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Chapter 1
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AMBER

I glance out the window to make sure the coast is clear. Yes, there are wards in place throughout Silver Springs to protect humans from seeing magic. Problem is, I don’t want any supes seeing what I’m about to do either. Last thing I need is for one of them to tell my best friend, Julian, that I like to parade around as a guy in my spare time. Which I don’t. I swear!

The cobblestone sidewalk in front of Jewels Cafe is predictably empty. When we first opened, Julian and I had a bunch of happy customers and one really grumpy werewolf. Since then, foot traffic outside has been almost nonexistent. It’s been terrible for business, but right now, it comes in pretty handy.

I take a few deep breaths to clear my head, summon my chameleon magic, and shift into a dude. Or, more specifically, the giant bouncer dude from Vee, the club just down the street.

My body instantly feels heavy. My stomach roils. And my dress magically re-forms around my giant pecs. It barely reaches my large, manly thighs, and I consider trying to lengthen it—or transform it into the bouncer’s black jeans and t-shirt—but it’s not like I’m trying to win some sort of fashion award.

I peek outside the cafe again and make sure no one’s watching. Then, I lean over the tall counter and reach around the fancy new coffee machine to make myself another cappuccino.

Okay, yeah, I know. I should have just walked around the counter like a normal person. I could have even transformed into a bird shifter and flown over it. But instead, I had to shift into a dude?

Truth is, this is faster, and I haven’t really mastered flying. Last time I tried, I crashed into a building. I was mostly fine, but I won’t take the risk in our brand-new cafe. Not when we can’t afford to replace anything right now.

I look around and my thin bouncer lips break into a smile. I love this place. I love our state-of-the-art coffee maker that makes a mean cappuccino. I love the gorgeous floor-to-ceiling windows that surround our cafe and open out to the cobblestone paths outside. And I especially love our Jewels Cafe mugs, each with a different colored jewel in the center: sapphire blue, ruby red, emerald green, and others, including my favorite, the yellowish-orange amber. My namesake.

The coffee machine sputters to a stop, and I grab my mug and lumber across the cafe. The bouncer’s junk, which apparently materialized sans underwear—thank you, wonky magic—slaps against my inner thighs. I cringe, which is enough of a distraction to make my chameleon magic falter.

Within seconds, I feel myself shifting back to my twenty-one-year-old female self. Which would be a huge relief if my amber Jewels Cafe mug wasn’t about to slip from my rapidly shrinking fingers.

Beads of perspiration form on my upper lip. My armpits grow damp. I fight to hold on to my magic with everything I am, but it’s a losing battle.

This wouldn’t be the first time I’d broken something mid-transformation, just never anything this important. And I can’t bear the thought of destroying any part of our little cafe. As though breaking this mug might somehow be the beginning of the end for this place.

For a split second, my chameleon magic holds. I even manage to position my mug above the table right before I lose control. 

My hand shrinks back to its normal size, and the mug slips. It crashes down with a bang, and cappuccino foam splashes everywhere. Luckily, my laptop’s just out of reach, and the mug’s still in one piece.

Once I’ve cleaned up the mess—by shifting back into the bouncer, of course... had to grab the towel from behind the counter somehow—I settle in front of my laptop. I borrowed a marketing eBook from the library, hoping to find something in it to save Jewels Cafe. So far, though, nothing has worked.

I just don’t get it. Julian and I keep this place pristine, unlike our messy upstairs apartment. We go the extra mile with our customers. And everyone agrees our drinks are delicious. So what are we doing wrong?

I’m halfway through a chapter on social media marketing when my laptop screen reflects a shadowy figure behind me. Julian.

I didn’t even hear him come downstairs. Which, I guess, is what he was going for, considering how he’s tiptoeing up to me, each movement slow and careful. Wouldn’t be the first time he’s tried to sneak up and scare me, but this time, I’m ready.

I pretend to keep reading and watch Julian set something down against the wall. It looks like a canvas of some sort, maybe a painting for the cafe? 

When Julian turns back to me, all sneaky, I grin and let my chameleon magic flow through me. Oh, sweet revenge.

Shifting by choice takes work, and half-shifting requires a lot more focus than a full shift. Luckily, I don’t need to carry a coffee mug across the cafe this time. All I need to do is sit still, which leaves me with all the energy I need.

