turns it up. More water droplets rise up in groups and then separate outward like fireworks.

“Now this is a party,” Karma says.

“It is most definitely a party,” Zoe agrees. “So which one of you is Amber?”

“Sorry, Zoe. That would be me.”

“Good to see you again.” She grins and flicks her wrist, this time aiming at Karma instead of me.

“Oh, that feels nice.” The mermaid sighs happily as an invisible gust of air makes her hair fan out behind her. It starts to dry, as do the droplets on her arms and tail.

“Almost there,” Zoe says, and then Karma shifts.

Next thing I know, she’s got legs, and she’s lying on the floor in jeans, t-shirt and flip-flops.

“Thanks, Zoe,” she says, sitting up with her eyes glued to the ceiling water show.

“Any time.” The witch flicks her wrist again, and all the water droplets freeze.

Hanging above our heads like they are, they look poised to attack. I kind of hope they rain down on me, but Karma suddenly looks panicked.

“I should go,” she cries, getting to her feet and racing toward the door.

“Karma, wait,” I shout, but the mermaid doesn’t look back. She shoves past Zoe, runs out onto the street, and disappears from view.

“And that’s the thanks I get,” Zoe grumbles, flicking her wrist.

I hold my breath, waiting for the water to crash back down, but to my disappointment, it does not. Instead, it floats over the bar and lands somewhere with a loud plop. Presumably the sink where it belongs.

With Karma gone, and everything in the cafe under control, I finally shift back. I’m a little bruised from the mermaid fall—and doubly so from tackling Julian and Chase outside Minerva’s bakery—but at least my boobs don’t hurt.

“Making sure the girls are back to normal?” Zoe asks, and I realize I’m squeezing them in the middle of the cafe like a crazy person.

I quickly cross my arms over my damp top. “Something like that.”

“Drying spell?” Zoe asks.

“Thanks.” I grin and get to my feet. Zoe hits me with a strong gust of hot air. It feels like I’m surrounded by a thousand hair dryers, all of them blasting me with low heat. Not enough to burn, but definitely enough to make me feel toasty.

“Anyone else?” Zoe asks when she’s done. The guys nod, and I watch as the water dries off Julian and Chase’s bare chests, and Wes’s shirt slowly stops sticking to his hard torso. “All done. Anything else you need, Boss Man?”

“Can you order us a plumber? See if anyone’s available in the next hour, even if you have to bring them in from Scarborough?”

“Is something else broken?” Zoe asks in surprise.

“No, just the sink.”

“That’s all fixed. Try it.”

“How?” Wes frowns at it and cautiously turns the tap. All of us grimace, but instead of spraying water, a perfect stream trickles down into the sink.

“It wasn’t broken, just spelled. All it took was a simple counter spell.”

“Spelled?” Julian frowned. “You mean someone did this on purpose?”

“Shouldn’t you already... never mind.” Zoe shrugs. “I don’t know if it was on purpose, but it looks like the water was spelled to target loud sounds. When you turned on the tap, it was triggered and did... well... this.”

“But who would—” I start to ask, but Julian interrupts me.

“Mini!” Julian snaps, narrowing his eyes to glare out the window at the bakery. Which, I realize, now sports a brand new, shiny door complements of Zoe.

More than anything, I want to blame this on the witch. A part of me can’t help worrying that Julian will suddenly let Minerva off the hook for all the awful things she’s done. So another item on the triple M list—Minerva Montgomery Misdemeanors—will make it that much harder for him to forgive and forget. What really sucks is that this time, I don’t think it’s her.

“I never thought I’d be the one defending that witch.” I shake my head. “But she couldn’t have done it.”

“Of course she could have.” Julian gapes at me. “She’s a witch. She’s already sabotaged the cafe with the spelled pebbles and the reviews. Why wouldn’t she curse our sink, too?”

“I’m not saying she wouldn’t, I just don’t think she did,” I tell him. “Erin said Minerva flew out this morning, right?”

“So?” Julian frowns at me.

“So she had to have spelled the sink while she was still in town.”

“Maybe she did it right before she stormed out last night,” Julian says.

“Did you see her cast any spells before she left?” I ask. “Not that it matters.”

“How does it not matter?” Wes asks. “She could have easily done it while we weren’t looking. Or broken back in when we were watching a movie, or after we went to bed.”

“I wouldn’t put it past her,” Chase chimes in. “That witch had a crazy glint in her eye.”

The fact that all three of my guys are the furthest thing you could be from Team Minerva makes me smile. But I can’t help adding, “I still don’t think it was her.”

“What makes you say that?” Zoe asks, though unlike my guys, she looks mildly curious. Not outright disbelieving. She’s also sitting on top of one of our tables cross-legged with her boots still on. It’s terribly unhygienic, and the whole surface is going to need a healthy dose of soap, water, and disinfectant, but that can wait. Plus, I can’t really be upset with her, since she’s the one who saved the day. If she wants to sit on our tables, she can have at it any time.

“You said that someone spelled the sink to spray water the minute we turned it on, right?” I ask.

“That’s right.” Zoe tilts her head slightly, like she’s trying to figure out where I’m going with this. “Hey, do you happen to have any popcorn?”

I don’t miss the way she smirks at Wes, and I realize she’s trying to rile him up. She’s obviously doing it in a bratty little sister kind of way—not in a poaching my man kind of way—which makes me smile. “No popcorn. But I can make you a Mood Tea?” I offer.

“Can you just tell us why you don’t think it’s Minerva, Ambear?” Wes growls, his tone laced with frustration.

I send a triumphant look at Zoe and then turn to my guys. “What happened when I turned on the water?”

“It sprayed everywhere,” Julian answers.

“Exactly!” I grin. “But Wes washed his hands this morning after cleaning up the broken mug, and the sink worked fine then.”

The bear shifter’s eyes grow wide. “You’re right! And you turned on the sink after lunch, and it wasn’t broken then, either.”

Julian runs a hand through his hair. “So it really wasn’t Mini?”

“No!” I shake my head triumphantly. Except then I just successfully defended Minerva Evil Montgomery, which puts a huge damper on things.

“So who do you think did it, then?” Wes frowns.

“That’s the question of the day, isn’t it?” Zoe says from her perch on the table. “Wish I had answers, but my skills end at fixing sinks.”
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We decide to close the cafe for the rest of the night. Zoe casts a few more cleaning spells, leaving the place looking pristine—and then heads out with a pink, happy Mood Tea to go. Chase and Wes leave a few minutes later, but only to grab a change of clothes and some overnight essentials, leaving Julian and me alone in the quiet cafe.

“Guess it’s just you and me, Bean,” he teases as he turns to me, and my pulse spikes.

We haven’t actually been alone, alone—not even just in the same room—since we confessed our feelings for each other. Chase or Wes has always been with us, and now that neither shifter is here, I start to freak out. Because I know how to act around my best friend, Julian, but not my mate and lover, Julian.

“Should we head upstairs?” I ask nervously, hoping against hope that I don’t sound as nervous as I feel. My throat is so dry I can barely get the words out, my armpits are damp, and I have to hold on to my skirt with both hands because they’re shaking so much.

“After you,” Julian says, and I rush ahead before he can change his mind. Last thing I need is for him to take my sticky, sweaty palm in his.

My only consolation is that I don’t suddenly shift into Cop Troll Liam and come crashing back down on top of Julian. As his eyes bore into my back, that particular worry slowly dissipates, and I start thinking about what will happen once we reach the apartment. It sends this excited thrill coursing through me, mixed with nerves and desire. And the closer we get to the door, the headier it gets, until all I can think about is getting naked with Julian.

My best friend turned mate is clearly not on the same page as me. Instead of heading for the bedroom, or pushing me up against the door and doing all the things I want him to do to me, he flops onto the couch. Like we’re suddenly back to being Juli and Bean, just two friends hanging out.

I feel the same mix of longing and hurt I’ve lived with for six years, but I quickly push it away. Juli and I are together now. We’re a couple and we’re...

He stretches his arms over his head, and I lose my train of thought. His shirt rides up to reveal a hint of hard abs, and I get a sudden urge to fall to my knees and lick his tanned skin.

My cheeks flush, and I quickly look away before he can catch me staring. Except, aren’t I allowed to stare now that we’re together? Especially after what we shared last night? Maybe I should just be bold and lick him... or suggest we take things to the bedroom.

“So if it wasn’t Mini, who do you think sabotaged our sink?” Julian asks.

“Oh, um...” I quickly join him on the couch so I’m not just standing there awkwardly. There’s this huge space between us, so I shift a bit closer—not so close that we’re touching, but close enough that I can convince myself that we’re not suddenly acting like we’re back to being friends.

“What about the developer?” Julian asks.

“Huh?”

“From the Blue Moon pack? Maybe he decided to resort to sabotage so we’d be forced to sell.”

“I doubt it.” I shake my head. “Remember what Minerva said last night? She convinced him to make an offer on the cafe in the first place. He probably forgot all about it by now.”

“I think you’re right.” Julian sighs. “But then who could have done it?”

“Karma?”

“The mermaid?” Julian runs a hand through his hair. Blond locks fall softly over his forehead, and I have to fight the urge to lean forward and brush them back. He’s just so handsome, and I’ve loved him for so long, it’s hard to keep from touching him. “Why would the mermaid sabotage our cafe?”

“What? Oh. I don’t mean on purpose. She just said that bad luck seems to follow her.” I bite my lower lip, and Julian’s gaze drifts down. My pulse spikes, and my lips tingle under his watchful gaze. Is he going to lean forward and kiss me? Is he finally going to cover my lips with his?

The thought of Julian kissing me—of him biting my lip and sucking it between his—sends a surge of arousal through me. My breathing accelerates, and I fidget in my seat. Julian’s eyes darken, and for a split second I think it’s finally happening. Except, apparently, it’s not, because Julian shifts back on the couch and looks away.

“I guess it’s possible,” he says to the coffee table, and I have absolutely no idea what he’s talking about. “Someone could have put a hex on her...”

Oh, right. Karma the mermaid. Someone could have hexed her and made the sink go all haywire. I sigh. “Even if that’s true, she probably still blames us. And so do the other customers. I don’t even want to look at Screech.” Except I can’t seem to help it, because I end up taking my phone out to check.

“How bad is it?” Julian asks. He shifts on the couch so his leg is pressed against mine, and glances at my phone.

A minute ago, my heart would have probably exploded right out of my chest. As of right now—while I’m about to see the disaster that is Screech— that mood is completely gone. My mind is focused entirely on the bad reviews—and the fate of our cafe—and my heart starts pounding for an entirely different reason.

“Did our rating go up?” Julian asks, and I realize that he’s right.

“Do you think Screech removed the bad reviews?” I feel a surge of hope. But when I scroll down, the number of reviews is still the same, plus two.

The one at the top is Karma’s, and my eyes grow wide.

The staff at Jewels Cafe go above and beyond!!!

GoodKarma

If you’re a mermaid, you know how hard it is living on land. Today, a pipe burst at Jewels Cafe, and I ended up flopping around on the floor like a fish!! :( It would have been mortifying if it wasn’t for the owner, a Chameleon named Amber. She shifted into me and kept me company on the floor the entire time! Then, the staff called in a witch to fix the plumbing, and she put on an amazing water show. It totally made up for the pipes bursting! :O I swear, if I could give this place ten stars, I would! It’s so mermaid-friendly, I’ll definitely be back!!! 

“She gave us five stars!” I cry, throwing my arms around Julian. He grabs me and scoops me up in a huge hug, but I barely notice I’m suddenly sitting astride him, I’m that excited. “I can’t believe she thought my shifting into her was a good thing! And she loved Zoe’s magic show!”

“Zoe’s magic is definitely something else.” Julian shakes his head. “I don’t know how she has the control to cast spells and show off at the same time.”

I catch the self-deprecating, silent ‘and not blow stuff up’ hidden in there somewhere, and quickly change the subject. “There’s one more review.”

“This one must be from Violet,” Julian says as I hold up my phone between us.

A Thoroughly Entertaining Night

LibraryBoomer

Jewels Cafe donated two trays of Mood Teas to the Spell Library Book Club. We had a thoroughly entertaining evening sharing our thoughts—and feelings—about this month’s book. Everyone had such a good time that I’ve decided to make Mood Tea and Books a regular thing.

“She’s going to buy more Mood Teas, and she didn’t even mention getting soaked!” I gasp.

“It must have been a really good book club meeting.” Julian winks, and his teasing smile sets my heart racing.

Just like that, I become aware of how close we are. I’m sitting on his lap, practically riding his hips, with only our clothes keeping us from making slow, sweet love... or hard and fast love. Right now, I’d take it any way I can get.

“Oh, Amber,” Julian groans. “You’re killing me.”

“I’m killing you?” I gasp. “You’re the one who wants to talk about the sink!”

“Only because I promised...” Julian trails off with a grimace. “Never mind.”

“What’d you promise, Juli?” I frown.

“It’s nothing,” he says, but the flush that creeps up his cheeks is a dead giveaway.

“You’re lying to me, Juli.” I narrow my eyes on him. “Come on. Spill. What did you promise?”

“This,” he says, covering my mouth with his.

I gasp.

Yes, I know Julian and I are together now—and that I should be used to kissing him after last night—but that doesn’t mean my body is. It’s more used to hanging out with my best friend, to being constantly reminded that I can look, but I can’t touch. To fighting the attraction coursing between us and keeping my hands to myself. It’s definitely not used to this.

Kissing Julian goes against six years of training in self-control. It goes against six years of pretending I just wanted to be friends when I’ve always wanted more—when Juli and I have both always wanted more. And it’s that thought—that Julian has always wanted more, too—that breaks the emotional dam.

I kiss Julian back, softly at first, as I memorize the feel of his lips. Pleasure courses through me, building slowly, until I want to tear our clothes off. If I wasn’t worried about moving too fast, I would. Instead, I pour all my pent up feelings, longing, and need into our kiss.

Kissing Julian feels like—kissing Julian. There are just no other words to describe it. This is what I’ve always wanted. This is how it was always meant to be. And now, I’m his, and he’s mine.

I need Julian to know how I feel, so I tell him with my lips. I suck on his bottom lip, and when he groans, it’s music to my ears. This! I want this. I need this. I feel an onslaught of tears—happy ones—and I barely manage to hold them back. But I have to, because I can’t bear to have this moment end.

“More,” Julian growls, sliding a hand under my shirt and pinching my nipple through my bra.

I arch my back as wetness pools between my legs, and I moan into his mouth. “Bedroom. Please!”

That’s all the encouragement Julian needs. He gets to his feet, and I wrap my arms and legs around him and hold on tight. Julian grabs onto my hips, squeezing my ass, and kisses me as he carries me across the living room. And then we’re suddenly falling and the soft mattress is embracing us—cocooning us from both sides.

I start to reach for the waistband of Julian’s jeans, but he grabs my hands, stopping me. “I have a better idea,” he says with a devious smile, and then he’s sliding down my body so his head is resting at my waist. He pulls up my top, exposing my midriff, and swirls his tongue around my belly button.

I gasp.

I don’t know what to expect, but Julian suddenly grabbing the waistbands of my skirt and panties and pulling them both down to my thighs isn’t it.

I have this sudden urge to cover myself, but before I can act on it, Julian buries his face between my legs.

I gasp again.

Then Julian slides his tongue slowly along my slit, and I nearly launch myself off the bed. Obviously, the mattress is way too soft to do much launching—or even arching—and there’s the whole matter of Julian’s weight keeping me in place. So I settle for moaning and then whimpering instead.

Julian licks me again, and I cry out as pleasure courses through me. I try to spread my legs to give him more access, but my panties are still locked around my lower thighs, keeping them in place.

I groan in frustration and try to sit up so I can take care of the panties, but Julian pushes me back down.

“I’m not done with you yet.” He smirks up at me, and then he spreads my lower lips with both hands and buries his face between my legs.

Each lick, each suck, each pull on my clit brings me closer and closer to the end. And the frustration of not being able to spread my legs, when literally every instinct in my body is urging me to, somehow only adds to the building pleasure.

“More,” I cry, grabbing a handful of his hair and holding him in place.

Then I realize what I’m doing and nearly shatter right then and there. Because the guy I’ve always loved—the guy I’ve always wanted—is kissing me in the most intimate way a person can.

“Oh, Juli,” I cry out, and he suddenly stops. “No, please, don’t stop. I want more.”

“Do you?” he purrs, his breath caressing my exposed clit, making me squirm. He keeps me spread with both hands and looks down with a self-satisfied smile that makes me blush even as I feel more wetness pool between my legs. Then, he looks back up, with my fingers still threaded through his hair, creating a moment so intimate that heat surges through me from head to toe.

“More, Juli, please,” I beg, wiggling my hips.

“Are you really going to call me Juli while I’m doing this?” He lowers his head and gives my clit a gentle lick. The touch is so light I barely feel it, and yet it’s enough to make my inner muscles clench with need.

“Julian,” I beg. “Julian, please.”

“Say my name again,” he orders, giving me another soft, teasing, barely-there lick.

“Julian!” I cry. “Stop teasing me and make me come.”

I can’t believe my own ears, or that I’d be so bold, but the self-satisfied grin on Julian’s face tells me he likes it. “I love teasing you, Bean,” he says, and proceeds to show me how much.

Soon, he has me thrashing, pleading, and crying out his name, over and over again. Julian, not Juli, because I want this so bad I think I might die.

“Say my name,” Julian orders, even though I’ve said it like a million times.

“Julian!” I repeat, and then I scream. Because instead of the teasing touches, he suddenly latches onto my clit and sucks it until I come. And then he keeps sucking until I’m so spent I can barely breathe.

“Did you like that?” Julian smiles up at me.

I mumble a bunch of stuff, about how good it felt, about how hot he is. I’m not even sure my reply makes sense, but I know that my satisfied smile is answer enough.

“Come here.” I open my arms, and Julian grins. He pulls my panties and skirt into place and then slides up my body and wraps me in his arms.

“Your turn?” I ask, reaching between us for the waistband of his jeans. I want to taste him and feel him inside me again, but Julian stops me.

“Next time,” he says softly, planting a soft kiss on my forehead. I want to protest, but his whispered words steal my breath and send my heart racing. “I love you, Amber.”

“I love you too, Julian,” I whisper back, and then I fall asleep.
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Amber

Sometime during the night, Chase and Wes get back and slip into bed. They stay fully clothed, and all we do is sleep, but it soothes me, having my mates by my side.

The next morning, I wake up feeling content and relaxed. Yes, the bad Screech reviews are still out there, and possibly someone, other than Karma, who cursed the sink, but I decide to worry about all that after my morning cappuccino. Right now, while I’m half-asleep, I’d much rather be mentally reliving every moment of last night with Julian.

I’m smiling as I make my way downstairs and make a beeline for the counter. I’m just about to shift into Troll Cop Liam so I can reach everything I need from here, when I hear heavy footsteps coming downstairs. Chase!