I keep my long, blonde hair in place so everything looks the same from the back, but slowly shrink my nose, eyes, and mouth to those of one of the few customers we’ve had this week: a cute fairy who always orders iced coffee, hold the sugar.

My skin starts to glow with her perfect tan, my lips grow more pouty, and my nose takes on the perfect button shape I can only dream of. I can feel her heavy mascara on my lashes, and when my dress stretches across her much larger breasts, I realize I’ve also inherited her cleavage. Perfect!

“Guess who?” Julian whispers, his breath caressing my ear.

Even though I’m ready for him, a shiver races down my spine, and my heart skips a beat.

He’s so close that I can practically feel the heat emanating from his body. He covers my eyes with his hands, and my magic flickers in response. I feel my boobs start to shrink and my nose start to grow.

It’s a struggle to hold my temporary form. I take a few deep breaths, and when I’m ready, I peel Julian’s hands off my eyes and turn to face him.

The horrified look on his face—well, it's priceless.

“I'm so sorry!” Julian jumps back like he's been burned. “I thought you were Bean. I mean Amber. She works here!”

His eyes grow to the size of saucers, and he looks madly around the cafe, like he expects to find me behind the counter. Which he won’t. Obviously. Because I’m right here. Looking absolutely gorgeous and fairylike.

I pucker my perfectly plump lips and bat my made-up eyelashes, but Julian just looks more horrified. For a second, I think my magic malfunctioned, but my much bigger breasts are still right where they should be. 

I look back up from my generous cleavage, but Julian’s eyes aren’t on my boobs. They’re on my laptop, the one covered with jewel stickers in all colors of the rainbow.

I see the moment realization dawns, and I can't help it. I burst out laughing.

Instantly, my magic falters. My nose grows back, my lips lose their plumpness, and my breasts shrink. But I just keep laughing.

“Gotcha!” I manage between snorts.

Julian scowls. “Not funny, Bean!”

“I thought it was hilarious, Juli. That’s what you get for sneaking up on me.”

Julian manages to keep a straight face for a few seconds, but then his lips twitch. “I guess I should have known it was you,” he says softly, and his slow smile makes my cheeks flush.

“Yeah, you should have.” I give him a cheeky grin to disguise my reaction. It’s one of the many ways I’ve used to hide the fact that I’ve had a crush on him since my first day at the academy.

I’d been a chubby fourteen year old with absolutely no fashion sense while Julian, the lucky jerk, looked exactly the same. Younger, of course, but just as cute. Same piercing bluish-gray eyes. Same gorgeous, thick eyelashes. Same slightly too-long blond hair begging to be brushed back.

I'd run into him in the hall, and it had been crush at first sight. Just like present day me, all younger me had wanted was for Julian to like her back. Which was why I’d messed everything up with one failed spell and doomed myself to a lifetime in the friend zone.

“Do you remember the braces?” Julian laughs, his thoughts obviously running along the same path as mine.

“No,” I pout, because, oh boy, do I ever. How could I forget?

I’d panicked. That’s the only excuse I have for what happened.

I wanted Julian to think I was pretty. As pretty as Minerva Montgomery, the shallowest, most self-centered witch at the academy. So I tried to replace my braces with her pearly whites and give myself her gorgeous hair.

Except I'd been flustered. My heart had been pounding in my chest, and I’d felt like I couldn’t breathe. I’d only just come into my powers, and my chameleon magic went wack. Next thing I knew, I had metal wires sticking out of my shiny, bald scalp and Minerva’s thick, red hair growing out of my chin in a waist-length beard. If that wasn’t bad enough, there was a giant mirror in the hall, and I was looking right at it. I’d screamed bloody murder. Everyone turned to look. And they never let me live it down. Not even Julian.

“You looked adorable, Bean,” he teases. His words, coupled with that nickname—Bean—makes me feel round and chubby and unattractive, even though I lost all the baby fat.

I try not to let my hurt show, and I guess it works, because Julian turns around and lifts what I thought was a painting. 

“You got us a sidewalk sign?” My eyes light up.

“I did. And you’re going to love it, Bean. Just let me set it up first, okay? I don’t want you to see it until it’s ready.” 

I try not to stare as Julian angles the sign away from me and saunters across the cafe. I fail. Hard.