Do I shift into a big, hairy guy in front of my mate? No. Then I’ll never get to see his carrot!

I should pick someone else—someone more attractive—preferably someone with boobs instead of junk. But do I know anyone who fits the bill and is tall enough to make a cappuccino? Rose and Sapphire are too short, and so is Ruby, the angel from the shoe store. And Karma the mermaid is definitely—

“Hey, Amber,” Chase says from behind me, and I start to shift.

I try to grab the counter, but it’s too far out of reach. Plus, everything happens so fast. One second I’m standing, and the next I come crashing down to the floor.

“Amber! Are you hurt? Is anything broken?” Chase rushes over and falls to his knees next to me.

“I’m fine,” I say while I flop around on the floor like a fish. Because of all the taller-than-me supes I could have picked, I went and shifted into a mermaid. Who doesn’t even have any legs! I groan and rub my sore palms... but hey, that sure beats sore boobs. “Karma was right. I bent my elbows, and the fall wasn’t anywhere near as bad.”

“It looked pretty bad,” Chase says, brushing some of my pink hair from my face. “What happened? Why did you shift?”

Because I was going to turn into a troll to grab a cappuccino, and you distracted me, I think. Except I’m not going to tell Chase that. So I go with the next best thing, “I guess I must have been thinking about yesterday...”

Chase nods. “Does this sort of thing happen a lot?”

“Turning into mermaids? Nope, first time. Karma’s actually the first mermaid I’ve met.”

“Same here.” Chase grins happily. “That’s what I love about living in Silver Springs. I get to meet so many new supes. Dragon shifters, trolls, angels, demons, mermaids...”

Chase’s excitement is infectious, and I can’t help grinning back. “It is pretty great. At least, it is when I don’t end up on the floor with a tail.”

“Do you want me to get you anything to make you more comfortable? A pillow? A blanket?”

“A cappuccino would be nice, actually. And a swimming pool. Not that you can bring me an actual swimming pool, but a girl can dream.”

“If you shifted in a pool, would you be able to breathe underwater?” Chase asks.

“I should be. As long as I don’t suddenly shift into someone else.”

“Would you ever try it?” Chase asks.

“Sure. I’ve shifted into bird shifters a bunch of times and tried flying.”

“Really?” Chase asks, getting to his feet. “I’m listening, by the way. I’m just going to get started on your early morning caffeine fix.”

“Thanks, Chase. Are you usually up this early?”

“Normally, no. But I knew you’d get up early, and I wanted to spend more time with you.”

“That’s really sweet, Chase. I want to spend time with you, too,” I tell him, suddenly feeling all warm and gooey inside, like I’m floating in the Hot Springs. Not that I’ve had the chance to check out the Hot Springs, but apparently that’s a feeling my mermaid body seems to know.

“So, um...” Chase says, sounding flustered, which just ups the Hot Springs feeling. “What was flying like?”

“Scary. I always have to be super careful about how high I go. You know, in case I shift back. And I always crash into stuff, which can hurt. But it’s also fun.”

“Have you ever gotten seriously hurt?”

“Sprained ankle my first year at the academy. And I broke my arm in third year, when I flew out a second floor window.”

“That was pretty ballsy of you,” Chase says.

“It was an accident. I was doing a presentation, and it didn’t go well, so I shifted... and I guess I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going, because next thing I knew, I was falling.” I grin, listening to Chase work in the background as I talk. “Julian was so freaked out, he wouldn’t let me out of his sight for like two weeks.”

“I wouldn’t have either,” Chase agrees. “I’m actually surprised he lets you out of his sight now.”

“It was a long time ago,” I say, before Chase can turn all protective on me. “There was a mouse shifter back at the academy that I used to practice shifting into. He was tiny enough to squeeze under doors, so I could slip into the kitchen and unlock it for Julian. It’s how we’d get all the best snacks.”

I smile as the cappuccino machine sputters to a stop. The sweet aroma of caffeine flits through the cafe, calming me, and I find myself finally shifting back.

“I wish I’d gone to an academy.” Chase sighs. “It sounds like you had some great adventures there.”

“We did.” I smile as I get to my feet. “But there was a lot of bad stuff, too. Like Minerva and her clique of bullies. I used to get homesick a lot as well. And I got in trouble accidentally shifting when I wasn’t supposed to—or purposefully shifting when I wasn’t supposed to.” I grin.

“Like the kitchen mouse?” Chase asks.

“We may have gotten caught once or twice.” I wink at Chase as he rounds the counter with two Jewels Cafe mugs in hand. He hands me my cappuccino and heads toward what I’ve started to think of as his favorite table—his and Sapphire’s.

He sets down his Americano, and the table jumps. No, I’m not kidding. It literally jumps. Chase’s Americano flies up, there’s a loud crash, and the mug shatters at his feet.

“What the hell?” Chase shouts, pulling his soaked shirt away from his chest. “Did the table just...”

“Move like a stripper?” I ask.

“What?” Chase gapes at me.

“Just something Sapphire said.” I frown. “The same thing happened to her yesterday, but I thought that was just Sapphire being Sapphire.”

“Huh.” Chase stares at the table thoughtfully. “Can I borrow this?”

Before I can say no, he takes my cappuccino and lowers it toward the table. The moment it makes contact with the surface, the table bucks, attempting to throw the contents at Chase.

This time, Chase has a strong grip on the mug, so only some of the precious brew splashes onto the table. The table doesn’t seem to like that—or the fact that it’s still got a mug resting on its back—because it starts trying to throw it off. It looks like a bucking horse, which would be a funny sight if more precious cappuccino wasn’t spilling with every passing second.

“I’ll take this!” I grab the mug and down whatever’s left. It isn’t much, which means I’ll have to walk all the way around the counter and make more, but at least I won’t be flopping around on the floor.

“So whoever cursed the sink did a number on the table?” Chase asks, and I realize he’s probably right.

“That would be my best guess.” I frown. I really don’t want to say what I’m about to say, but I know I have to. “Hey, Chase, do you think the same person’s also responsible for the bad reviews?”

“It’s possible.” He nods, and I sigh. So much for my dream of sending Minerva to the Silver Springs Penitentiary.

Chase and I work on cleaning up, make fresh drinks, and sip them at the bar. Wes and Julian somehow manage to sleep through the whole thing, so we fill them in when they eventually come downstairs. We do a demo with a paper cup and some water, debate whether or not Karma could have accidentally cursed the tables, too, and then wait for Zoe to arrive.

“With the amount of times I’m over here, you guys should just have me on retainer,” Zoe says when she breezes in just before we’re scheduled to open.

“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Wes tells her. “Unless something else is cursed that we haven’t found yet.”

“Well, what’s the problem this time?”

“Cursed tables,” I say, demonstrating with a cup of water.

Zoe giggles as the table bucks, then casts a spell to uncurse it. She tests the other tables, and uncurses them too.

“I don’t know how I missed this before.” She shakes her head. “The tables were only spelled to react to drinks—not people sitting on them—so I didn’t really think to look.”

“It’s not your fault, Zoe,” I tell her. “Is there any way to check the rest of the cafe? Or will we not know until the spell activates?”

“Now that I know to look for magic, I can do a sweep.” She raises a hand and starts running it over each chair in turn. “If there’s magic, I’ll spot it.”

We watch quietly as Zoe scans the chairs, bar stools, and every item behind the counter. She even checks the back room, and when she’s done, we pay her with another Mood Tea—on top of what Wes is actually paying her, of course.

After she leaves—grinning happily with a glowing pink drink—we open the cafe and get into a routine. We serve drinks, make small talk with customers, and sneak into the back room to check Screech.

Aside from two bad reviews from last night—both complaining about getting drenched—the rest of the new reviews are all either four or five stars. A few customers complain about the line, and Chase happily jumps in to help when it gets busy. And when it’s quiet, Julian slips into the back to try to reach Minerva or her parents, though he doesn’t have any luck.

By mid-afternoon—after another delicious sandwich platter, compliments of Wes—I’m starting to feel like maybe things will work out after all. The new reviews bolster our average, customers keep streaming in, and Zoe did a sweep to make sure we weren’t cursed.

I’m feeling all happy and in my element as I finish assembling an Angel Coffee, so of course, that’s when everything goes to hell.
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Amber

“What did I say about holding on to your balloon, Rae?” A man standing in line chuckles. I look over in time to watch him capture a purple balloon that’s starting to float away.

“I was holding on to it, Daddy.” The little girl, Rae, pouts and wraps her tiny fist around the purple ribbon.

Just by looking at the pair, I can tell that both father and daughter are unicorns—pretty hard to miss the brilliant, sparkling silver horns jutting from the tops of their heads. The unicorn dad’s hair is a sparkling, look-at-me-silver with brilliant purple tips, while his little girl’s hair is a brilliant purple with a few strands of sparkling silver.

Unicorn Dad ruffles little Rae’s hair around her horn, and my heart melts as the two of them move to the front of the line.

Watching the pair makes me think about having kids of my own. It’s Julian’s mom’s fault for putting the idea in my head, talking about babies the way she did. I don’t know why I’m even considering it, when it’s obviously too soon.

Chase, Wes, and I only just met. Sure, Juli and I have known each other for a long time, but we’re still way too young to have kids. Plus, we need to focus on keeping Jewels Cafe in business, not on starting a family. Which means that, realistically, kids won’t be on our radar for at least a few years. Still, I can’t help picturing each of my guys with our own little girl.

Wes would childproof the entire apartment—probably the cafe, too—and he’d always keep our place clean and make us home-cooked meals. He’d probably be over-the-top protective, too, but that also means he’ll keep our little girl safe.