He looks so cute in his jeans and long-sleeved shirt that my heart squeezes tightly in my chest. His biceps bulge as he hefts the heavy sign, and I can’t help lusting after his muscular frame and drooling over his broad shoulders. It's a good thing he has his back to me as he steps out of the cafe...

“Wait for me!” I jump to my feet.

“Not yet, Bean. Just wait inside!” Julian calls over his shoulder.

I fidget impatiently and wait until he finally gestures for me to join him on the cobbled sidewalk. 

The door chimes behind me and rattles shut. It’s actually surprisingly hot outside, considering it’s mid-October, but I barely notice. The only thing on my mind is the old, weathered sandwich board sign.

The dark brown wood is chipped, and the chalkboard looks worn and well-loved. It’s perfect. Exactly the way I remember from when it sat outside our favorite cafe at the academy.

The words “Now Serving: Pumpkin Spice Lattes” are written in the owner’s perfect handwriting. The capital P, S, and L boast flourishes, and the hand-drawn cup has whipped cream in white and orange chalk.

It looks identical to the sign the old banshee set out every fall, and it takes me back. It summons memories of racing Julian down the hill from the academy, textbooks clutched against our chests and book bags swinging. Of pumpkin spice lattes gripped tight with cold fingers on frosty fall days. Of the two of us huddled around one of the cafe tables, studying the History of Spellcasting or quizzing each other for our Shifter Culture exam.

“How did you get this?” I cry, my eyes filling with tears.

“Does that mean you like it?” Julian asks, not really answering me.

“Of course I do. Julian, it's perfect.” I throw my arms around him in a tight hug. 

Julian wraps his muscular arms around my waist and pulls me close. Which is when I realize my mistake. Being this close to Julian is too much. My breasts press up against his chest, my breath catches in my throat, and I jump away like I've been burned.

To hide how flustered the hug leaves me, I turn to face the sign. “I can’t believe you bought this, Juli! Was it expensive? Please tell me shipping it here wasn’t expensive!” Because we’d be lucky if we can afford to keep this place open another month as it is.

“I didn't spend any money, Bean. You know me better than that.” Julian wraps an arm around my shoulder and pulls me into his side.

“Then how?” I ask, trying to act nonchalant at the casual touch.

“I spelled it.” Julian grins.

“You what?” I almost forget that my right breast is partially pressed up against Julian’s muscular chest. “How?”

“Bought a used sign and transferred the image onto it. Took a bit of practice, but it wasn’t too hard.” Julian shrugs like it’s no big deal, but I know better. He’s always had trouble getting his spells right. For him to channel his magic and make this... I stiffen and glance across the street to where Minerva Montgomery just happened to take up shop the same week we did. “Did she help?”

Julian looks across the street, his eyes land on Minerva’s Bakery, and he breaks into a slow smile. It’s like a punch to the gut, that the witch would inspire that look, but then Julian shakes his head. “Nope. Did this one on my own.”

“Really?” I force myself not to think about Minerva. “That's amazing, Juli! The sign is exactly how I remember it!”

“It is exactly how you remember it!” Julian pulls out his phone and shows me a photo. At my horrified expression, he grins. “You looked adorable, Coffee Bean. I don’t know why you don’t like any of your academy pics.”

I grimace as I take in the photo. Julian—dressed in jeans and a t-shirt—has his arm thrown casually around my shoulder. My blonde hair is a tangled mess from racing him down the hill. I'm wearing his shapeless, baggy sweater, since I’d insisted it wasn't cold and started shivering the moment we reached the cafe. My chubby cheeks are flushed an unattractive red, and I’m giving the camera a toothy, brace-filled grin. Yet despite it all, Julian is looking at me the exact same way he is now. Which only goes to show that he’s always seen me as his best friend, Bean, and nothing more.

“I look awful,” I grumble.

“You look cute,” Julian argues, but I know he doesn’t mean it. At least, not like that.

Then, I catch a glimpse of the sign behind us in the photo.

Julian may not be in love with me, but he gets me. This place—Jewels Cafe—is our dream, and he’s my best friend. If this is all I can ever have of him, then I need to accept it. Because I’d rather have this life with Julian than not have him at all.
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AMBER

“Those pumpkin spice lattes aren’t going to make themselves, you know.” I give Julian my most blasé smile—the kind of smile you’d give your best friend whom you definitely didn’t have a crush on—and head back inside the cafe.

The door chime melds with the classical music playing softly in the background. There’s something so lonely about how empty the place is. There’s no line stretching from the counter to the door. No kids from Stone Hill High poring over homework. No couples sipping handcrafted drinks from gorgeous Jewels Cafe mugs. No one but Julian and me. And if business doesn't pick up, the two of us will have to sell to that land developer who’s been sniffing around and watch this place get torn down. 

My face falls, and Julian gives my shoulder a gentle nudge. Somehow, he always picks up on my moods, and this is no exception.

“The lattes could make themselves, you know,” he teases. “A bit of magic here, a spell there...”

“Don’t you dare, Juli! Remember what happened when you tried to make cocoa? You’re lucky I didn’t get second-degree burns!”

“That was three years ago.” Julian pouts. “I was only eighteen! I have way better control of my spellcasting now.”

“Do you?” I raise an eyebrow. “Like with my bed?”

“That wasn’t my fault!”

“You nearly took out a wall.”

“But I didn’t!”

“It takes up the entire room, Juli! It’s like three king size beds in one. I barely have any room to walk around. Plus, it’s way too soft.”

“It’s luxurious.” He has the gall to wink at me. “One of a kind.”

“It’s definitely that.”

“Come on, Amber, just admit it. It’s brilliant.”

“Is not!” I fake pout, because we both know he’s right. Buying a used doll house and magically expanding all the furniture saved us thousands of dollars. So what if the quality’s not that great? I can totally put up with sleeping in a too big, too soft, and definitely too lonely bed, if it means keeping this place out of that land developer’s greedy paws for another month.

“I could always try to shrink your bed down to a king size...” Julian suggests.

“And risk leaving me with no bed? Not happening! And you are not casting any spells on our coffee machine, either!”

“Fine,” Julian grumbles, but I know he’d never risk casting his spells around our expensive equipment. Not when his magic, like mine, has always been wonky.

“How about you grab the pumpkin spice while I heat the milk?” I suggest. “Our sign is bound to bring in customers.”

“Will do.”

“And don’t you dare use magic!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, boss.” Julian gives me a wink and a salute, and I feel all warm and gooey inside.

Why?! Why do I react to him this way?

I don’t want to be attracted to Julian. Not when he just sees me as Bean.

I promised myself I’d get over him when we bought this place. I’ve reminded myself countless times that I can’t risk ruining our friendship and making things awkward. So why do my feelings for Julian keep growing stronger?

If anything, moving to a supe town and opening a cafe together has made everything worse. Knowing that Julian’s room is a few doors down from mine has meant a lot of sleepless nights. Nights spent lying alone in my giant bed and waking up from Julian-filled dreams that even now make my cheeks flush.

“Hey, Bean? Have you seen those sample cups we ordered?” Julian calls, his voice echoing from the back room. 

“Top shelf on the left!” I snap, because yeah, definitely just Bean.

Think about the cafe, Amber, I berate myself and head behind the counter to start on my portion of the lattes. I crouch in front of the mini fridge when the front door chimes, signaling we finally have a customer.

“Welcome to Jewels Cafe!” I pop up from behind the counter with a grin.

“Thanks, Amber, sweetie,” Minerva Montgomery shouts, each word like nails on a chalkboard. She sounds like she’s got invisible headphones in and is blasting music. Or she’s spent so many nights clubbing at Vee her ears are still ringing. It’s not out of the question, but I’d bet my bankrupt ass she just wants Julian to overhear how she’s being nice to me.

My smile falters.

Minerva gives all witches a bad name. She’s been anything but nice since the day I tried, and failed, to shift into her. She’s never missed an opportunity to make fun of me. Before I shed the extra pounds, she’d make snide comments about my weight. Now that she’s lost that ammunition, she likes to remind me of all the embarrassing ways my chameleon magic has failed me. Yet despite all that, what I hate most about Minerva is how, unlike me, she always manages to look perfect.

Not one strand of her red hair is out of place, despite the fact that she supposedly baked all morning. She’s got on a fresh coat of lip gloss and a pair of pink heels so high, I wouldn’t be able to walk in them, let alone serve customers all day. She also has the top two buttons of her blouse undone, and the major cleavage she’s got going on is definitely not for my benefit.

“Hello, Minerva.” I smile sweetly. I know she’s been going by Mini since we finished senior year and started classes at the academy’s college campus. I just don’t care.