After the way Chase grew up, I bet he’d answer all her questions—even if she asked a gazillion. And I can totally picture him waking up in the middle of the night if she ever started to cry.

Then there’s Julian. My childhood crush turned mate would love our little girl no matter what—even if her magic was wonky like ours, or if she didn’t have any magic at all. Would she be a chameleon like me? Or a witch like Juli? Or maybe a shifter, like Chase or Wes?

I freeze.

How would we even decide which of my guys should get to be the father? Do we leave it up to chance? Do they come up with some sort of contest? Do I have to choose? And if I can’t even figure out which guy to hold hands with or sit next to, how will I ever pick which one I should have a baby with first?

“Amber.” Julian nudges me as he slides a to-go cup to a waiting customer. It’s just the two of us running the cafe right now, while Chase and Wes are upstairs making dinner. I smile at the thought of my two shifters, only to realize that I just completely zoned out on Unicorn Dad.

“Sorry, could you repeat your order?” I ask.

“You weren’t paying attention.” Little Rae giggles.

“Sounds like someone I know,” Unicorn Dad teases her, then turns back to me with an apologetic smile. “I’d like an Angel Coffee, and my little angel would like an Angel Hot Milk.”

“With extra cloud.” Rae looks up at me with brilliant blue eyes that have purple flecks swimming in their depths. “The cloud is the best part!”

“It is the best part,” I agree. “And I like your balloon.”

“Thanks.” Rae grins and holds her tiny hand higher so I can get a better look.

“We were just at a birthday party,” Unicorn Dad explains, looking away from his little girl for a split second too long. And that’s all it takes.

The purple ribbon slips through Rae’s little fingers. She tries to catch the ribbon as the balloon floats away, but she just isn’t fast enough. I try to reach over the counter to help, but I’m not Liam the Troll which means I’m too short.

Then, everything goes wrong.

The balloon hits one of the sprinklers and bursts.

Rae opens her cute little mouth and starts to wail.

And the fire sprinklers activate, spraying water everywhere.

I always assumed the fire sprinklers were only supposed to kick in when there was an actual fire—or at least some heavy smoke—but I guess that isn’t the case. I also always thought they sprinkled water, like the name implies, creating some gentle rain. Obviously, that isn’t the case either.

It seems like within seconds, the floor is flooded with water. The sprinklers keep dumping buckets of cold water on our heads, and I’m shivering, and sucking in water, and getting completely drenched.

This can’t possibly be normal! The words echo in my head as I start to cough. Then it hits me. Cursed! They’re actually cursed!

Zoe never got to do a sweep of the ceiling which means she never checked the fire sprinklers. And whoever got to the table and sink probably got to them, too.

In the time it takes me to realize what’s going on, I’m already knee-deep in water. The unicorn dad is scooping up little wailing Rae, but the rush of pouring water nearly drowns out her cries.

Panicked customers try to wade toward the door, but the water’s pouring down so fast it’s almost like they’re moving in slow motion. Julian manages to reach me, and starts tugging me after them, but by now, the water’s already to my waist.

Someone finally pulls open the front door, and I exhale in relief. Only to inhale and nearly choke on a lungful of water. I start to cough as I wait for the water to pour out onto the street, but very little splashes out after the escaping fae.

It’s almost like there’s an invisible barrier keeping all the water from going outside... or into the stairwell, or into the back room. The only place that seems to be flooding is the cafe... and all our expensive equipment.

Our new coffee machine! Our custom mugs! Our beautiful Cafe! Everything, including all our dreams, are quickly getting submerged.

I want to break down and cry, but right now, we’ve got much bigger problems. Like the fact that the water’s already up to my chest and many of our customers are still inside.

Unicorn Dad is wading toward the door, but he’s only half-way there. Soaked little Rae is on his shoulders, wailing as she clutches onto his horn. There’s a panicked cat shifter squatting on the bar, and a middle-age woman balanced precariously on a stool. At the front of the cafe, there are two businessmen standing on a table. One of them jumps down, and I realize there’s a woman, who obviously can’t swim, in the middle of the cafe. And she’s trying to wade toward the tables, instead of heading for the door. 

“You need to get out,” I shout, only to take in another lungful of water. I doubt anyone even hears me!

Within seconds, even the door is completely submerged. Unicorn Dad gives up on it and starts treading water, holding up Rae so the little girl can still breathe.

And it’s in that moment that it hits me. We’re not just going to lose Jewels Cafe. Another minute, and we’re all going to drown. The customers. Me. Julian. If I don’t think of something fast, none of us will live to see another day.
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Amber

“Ambear!” Wes’s voice echoes from the stairwell. “Chase! You need to get down here!”

I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to hear my bear shifter’s voice. For a split second, I feel a wave of relief. He’s going to save the day and get all the customers to safety. Except he’s only one man—one shifter—and we’re running out of time. The door to the stairs is already submerged, and by the time Chase makes it down, the rest of the cafe will be, too.

I grab Julian’s shoulder to get his attention and point from the customers to the door and back again. We need to get them out! It’s up to us!

Julian seems to understand, because he nods and dives toward the middle-aged woman. He swims past floating Jewels Cafe mugs, points at the ceiling, and then the door. The reality of the situation seems to dawn on the woman, and she abandons her purse and starts to swim for the door.

I try to get the cat shifter to do the same, but it doesn’t work. The man looks at me like I’m insane. His eyes are already wide with panic, but they only grow wider, and he shakes his head wildly, refusing to budge. A bar stool and some spoons float past us. His panic only escalates, and he shakes his head harder.

Then Wes dives through the stairwell entrance with perfect form. He narrowly misses a floating chair and pushes aside a coffee mug and a fork. With two powerful strokes, he reaches the businessman who’s struggling to help a drowning woman swim up to the surface, not realizing that soon there won’t be any surface left.

Wes seems to realize it, too, because he starts tugging the pair toward the stairs. He seems to be making good progress, so I leave him to it and focus on who I can save. Since the cat shifter seems like a lost cause, I’m about to abandon him and try to help Rae and her Dad, when Julian swims up.

He grabs the cat shifter’s arm, but the man’s got claws. He lashes out, scratching Julian, and then shoves him away. 

When my mate goes under, my heart nearly stops. Instinctively, I dive after him, and next thing I know, I’m a mermaid. Karma, to be exact.

Being a mermaid in a giant cafe swimming pool is a whole lot better than flopping around on the dry floor, I’ll tell you that. For one thing, it turns out that I really can breathe underwater. And see everything, too. Oh, and I can really, really swim.

I dive toward Julian, underestimating my own strength, and nearly launch us both out the front door. I manage to pull in my tail just in time, sending Julian floating into a chair which nudges the middle-aged woman, and sends them all tumbling out the door.

I spin around and aim for Rae and her dad next. The little girl is sobbing uncontrollably, but when she sees my mermaid tail, she temporarily stops.

“Hold your breath,” I warn her, and when she obediently puffs out her cheeks, I grab her from her grateful dad and swim for the door.

I pass Rae off to a wide-eyed Julian, but when I turn to go back for Unicorn Dad, he’s already diving toward the door. I hold out my hand. He grabs it, and one quick tug—coupled with a twist of my tail—has him stumbling out the door toward his little girl.

The only customers left are the businessman and the cat shifter, neither of whom are doing a good job of saving themselves. The cat shifter’s clawing at the ceiling, like that will do him any good, but Wes is already swimming toward him—having saved the second businessman and the woman who apparently couldn’t swim.

How can anyone not swim? I wonder as I launch myself after the second businessman. Apparently, he’s decided to swim toward the stairs instead of the front door, even though they’re much further away. He’s barely halfway there, and he’s struggling to push aside a chair instead of swimming around it. He’s also losing steam, fast, but a few powerful strokes from my tail get him the rest of the way there. Luckily, Chase is at the entrance, waiting, and I hand off the now unconscious man and spin around to go and help Wes.

Instead of swimming to safety, my bear shifter’s struggling with the cat, who’s fighting him tooth and nail. Luckily, the cat is quickly running out of steam—and breath—so I just grab him around the waist and throw him out the door.

When I spin around and reach out my hand to help Wes, I realize he’s not swimming toward me. Instead, my bear shifter’s eyes are closed and he’s slowly sinking to the floor.

“Wes!” I shout, except I’m a mermaid—underwater—so it does no good. “Wes, no!”

I dive toward him and grab him around the waist. My bear shifter doesn’t even react to my touch, and he sags in my arms as I swim us both out the door. We fall to the sidewalk—Wes unconscious, and me flopping on top of him like a sidewalked mermaid who’s lost her pool.

“Wes,” I shout, and this time my cry echoes down the street.

The large crowd outside reacts—and everyone starts talking and shouting all at once. Julian rushes over, pulling his shirt over his head as he kneels next to me.

When he tosses the soaking wet cloth toward my chest, I can’t figure out why. All I can do is watch Juli pump my bear shifter’s chest and try to save his life.

Then, it dawns on me that I’m naked, in the middle of the sidewalk, and I probably flashed my boobs at half of Silver Springs. I clutch Julian shirt’s to my boobs—well, Karma’s boobs, really—but I can’t really bring myself to care. All that matters is Wes.

What is probably only a few seconds feels like an eternity. Julian, pushing up and down on Wes’s chest, telling him to breathe. Me, sobbing as I watch. And my bear shifter, lying unconscious on the sidewalk, eyes closed and skin pale.

Then, my bear shifter’s suddenly rolling onto his side, hacking up water.