Minerva’s eyes narrow, but her voice stays sugary sweet. Sugary sweet and loud as hell. She practically shouts her next words as her eyes scan the cafe, looking for Julian. “I just dropped by to grab a latte! You know, support my neighbors and all that!”

“Mini?” Julian pops out from the back room. “Thought I heard your voice.”

As if there’s any way he could have not heard her crazy shouts.

“Julian!” Minerva’s face lights up, and it’s like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. She twirls a strand of red hair around her finger, and I fight the urge to break something. Or a few somethings.

Julian doesn’t miss my scowl, and he sends me a questioning look. When I respond with a breezy smile, he shrugs and turns back to Minerva. “How’s the bakery doing today?”

“Oh, you know.” She waves a dismissive, perfectly manicured hand, and my urge to break something grows. Because unlike our cafe, her bakery is always overflowing with customers.

“So... what brings you by?” Julian asks, like he doesn’t know he’s the reason she’s here.

“I made this for you.” Minerva holds out a paper bag with a purple witch’s hat on the side, and I decide her head is worth sacrificing a Jewels Cafe mug or two over. Maybe even the entire coffee maker. “It’s a chocolate chunk muffin, obvi!”

“Just one?” I ask sweetly, even though I’d rather die than eat her stupid muffin.

“Don’t worry, you and I can share,” Julian says quickly, and Minerva and I both fight the urge to scowl. I do a much better job than she does, but hers comes with a triumphant glint.

“I know it’s your favorite, Julian,” she gushes. “And it’s still warm. Right out of the oven. Nowhere near as good as the ones your mom bakes, of course, but I know how much you miss home.”

And the worst part is, she’s right. While we were at the academy, we used to spend every holiday with his family. Every solstice and equinox. Every spring break and summer vacation. Julian would always look forward to seeing his parents and sisters, counting down the days until we’d be back. And every time we were there, his mom would make him chocolate chunk muffins.

Minerva’s words are a reminder that she and Julian grew up together. That she’s known him much longer than I have. That their parents are friends. That she’d always drop by like she owned the place, while I always felt like I didn’t belong even though everyone went out of their way to make me feel welcome. And even though we’re all twenty-one now and legally adults, it still seems to matter. 

Julian glances at me, and I wonder what he’s thinking. Does he regret opening our cafe all the way out here, so far from his coven? Is he hoping we have to sell to that land developer so he can go home as soon as the check clears? 

“I’m sure this muffin is perfect, Mini,” he says, making me want to gag. “Let me make you a drink before you head out? On the house, of course.”

“Of course...” I mutter, and Julian shoots me a look.

“I’d love one. Thanks, Julian!” Minerva cries, saving me from his perusal.

“Maybe you could taste test our new pumpkin spice lattes?” Julian suggests. “What do you say, Bean? Should we let Mini try our first one?”

I try not to scowl and fail miserably.

“Oh, I'd love to!” Mini cries before I can tell him there’s no way in hell I’m letting her have the first latte. Or any latte. “Do you remember the PSLs back at the academy?”

“I thought you only drank skinny vanilla soy lattes,” I tell her sweetly. Because I haven’t forgotten the time she told me if I kept drinking PSLs I might blow up like a balloon and explode.

“I'm sure I'll love your pumpkin spice, Julian.” Minerva bats her eyelashes at him, and I feel like I might throw up.

I may be able to handle just being friends with Julian, but I cannot stomach the thought of him dating perfect Minerva Montgomery. Even her spells fail perfectly. She never ends up with metal wires sticking out of her head, unwanted junk between her legs, or hot chocolate splattered all over her face. No, all her spells fizzle out with pretty pink sparkles as giggles escape from her perfect pink lips. It’s bad enough she’s always been popular and gorgeous, but now she’s running a successful bakery and flirting with Julian, while nothing I do for our cafe seems to work.

“So, how about it, Amber?” Julian gives me a pointed look.

“Fine.” I sigh. “We should let you get back to the bakery, but I’d be happy to bring you your latte.” And pour it over your head.

“If you wouldn’t mind doing that, Julian? Maybe we could grab some lunch afterwards?”

“Sure thing.” Julian grins. But right before I can decide if I want to strangle him, or Minerva, he adds, “Amber and I don’t have anyone to watch the cafe, but we could all eat here.” Like Minerva would actually want to have lunch with me, or me with her.