“Wes! Oh, Wes, you’re okay!” I sob in relief. I try to throw my arms around him, but my tail causes me to lose my balance and face-plant onto the sidewalk. Luckily, the impact also gives my magic a much-needed nudge, and I finally shift back. 

I launch myself at my bear shifter, who wraps me in his arms and holds me close. I don’t know how long we stay like that, but eventually the supe police and paramedics show up.

Liam the Troll Cop is there, urging everyone to go home unless they were directly involved in what he calls ‘the incident.’ Wes gets checked over first, then Julian, and finally me. Liam says something about draining the cafe to get to Chase and the other customers, and a witch gets called in.

I expect to see Zoe, but it’s a man I’ve never seen before. He claps his hands and water slowly pours out of our precious cafe, allowing chairs, mugs, cutlery, and various pieces of equipment to slowly sink to the floor.

As I watch, I start to cry. I’m glad Wes and my guys are okay—and that none of the customers got hurt—I really, really am, but Jewels Cafe isn’t just our home. It’s our dream. And now it’s gone.
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Wes

“No one makes our mate cry,” I shout, slamming on the breaks.

“And no one sabotages our cafe,” Julian shouts.

“We’re going to make that Silver Spoon developer pay!” Chase finishes.

“It’s Blue Moon pack,” Julian corrects him. “Not that it matters!”

The three of us are in the Cleanly Den van, three men on a mission—two shifters and a witch who will do anything to avenge our mate. A mate whose tear-stained face I can’t seem to get out of my head.

“Maybe we should have brought Amber,” Julian says as we file out of the van and head for building 33. We found the developer’s office online and decided it was safer to leave our mate back at the apartment.

“Our mate nearly just died. I’m not putting her in danger again.”

“Um, Wes...” Chase raises his hand, like we’re back in school. “I think you nearly died. Or so I heard.”

“Amber did too,” I say resolutely. “And Zoe will make sure she stays safe.”

That seems to do the trick, and the guys follow me inside.

"You ask the questions, I'll make him talk," Julian says, holding up the library book we picked up at Spell Library on our way here by way of explanation.

“What are you going to do with that thing?” Chase asks, but personally, I don’t really care.

Best case scenario, the spell works. Worst case, it blows up a door or two. And if they’re the developer’s doors, I’m all for it.

We march past the protesting secretary—who reeks of werewolf and fear—and into a sparsely furnished office. It’s got a few cabinets and two old wooden chairs facing a matching desk, but that’s pretty much it.

A tall, built man who looks like he’ll put up a fight jumps to his feet as we burst in. And the way he stands his ground and glares at us tells me that he’s highly ranked in his pack.  

Werewolves are odd like that. They’re not like wolf shifters—or bear shifters, or even bunny shifters, for that matter. They’ve kept hierarchies alive in packs long after they started to die down in the rest of the world, and even in this day and age, they prize rank above all else. 

Just looking at the developer, it’s pretty clear that based on pack rank, he deserves our respect. I growl at him instead.

Never mess with a bear shifter. Or a bear shifter's mate.

"What are you doing in my office?" The developer shouts, jumping to his feet. "You need an appointment."

"Don't think we do.” I march toward his desk and place my palms flat on the surface. "I'm Wesley Berrett, and that's Julian Alistair Wade, co-owner of Jewels Cafe.”

“If you're here to sell, my secretary can make you an appointment. Lawrence, could you come in here?"

The secretary rushes toward the office, but Chase intercepts him. "You're probably better off out there," he warns.

I wait for the frightened secretary to turn tail and run, but the man hesitates. He looks at the developer, and only when he’s given a nod of approval, does he race back out.

Chase slams the door behind him, while Julian rounds on the developer. “You destroyed our cafe,” he shouts.

"No, I didn’t." The developer looks wildly from Julian, to me, to Chase, to the door. He squares his shoulders, then haunches them, then squares them again. A werewolf trying to decide between dominance and flight.

If the man’s a trained fighter, the two of us might be evenly matched—though a bear and wolf in a confined office will cause more damage to the building than anything else. But with Chase and Julian on my side, the developer won’t win. Sure, a bunny’s probably not much help in a fight, and neither is a witch who makes stuff explode—but they can both wield chairs, and that should do the trick.

I give the developer my most menacing scowl and lean forward in what I consider to be a very intimidating manner. My younger brothers all seem to think so. "If you tell me exactly what you did to Jewels Cafe and pay for the damage, I might let you live!” 

I don’t actually plan on killing the developer or living out the rest of my life at Silver Springs Penitentiary, but he doesn’t know that. If I’m going to get him to swear never to hurt Amber and pay for the damages, fear is the best weapon in my arsenal.

“I swear I didn't do anything to the cafe!" the developer cries. "All I did was offer to buy you out, at more than a fair price."

He’s a good liar, I’ll give him that. I growl and prepare to toss his desk in intimidation, but Julian stops me.

“I’ll handle this.” he says, raising his spell book. He starts to cast, but just as the spell seems to be winding down, the office door bursts open.

“Amber! What are you doing here?” I cry, rushing to stand protectively in front of her.

That seems to startle Julian, who drops the heavy spell book on his foot. He starts jumping up and down on its twin, but luckily his spell is already cast. Magic shoots from his fingertips, and the room fills with purple smoke.

"What did you do, Juli?" Amber cries as the smoke slowly starts to dissipate. “Did you mess up another spell?”

“Why is that always the first thing you ask?” Julian pouts. “You should be proud of me! I cast a spell and nothing exploded. Wow! I can’t believe nothing exploded!”

"Something was supposed to explode?" the developer cries. “I’m really going to die, aren’t I? Unless I can reach my desk drawer. All I have to do is take out my cell phone and call the police. Oh crap, why did I say that aloud? Now I’ll never get out of here alive or see my mate again!”

"You're not going to die,” I tell him. “I was never planning to kill you. I’m not a murderer.” And then, even though I have no intention of saying it, I add, "I wasn't ever planning to hurt you. I was just bluffing to get you to confess."

“You were?” The developer gasps. “I totally bought it. But seriously, you have the wrong guy.”

“Why would you tell him you were bluffing?” Chase shouts. “Now we can’t intimidate him into confessing the truth.”

“What truth?” the developer demands. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I know you did it!” Amber shouts. “You sent someone to curse the cafe. You’re so lucky Zoe was able to clean up the mess.”

“She did? Really? Are you sure? You’re not just saying that, are you?” Julian’s eyes light up.

“Of course I’m sure! You’re so cute when you’re excited, Juli.”

“You’re cute too, Bean. I think—”

“Now’s not the time,” I remind them. “Developer. Sabotage. Remember?”

“Right.” Amber turns on the developer. “The only things Zoe couldn’t fix are the broken mugs and the coffeemaker. It’s really expensive! You better hope she fixes it, or I swear I’ll kill you. Unlike Wes, I’m not bluffing.”

“She can shift into a troll,” Chase says proudly. “She could probably kill you.”

“I could. If I could ever shift when I wanted to.” Amber covers her mouth on a gasp.

“You didn’t mean to say that aloud, did you?” I ask.

“Of course not.” Amber shakes her head.

“What are you doing here?” I ask her. “You were supposed to stay in the apartment where it’s safe.”

“What do you mean, supposed to? You left me behind. You didn’t even tell me why. You just walked away. How could you exclude me like that?”

“It was Wes’s idea,” Julian says, throwing me under the metaphorical bus.

“I wanted to protect you, little bear,” I say, with a quick glance at the developer. “I’m just making sure you’re not going to try anything. You’re not safe here, Ambear. Even though I’m protecting you, and I’d never let that developer hurt you, I’m still so worried about you right now.”

“That’s really sweet, Wes. And unnecessary. And annoying,” Amber tells me.

“I would never hurt her,” the developer adds.

“I don’t believe you,” I tell him, then turn back to Amber. “Do you know what I’d do if anything happened to you? I'd probably turn into a recluse like my dad and never remember to shower or eat, and I’d forget that I have children who love me. Not that you and I have children yet, but I want us to. One day. When you’re ready.” I grimace. “I have no idea why I’m saying all of this. I would never confess to stuff like this normally.”

“I don’t know why either, but I’m glad you did, Wes,” Amber says. "Losing your mom must have been so hard on your dad. If I lost you, I'd cry."

“That’s it?” I frown.

“Of course that’s not—” Amber starts, but Julian interrupts her.

"Maybe it's because she only just met you, Bear. I hope I'd get more of a reaction than just tears, Bean. We’ve known each other for six years.”

“Of course I’ll do more than cry. I couldn’t take it if anything happened to any of you.” Amber wraps her arms around my waist. “You feel so warm, Wes. Your abs are so hard. Why do I keep saying everything I’m thinking?”

“I wish you were hugging me.” Chase says. “And I’m pretty sure it’s the spell.”

“I do, too,” Julian says.

“Are you talking about the spell or the hugging?” I ask. “Not that it matters. The spell does. And I know exactly what it is. It’s a truth spell!”

“Actually, it seems more like a ‘Blurt Out Everything You’re Thinking’ Spell,” the developer says.

“I think he’s right,” Chase agrees.

“What did you do, Juli?” Amber glares at him.

“Why are you always blaming me? Just because I have wonky magic, doesn’t mean it’s my fault. Maybe if you hadn’t distracted me, this one would have worked. It was supposed to be a simple lie detector spell, that’s all.”

“I didn’t mean to distract you,” Amber says, not sounding at all upset at the accusation. “I know your spells always go wonky when you’re distracted. Mine do, too. That’s how I ended up flopping around like a mermaid this morning.”

“What did I distract you from?” Chase asks.

“From shifting into a troll.” Amber covers her mouth and gasps. “This is so embarrassing.”

“Why, little bear?” I ask, hugging her tighter. 

“Because I didn’t want you to know I was shifting into a troll,” she says, which isn’t really an explanation at all. She sighs. “This hug feels so good. I wish I was hugging you all at the same time.”

“I wish I was hugging Lawrence,” the developer says. “I haven’t hugged anyone else in years, because I left home at 18.”

“I left home at 18, too,” Chase says. “I wonder if we could be friends.”

“You want to be friends with him after he sabotaged the cafe?” I growl.

“Obviously not if he's guilty,” Chase replies. “I really don’t think he’s guilty.”

“I’m not,” the developer agrees. “I didn't sabotage your cafe! I've never sabotaged anyone. I did tie my brother’s shoe laces during the annual race when we were kids, but only because I wanted to finally win something so my parents would be proud of me.”

“That’s so sad,” Chase says.

“Focus, man!” I growl at him, then turn on the werewolf. “Fine, if you didn't sabotage the cafe, what are you hiding?”

“A lot of things.”

“Like what?” I demand.

“I used to wet the bed until I turned 9." The developers eyes widen with horror. “I cried the first time I had sex." The horror grows more pronounced. "Lawrence and I are in love.”

“Is Lawrence the guy waiting outside?” Amber asks. “He looked so worried about you.”

“He’s such a beautiful man, and he has such a kind heart,” the developer says. “I wish I was hugging him right now. Being with him is the only time I feel like I belong.”

“That’s how I feel with Ambear,” I confess. “I’ve never felt like I fit in anywhere.”

“What about your clan?” Amber frowns.

“They think I’m odd. The only one who didn't was Mom, and now she's dead.” I try to hold the rest of my thoughts, but they keep on spilling out. “My brothers took my dad on a week-long fishing trip and they forgot me.”

“What do you mean they forgot you?” Amber leans into my side.

“We were supposed to leave last Friday, but when I showed up with all my gear, they were already gone.”

“Why didn’t you say something, Wes? I would have understood. My Mom and sister haven’t spoken to me in years. I know what being excluded by family feels like.”

“And I know what it’s like not to fit in,” Julian adds. “I didn’t fit in at the academy until I met Amber.”

“I never fit in anywhere,” Chase adds. “Not back home before I got exiled, and not here in the city. I’m not even sure I fit in with you.”

“That’s how I’ve always felt unless I’m with Lawrence.” The developer sighs. “But every time he holds me in his arms, I feel like I’m home.”

“That’s so sweet,” Amber gushes. “And of course you fit in with us, Chase. Like there was ever any doubt!”

“I’ve been doubting it,” Chase admits. “A lot.”

“You fit in,” I tell him resolutely. “We’ll never exclude you. I didn’t know you felt this way. I wish I’d told you how I felt, too, but I didn’t want to burden you. And I especially didn’t want to burden Ambear. It’s my job to protect you, little bear.”

“Your job isn’t to protect me, it’s to tell me everything.” Amber snaps. “We’re family now, Wes.”

“We are,” I agree, and her words are like a bucket of honey warming my heart. “I may not eat honey, but that doesn’t mean I don’t associate it with everything warm and gooey.”

“Why are you suddenly bringing up honey?” Chase asks. “It’s not like I suddenly brought up my carrot.”

“I want your carrot,” Amber says. “I want all your carrots. Cocks.” She covers her mouth on a gasp as the word slips out. “This is so embarrassing.”

“I’m going to make sure embarrassment is the last thing on your mind when I make you come,” I tell her, and Amber’s nipples tighten visibly under the tank top she changed into. My cock springs to life in response, and I say, “I want to take you home and get you naked.”

“Shouldn’t we find out who’s sabotaging the cafe first?” Julian asks. “Wait, what am I saying? I’d rather fuck Amber until she screams!”
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Amber

“We’re having sex. I want to have sex!” I whine as my guys and I walk into the apartment. I can’t believe I’m actually telling them that. But it’s like my mouth and my thoughts have ganged up on me, and now they’re spewing everything into the world.

“We’re not having sex,” Wes says. “We’re going to touch you and make you come. That’s what we agreed on.”

“What do you mean, you agreed on?” I ask.

“The three of us made a pact,” Julian says helpfully. “That’s why I couldn’t make love to you last night, even though I wanted to.”

“Why would you make a pact? Whose idea was this?”

“His.” Chase points at Wes.

“Definitely his.” Julian nods.

“Yeah, it was mine, and it was the right thing to do,” Wes says. “We’re not going to hurt you while you’re still sore, Ambear. Oral sex is fine, and we can finger you. But we’re keeping our cocks in our pants.” 

“I'm not sore. And this conversation is so strange.”

“You won’t think it’s strange when we have you naked,” Wes says. “Hell, I wasn’t planning to say any of that. I just can’t seem to keep my mouth shut.”

“It’s the spell,” Julian says.

“And it’s keeping us from having sex,” I cry. “I've been wanting it for two days!”

“I told you she wanted my carrot,” Chase tells Wes, then turns to me. “I didn’t actually tell Wes that, but you do want it. Don’t you, sweetheart?”

“Of course I want your carrot. I want all your carrots! And I’m not sore. I’m fine. I’m under a truth spell, so if I was sore, you’d know it.”

“Thank god,” Julian cries. “My cock hurts because I want to fuck you so bad.”

I gasp, and wetness pools between my thighs at his unexpected words.

“Oh shit, I didn’t mean to say that, Bean.” Julian covers his mouth with his hands so the rest of his words are muffled, “It’s just that all I can think about is tearing your clothes off.”

“I want to watch you fuck her again,” Chase tells Julian. “And then I want to stick my carrot... oh hell, I’m even thinking of it as a carrot now!”

“What do you usually call it? I call mine Warrior,” Wes says, and then he covers his mouth with both hands, too.

“Mine’s Big Boy. Fuck!” Julian cries.

“You actually call it that?” I start to laugh. “Sorry, I’m not making fun of you, or your Big Boy. I swear I’m not. Now you’ll never want to have sex with me again, will you?”

“If I had it my way, I’d be fucking you right now,” Julian says, easing that worry.

“With your Big Boy.” Chase snorts.

“Says the man with the carrot.” Julian snaps.

“Glad no one’s making fun of my Warrior,” Wes adds, and we all turn to look at him. “And we don’t have to worry about Ambear being sore. We’ll probably talk her out of having sex before we can get her naked.”

“I bet I could get her naked first.” Chase starts stalking toward me. My pulse accelerates, and I look from him to Julian to Wes, who follow.

All three of my guys have their eyes locked on me, like I’m a tasty treat they want to devour. They’re like predators getting ready to pounce, and my heart pounds loudly in my ears.

“I’m nervous about being with all three of you at the same time,” I blurt out the thought seconds before it crosses my mind.

“This is why I said we should take it slow,” Wes says.

“I said I was nervous, I didn’t say I wanted to take it slow,” I snap at him. “I’m tired of you making all the decisions, Wes. I want to have sex. With all three of you. Right now! I’m going to seduce you all if I have to.”

“You’re going to seduce us, are you?” Wes chuckles. “How are you going to do that?”

“By taking off all my clothes. Or kissing you. Or climbing you like a tree. When will this stupid truth spell wear off?”

“It should wear off in a few hours,” Julian says helpfully, “but my spells always go wrong.”

“What if we’re stuck like this forever?” Chase asks.

“I think we’re getting off topic here,” Wes says.

“Right. I was going to strip you naked,” I tell him.

“Exactly.”

I take a step toward him and reach for the waistband of his sweats. “I’m so glad it doesn’t look like a troll.”

“What?” Wes gasps.

“I don’t mean like a troll, troll. I mean like a troll’s cock.”

“When the hell did you see a troll’s cock?” Wes demands.

“Yeah, Bean. What the hell?” Julian cries. “I thought I was your first.”

“You were my first,” I shout, but the guys don’t pay any attention.

“Are you into trolls?” Chase asks.

“There’s no way you hooked up with a troll at the academy without me knowing,” Julian says. “Unless it was Bren. Did you hook up with Bren?”

“Ewww. No! Of course I didn’t hook up with Bren. How could you even think that? He was like two years younger than us, and his face was covered in pimples.”

“Well, he’s the only troll I know of, except Liam. Wait, did you hook up with Liam?”

“Of course I didn’t hook up with Liam!” I shout.

“Do you look at Troll porn?” Chase asks.

“What?” I pause to gape at him. “Wait, there’s troll porn?”

“Of course there’s Troll porn.” Chase nods.

“Have you seen it?” I ask.

“Yes. I’ve watched a lot of porn since I got my own place,” Chase says. “Fuck. I won’t watch any now that I’m with you, Amber. Unless you want to watch Troll porn together. I mean, I’m not into troll porn or anything, but if you are...”

“I’m not into troll porn, okay?! I just shifted into Liam and felt his junk between my legs.”

“You jerked off while you shifted into Liam?” Julian demands. “Why would you do that?”

“What? No! I shifted into him so I could make a cappuccino. That’s all. And I felt his junk between my legs because it kept hitting them. I swear I don’t shift into guys to get off.”

“Have you ever jerked off while in a guy’s body?” Chase asks.

“No, of course not!”

“Have you thought about it?” he presses.

“Yes, but it’s wrong!”

“Who says it’s wrong?” Chase smirks. “If you want to shift into me and jerk off, you have my full permission.”

“I do?”