The two of them spend a few minutes agreeing on takeout, and then Minerva finally waves and takes her perfect high-heeled self back across the street. I hope for at least a wobble, but nothing.

When the witch is finally out of sight, Julian turns to me. “I know you and Mini don’t get along, but can you try a little harder, Bean?”

“Me?” I scowl at him.

“Look, I think you two could be friends. She’s really not that bad, just lonely. And I promised Mom I’d look after her.”

“You did? Why is this the first time I’m hearing of it?”

“Because I knew how you’d feel about it?” Julian raises an eyebrow. “Look, I know she wasn’t always the nicest at the academy, but she’s really matured since opening her bakery.”

“If that’s what you call it...” I shrug, and then throw my hands up. “Okay, fine, I’ll be nicer to her.” Because at the end of the day, I would do anything for Julian if he asked.

“Thanks, Bean.” Julian gives me a smile, the one that makes my heart melt.

Then, he leans on the counter next to me, and my heart starts to race. He’s suddenly close, too close. He towers over me, and then, ever so slowly, his gaze drifts down to my lips. My pulse instantly spikes. My breath catches in my throat, but then I remember one other time this happened and cringe.

We’d been studying together in my room, sitting on my bed cross-legged, poring over books. Julian’s eyes had suddenly drifted to my lips, and I could have sworn he was going to lean forward and kiss me. And that’s when he told me my lip was bleeding. Thank you, braces.

So, what is it this time? Do I have chocolate smeared on my lips? Spinach from my breakfast wrap stuck between my teeth? And was it there the whole time pretty, perfect Minerva was here?

“Did you get the pumpkin spice?” I spin away from Julian and open the fridge. When my back is to him, I wipe my lips with the back of my hand and run my tongue over my teeth, just to be safe. Nice going, Amber.

“Not yet.” Julian’s tone sounds a little bit odd, but by the time I look up, he’s gone.

I set out the milk, pumpkin puree, maple syrup, and spices—save the pumpkin spice—on the counter. I know it’d be a whole lot easier to order the premade syrup, but ours is no average pumpkin spice latte.

Julian and I perfected this recipe over Thanksgiving breaks in his dad’s kitchen, always trying to replicate the lattes from our favorite cafe. We never did figure out the secret ingredient, but everyone agrees ours tastes like magic.

“Julian?” I call out once I’ve made the double shot of espresso and mixed all the other ingredients. “You coming?”

“Yeah! Just a minute!” he calls back, sounding frazzled. A crash rings out from the back as something shatters, and he utters a very un-Julian like curse.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just... dropped something!” Julian calls back. I’m about to go check on him, but he rushes out holding out a measuring spoon over an open palm.

“Why didn’t you just bring the whole jar? Careful, Juli!”

“It’s fine, Amber. I got it.” He makes it safely to the counter and uses the measuring spoon to mix the ingredients. But the sprinkle of pumpkin spice on his cheek and the way he refuses to make eye contact is a dead giveaway.

“You used magic, didn’t you?”

“No! Of course not! I just...” Julian’s eyes widen, and his cheeks flush an adorable scarlet.

“Used magic to measure out the pumpkin spice?”

“Oh, um... yeah.” He quickly looks away.

“Right. So, what did you break?”

“Just the jar.” I don’t miss the obvious guilt in his tone, or the way he keeps fidgeting and refusing to look at me.

“It’s just a jar, Juli. We’ll buy another one.” I place a gentle hand on his arm. “I’ve done way worse, and you know it.”

“True.” Julian tries to laugh, but it sounds forced. He looks uncharacteristically nervous, and I wonder what it is about this particular failed spell that’s getting to him. Does he think it’s some sort of bad omen? The beginning of the end for our cafe?

“This is going to taste amazing,” I tell him. If the pumpkin spice smell permeating the air is anything to go by, it really will be. “And the sign you made for us is perfect. It’s going to bring tons of customers, I just know it.”

Julian doesn’t say anything, so I finish heating the ingredients and pour them in a to-go cup with an amber-colored jewel on the side. I add the whipped cream, sprinkle the spice, and it looks absolutely perfect.

“Want the first taste?” I ask, holding it out to Julian, who shakes his head, eyes wide. I start to frown, but then I remember. He wanted to give the first cup to his precious Mini. 