“Of course you do.” Chase nods. “I don’t think I want to watch. That’s weird. Although, I kind of want to see what I look like when I jerk off. Hey, don’t look at me like that, guys. Like you’ve never wondered what you look like when you come.”

“I’ve always wondered what my come-face is,” Wes says.

“Me too,” Julian agrees. “Shit. At this rate, we’ll never have sex, and I want to fuck you so bad, Amber. I want to bend you over the couch and take you from behind!” He looks aghast that he just spoke aloud, but...

“Now all I can think about is you bending me over that couch and slamming your cock into me,” I tell him, then quickly add, “Obviously, I want that with you, too, Wes. And with you, Chase. I’m not picking favorites.”

“Of course you’re not,” Chase agrees.

“I don’t care who you fuck first, as long as I get my turn,” Wes adds.

“Then what are we waiting for?” I demand, pulling my tank top over my head.
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Amber

“I’m going to make sure you’re good and ready first, Ambear,” Wes says when I’ve stripped down to my panties. He picks me up and presses my naked back against the door. Then he grabs my ass and lifts me high, until my thighs are resting on his shoulders. “That’s better. Now I’m going to stick my finger inside you.”

My inner muscles clench in anticipation as he slowly pushes my panties aside.

“Oh hell, you’re so wet!” he growls, breathing hot air against my naked folds. “I don’t know how long I can do this before I can’t stand it anymore!”

“What happens when you can’t stand it anymore?” I ask.

“Then he plunges his cock inside you and fucks your brains out,” Julian chimes in.

“Slowly,” Wes adds. “And gently, so you don’t get sore. And only if you want me to.”

“Of course I want you to.” I have this urge to laugh and cry and hug my bear shifter all at the same time. Instead, I cry out as he slides a finger all the way in deep and covers me with his mouth.

“That feels so good, Wes!”

“I wish that was my mouth between your legs,” Chase says.

“Or my cock,” Julian says.

“I don’t want you to feel left out,” I tell them, then get distracted by Wes’s tongue. “Faster Wes, oh, right there. Not there. Yes, there. Oh, yes!”

“I won’t feel left out as long as it’s my turn next,” Julian says.

“Or mine,” Chase adds.

“I want your cock in my mouth,” I tell my guys. “Both your cocks, or one of them. I don’t know. I’ve never given a blow job before. Oh, Wes! Yes, just like that... I hope I’m good at giving blow jobs. I want to taste your cock so bad... That’s the spot, Wes. Don’t stop! Oh, your finger feels so good inside me. Your tongue is so warm and wet. Why can’t I stop talking?”

“I kind of like it,” Chase says. “I think it’s hot.”

“I can feel you watching me,” I say.

“We are watching you,” Julian says.

“Are you touching yourself?” I ask. “With my eyes closed, I can’t tell. But I’m picturing you with your hands wrapped around your cocks.”

“I can do that if you want me to,” Julian says.

“Oh, yes. I want your cock in my mouth. Then I won’t be able to talk. I mean, because of the truth spell. I didn't mean for that to sound so dirty. You don’t think I’m dirty, do you?”

“Only in the best way,” Julian says.

“I like when you talk dirty,” Chase adds. “Tell me what you want to do to me.”

“I want to do it on the table,” I confess as Wes gives my clit another hard suck. “Oh yes, Wes, don’t stop.”

“Will you just make her come already so I can fuck her?” Julian demands. “I didn’t mean to say that. I just really want to be buried between your thighs, Bean. And every time Wes moves his head to take a breath, I can see your pink folds glistening, and I want you more.”

“Shit, that’s hot.” I feel my inner muscles contract around Wes’s finger as I picture what Julian must be seeing.

“It’ll be even hotter when I’m inside you,” Julian says.

“It’s only fair that I go first,” Chase argues. “I promised Amber my carrot on our second date, and I didn’t get to give it to her.”

“I don’t think hanging out at the cafe counts as a date,” Julian says.

“I think it does,” Wes argues, blowing some hot air on my wet folds. I wiggle my ass, but he seems perfectly happy to stay between my thighs and not do anything.

“Wes, please lick my clit,” I beg. “I’m so frustrated. It’s not fair for you to seduce me and then leave me wanting.”

“You think that’s what I’m doing, little bear?” Wes asks.

“That’s what you guys have been doing for the last two days,” I complain. “Making me want you and then tucking me into bed fully clothed. You assholes.”

“Assholes, huh?” Wes chuckles, wiggling his finger inside me.

“Oh yes, just like that,” I moan.

“Did you call us assholes, Amber?” Chase asks.

“Yes, I did. But I didn’t mean to say it out loud,” I complain.

“I’d like to fuck your asshole,” Chase says.

“You want to stick your cock in my ass?” I gasp. “Do you think it will fit? Will it hurt?”

Wes chuckles. “You won’t get to find out today. We’re taking it slow.”

“No, we’re not. I told you, Wes. I’m tired of taking it slow. I want to fuck all three of you.”

“Fine,” Wes agrees. “But no anal.”

“Okay, this is taking way too long,” Chase groans. “Put Amber down on the table, and I’ll show you how to make her scream.”

“I can make her scream louder than you can,” Wes says.

“Oh yeah, Bear? Prove it!” And that’s the last thing my mind registers before Wes proceeds to lick, suck, and occasionally graze his teeth over my clit.

The whole time he’s pleasuring me, I keep blurting out everything I’m thinking—telling him to go faster, or slower, or just like that. Narrating every single thing I feel. But then I’m coming and screaming, and none of it matters.

“My turn,” Chase says as Wes wrings one last bit of pleasure from me. “Put her down on the table, Wes. I’ll make her scream louder.”

“She needs time to recover,” Wes says as he gently sets me down on the floor.

“She can recover around my carrot,” Chase says.

“That’s cheating. You have to use your mouth, same as I did.” Wes growls. “Otherwise it’s not a fair competition.”

“You didn’t say that when we made the bet,” Chase argues. “So it’s fair.”

“If I knew you were going to use your carrot I would have used my warrior.” Wes glares at him.

For some reason, their talk of carrots and warriors just makes me want them more.

“Why won’t you stop arguing and just take off your clothes?” I complain.

“Because the bear keeps distracting me.” Chase shoots Wes a glare and then pulls off his jeans, allowing his cock to spring free. “Anyone got a condom?”

“I can do a protection spell,” Julian says.

“My carrot won’t fall off, will it?”

“No, but it might explode,” I tell him.

“What?” Chase’s eyes widen. “You are not going anywhere near my carrot, Julian! You hear me?”

“I was kidding, Chase.” I start to laugh. “It was a sex joke. Because when guys come, they explode. It was a terrible joke. I swear I didn’t mean it literally.”

“It was kind of funny.” Julian chuckles.

“You should have seen the look on your face,” Wes adds.

“And I swear it’s the truth, Chase. I can’t lie, remember?” I grin. “And anyway, Julian’s parents made him practice that protection spell so many times at dinner I bet he’d never get it wrong.”

“They made him do what?” Chase asks.

“On a cucumber! They made me practice on a cucumber!” Julian shouts, a flush creeping up his cheeks.

“I would pay to see that.” Chase laughs. “Like, actual money.”

“Are you going to use your carrot to make her scream or what?” Julian scowls at him.

“Definitely,” Chase says, walking me backwards to the table. “Protection spell?”

“Fine.” Julian waves at Chase’s cock, making a condom materialize.

“You sure the table won’t collapse?” I ask as he scoops me up and gently places me on its surface.

“Guess we’ll find out,” Chase says. He pulls my panties down my legs and climbs on top of me. Thankfully, the table holds.

“If you’re going to cheat,” Wes says, “So will I.”

“And how are you going to do that?” Chase smirks as he starts to slowly slide inside me. I moan.

Wes peels off his sweatpants. His cock may not look anything like a troll’s, but it could definitely compete in girth. It’s wide and hard and next thing I know, Wes is grabbing me under my arms and pulling me backward along the table so my head is hanging off the other end. “Your cock is in front of my face,” I tell Wes. “Wait, I know how you’re going to cheat. You’re going to...”

Wes doesn’t let me finish. He slides his cock inside my mouth.

Then Chase moves closer, covers my body with his, and slides inside me. I moan.

“What did you say?” Wes asks, sliding his cock out of my mouth with a pop.

“I didn’t say anything, Wes. I moaned. Now, get back here.”

“Right.” Wes positions his cock in front of my mouth and fills it.

Chase takes the opportunity to plunge into me, and I cry out again.

“Did that hurt?” Wes demands, pulling his cock out of my mouth. “If you’re sore—”

“I’m not sore, Wes. Chase, don’t you dare stop, no matter what he says. Wes, would you just stick your cock in my mouth and stay there?”

Julian starts to laugh, but then Chase plunges inside me, and I can barely think. He moves in and out, while Wes guides his cock back inside my mouth and matches his pace. And Julian pumps his own cock as he watches my guys fuck me.

“You look so hot,” he says.

“This feels so good,” Chase adds.

“Your mouth is so hot,” Wes concludes.

And even though all three of my guys keep narrating literally everything that happens, I don’t care. Because it feels so good. Because I’m so close. Because Chase plunges into me one last time and I scream around Wes’s cock.
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After Chase is through with me, Wes carries me to the couch and proceeds to take me from behind. Julian fills my mouth so I can’t talk, but Wes keeps asking if I’m sore, which means Julian keeps pulling his cock out to let me answer.

Thankfully, it doesn’t take long before we’re all overcome by passion and Wes forgets to talk. Or maybe he keeps talking—maybe we all do—and we just don’t notice. And then I’m coming, Wes is shattering inside me—with the spelled condom, of course—and Julian finishes in my mouth.

“I like how salty you taste,” I tell him, and when he groans, I grin. I’m so used to blurting out my thoughts by this point, I don’t even blush.

I snuggle against my bear shifter as he carries my sated form to the bed. He holds me so my back is pressed up against his chest, while Juli settles in near my legs and Chase lies down on my other side. Then, we  proceed to ask each other questions and tell each other truths.

Julian confesses that he’s worried how he’s parents will react, but he’ll still tell them about us when they arrive. Wes talks a bit about his family, too, and how they make him feel excluded. We offer our support, and then Chase suddenly confesses that he’s actually writing a romance book.

That’s the last thing I remember before Wes is suddenly shaking me awake. “You need to see this, Ambear. All three of you do,” he says.

“Huh? What?” I open my eyes and realize that Wes is kneeling on the bed while Chase and Julian are both trying to sit up. The mattress resists, and keeps tossing them onto their sides. It’s a pretty entertaining sight, or it would be if Wes didn’t sound so urgent.

“I think there’s a light on at the bakery,” he explains once we all finally manage to clamber off the bed.

“What?” I gasp, rushing up to the window to look.

“Do you think someone’s breaking in?” Julian asks, watching as the flashlight moves around in the upstairs window.

“I think the witch never went to Australia,” Chase says.

I think he’s right, but when I don’t end up saying so, I realize the truth spell wore off. “We’re not spelled anymore,” I tell my guys.

“I noticed,” Wes grins.

“I’m glad it wasn’t permanent.” Julian sighs in relief.

“So, what do you want to do about Minerva?” I ask, holding my breath. Because I swear if my guys try to leave me behind—

“Whatever you decide, little bear,” Wes says instead.

I pull on my clothes and race downstairs. This time, the guys let me lead the way, and I’m a Chameleon on a mission. I race across the dark street, and by the time I’ve made it to Minerva’s front door, I’ve shifted into a troll. I raise my hand to knock, but the glass suddenly shutters in front of me and flies inward, all over the bakery floor.

“Did I do that?” I ask in surprise.

“No, I did,” Julian says. “I was trying to turn all the lights, but I guess it didn’t work.”

Except it seems to have the intended effect, because a few seconds later, the lights flicker on, and a certain red-headed witch comes racing downstairs.

“Why did you blow up my door? What’s going on... officer?” she asks, and I realize I still look like Liam the troll.

“I’m here investigating a crime,” I say, deciding to own it. “Witnesses say they saw you inside Jewels Cafe, using magic to cast a curse.”

I half expect Minerva to deny it, but instead, she grows pale. “I didn’t mean to do it, I swear.”

“So you cursed our cafe?” Julian cries, coming into view. “How could you, Mini? You can be mad at someone. But whether you think it's justified or not, you don't go after their business. Their livelihood. And you almost killed a bunch of people, too.”

Minerva pales. "I—"

"Save the excuses. You and I, whatever friendship we shared, that's done. And I swear, Minerva Montgomery, if I so much suspect that you're sabotaging my business, or anyone else's, I’m going to have you arrested.”

“I really didn’t mean to do it.” Minerva starts to sob in earnest. Not pretty, delicate Minerva Montgomery tears, but big fat ugly tears that turn her face red and splotchy. “All I wanted was to go home and forget about this stupid town. But my mom kept telling me to fight for what was mine, and it was so stupid, but I just thought if I left the reviews... but then I regretted it, I swear I did. I was going to take them down, but my parents wouldn’t let me come to Australia. They said I was an embarrassment and they didn’t want their relatives to see me, so they bought me a ticket back here. And when I saw your cafe, I just... I’m so sorry, Julian. Officer. Please don’t arrest me, I swear I’ll make this right.”

“How do you plan to do that?” I demand, Liam’s voice making me sound all frightening and official. I actually feel kind of bad for Minerva, but after she nearly drowned us and destroyed our cafe, I don’t have much trouble pushing those feelings aside.

“I’ll tell all my customers to go to Jewels Cafe. I’ll hand out flyers. I’ll bake for you. I swear. Whatever you tell me to do, I’ll do it.”

“And you’ll pay for the damages from the flood?” I demand.

“Yeah, I’ll pay. I’ll transfer Julian the money right now. I’ll send you everything I have.” She pulls up her phone, and a few minutes later, Julian confirms the transaction. It’s not a lot, but it’s enough to cover the broken coffee machine and all the mugs that got destroyed. 

“Make sure you follow through on your other promises,” I warn Minerva as I feel myself starting to shift back. “Have a good night now.”

And then I turn and march away with Julian on my heels my face slowly starts to morph into my own as I break into a triumphant grin.
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“Three Angel Coffees. One regular, one heavy on the cloud, one extra cloud on the side!” Chase calls out the order.

“I got the coffee. Juli, can you do the clouds?”

“On it.” Julian puts a hand on my lower back and makes sure to run his body against mine as he squeezes past.

Tingles shoot down my spine and my breath catches in my throat. I turn to watch him go and smile as he gives Chase a friendly slap on the shoulder. The guy exchange a happy grin, and I decide that my life is just about perfect.

I love watching them like this. Love the way they work side by side. The way they’ve become fast friends. And, when it comes down to it... I love them. All three of them.

“Hey, have you seen Wes?” I ask Chase when he’s done taking the next order.

“He’ll be here, sweetheart.” Chase grabs one of the clear cups we use for Mood Tea and gets to work. “He’d never miss date night.”

“You’re not worried, are you, Bean?” Julian pops his head out of the back room and winks at me. “I bet he just got caught up at work.”

Wes did say he had to do a run for the Cleanly Den this afternoon, but something in Julian’s tone doesn’t ring true.

“Juli!” I narrow my eyes and follow him into the back room so our customers don’t overhear. “We promised no more secrets!”

“I know.” Julian grins. “But this is the good kind of secret, Bean. Trust me!”

“Okay.” I nod, because I do trust him. I trust all three of my guys. And they swore they wouldn’t do any more of that whole ‘leave Amber out to protect her’ bullshit. “I better get back out there.”

“Just one more thing.” Julian cups my cheek and leans in to kiss me.

Our lips touch in a soft, slow kiss—one that says I love you, not let’s get naked. I’m sure if we weren’t in the back room, and Chase didn’t need our help, it would quickly turn into so much more.

“Go...” Julian whispers against my lips. Reluctantly, I pull away from him and slip back into the cafe.

The line of customers already stretches all the way to the front door. There’s even a group of shifters outside, gathering under the streetlight with to-go cups, chatting away happily.

In this moment, Jewels Cafe is perfect. It’s exactly how I always pictured it, a dream come true, made even better because I met my three mates, and they’re all mine. There’s only one thing missing, and it’s Wes.

But if my guys aren’t worried, then neither am I. I can handle a secret, especially if it’s the good kind.

“Do you think we should hire some more help?” Julian asks once he’s back. He’s got three cotton candy clouds, each hanging from its own hook, and he hands one to me.

“We might have to.” I hang the first cloud while Julian works on the second and third. “I think this is too much, even with Onyx coming in part-time after school.”

Julian nods. “I think you’re right.”

“We should probably get someone who can work evenings,” Chase suggests as he slides a mood tea across the counter to the waiting customer. “There you are, Fran. Be sure to bring some cat pictures next time!”

“Oh, I will,” Fran, the squirrel shifter, fluffs her gray hair and giggles like a schoolgirl. Not that I blame her. Chase just has that effect on people.

Julian and I send our three drinks across the counter, but we barely have time to breathe, there are still so many customers to serve.

“I still can’t believe how packed it is,” I comment as I start working on the next order.

Minerva Montgomery—despite all her flaws—has kept her promise. She’s been handing out 10% off Jewels Cafe coupons to all her customers and raving about our drinks. She even brought over trays of baked goods—on the house, of course—so we could sell them and make back some of the money we lost because of her.

I know she’s only doing it because she’s terrified Julian will have her arrested, but as long as it gets results, it’s enough. Plus, all the marketing ideas Chase has been coming up with have made a huge difference. The two of us spent all morning pouring over them, and everything he’s helped me implement so far has brought in tons of customers.

“Think you could use some help?” Wes asks, sliding up behind me and wrapping his arms around my waist.

“Wes! When did you get here?” I cry, spinning around and hugging him.

“Not to long ago, little bear. And I have a surprise for you. But first, why don’t we clear up this line?”

With the four of us working together, we serve all our customers in no time. When the line dwindles down to just two, Wes quickly flips the closed sign, while Julian, Chase and I finish the last few drinks.

Once our happy customers file out, Wes dims the lights and leads me into the back room.

“Close your eyes,” he says, before pulling me inside. And I decide that whatever he has planned, this is the type of secret I can definitely get behind.

“Okay, you can look,” Chase says.

I open my eyes and find all three of my guys lined up in front of me. Wes is holding flowers, Julian is holding a heart-shaped box of chocolates, and Chase is holding up four tickets.

“These are for tonight,” he says, fanning them out. “There’s a special event happening at Club Vee and we’re going dancing.”

“We are?” my eyes light up and my heart nearly overflows with love for my guys.

“We are.” Julian nods. “But first, we’re taking you out to a nice restaurant.”

It reminds me of the call with he had with his mom, right after he confessed he loved me. She told him he should have done all these things: flowers, chocolates, a date and a nice restaurant. And now all three of my guys are making it happen.

“I love you all so much,” I cry, pulling my guys into a group.

“We love you too,” Wes says.

“So much,” Chase adds.

“Always,” Julian finishes.

I grin. Because now, everything really is absolutely perfect.
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