I don’t feel proud of what I do next, but I move the cup to my lips and take a huge gulp.

The drink tastes sweet and perfect and magical. Julian watches me the entire time, and I suddenly notice how much space he takes up behind the counter. There’s barely any breathing room with both of us back here, and my body reacts to his nearness in a way I’ve mostly managed to hold off until I was alone in my bedroom.

“How is it?” Julian asks, his deep voice like a caress.

My heart pounds wildly in response. My nipples tighten painfully in my bra, wetness pools between my legs, and a wave of panic courses through me.

Why here? Why now? Can Julian tell?!

What if it freaks him out? Or he realizes I have feelings for him and tells me he just wants to be friends? What if it ruins our friendship? What if he can no longer be roommates with me or run a cafe together when my body reacts like this around him?

The panic escalates until I suddenly feel like a caged animal. My chameleon magic comes to my defense, and I flicker through several shapes. The giant bouncer from Vee, the fairy from earlier, the grumpy werewolf who came into Jewels cafe when we first opened, and then my worst nightmare: Minerva.

Finally, I catch the look on Julian’s face. The hope, the desire... but not for me. Because I still look like Minerva Montgomery.

“I need to go,” I cry, transforming back to myself, shoving past him, and running toward the front door.

“Amber, wait!” Julian shouts after me, but I keep running. Away from the cafe. Away from Julian. And away from the hurt and the pain. Because seeing the desire on his face while I look like the witch from across the street is just too much to bear.
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AMBER

I dump my pumpkin spice latte in the nearest garbage bin and race down the cobblestone sidewalk. I don’t pay attention to where I’m going. It doesn’t matter, as long as it’s away from Jewels Cafe.

Once I’ve cleared our small block, foot traffic picks up. Turns out there are a bunch of people out and about this afternoon, enjoying the unusually warm October weather, just nowhere near the cafe. Cat shifters race by in feline form, tripping up everyone in their path. Winged supes hover several inches above the sidewalk, and bird shifters fly above the crowd. And humans go about their day, completely unaware of the supernatural things around them, thanks to the wards in place throughout Silver Springs.

I glance over my shoulder, half expecting to find Julian chasing after me, but there’s no sign of him. He’s probably still back at the cafe daydreaming about Minerva. 

I don’t know how I’ll ever work up the nerve to see him again, so I let myself get lost in the crowd. I circle the block and pick up a Silver Springs Special from Shanna’s, a street food vendor I’ve seen around town. I choose three items off the menu, watch Shanna mix them all in the to-go box, and proceed to eat away my feelings. 

When I’m done and back on Main Street, heading toward the cafe, I come to a realization: I’ve got nowhere else to go. Julian and I only moved to Silver Springs a few weeks ago. We haven’t had a chance to get to know any of the other shop owners or make any friends. I’m not sure we were ever planning to. It’s always just been Julian and me since our first days at the academy, and for the first time in my life, it’s not enough.

I wish all my chameleon friends hadn’t started avoiding me when I came into my wonky powers. I wish my sister hadn’t ghosted me since I left for the academy. And I really, really, wish my mother would call me more than once a month, and not just out of duty. 

The only family I have is Julian’s, but they just see me as his very platonic friend, Bean. Is that all I’ll ever be? 

The memory of Julian with his eyelids hooded and eyes filled with desire sends a wave of longing coursing through me. I’ve only ever seen that expression on his face once before, when I’d been examining my body in the bathroom mirror, wondering if Julian could ever be attracted to me. Then, next thing I knew, my chameleon magic had acted up and I’d accidentally shifted... into Julian. A very naked Julian who was in the mirror, staring back at me.

Naked Julian was everything I’d ever imagined. Tanned skin. Perfect pecs. Rock hard abs. And a steadily growing erection between solid, muscular thighs. The sight made me so flustered, I’d instantly shifted back, but not before I caught that look filled with desire on Julian’s face.

I’d nearly died of mortification the next time I saw him, and I spent weeks avoiding him after that. But I got over it. Just like I’m going to get over what just happened in the cafe. I just wish the first time I saw real-life desire in his eyes hadn’t been because of Minerva. What does that witch have that I don’t? 

A lump forms in my throat, and my heart squeezes painfully in my chest. The thought of seeing Julian and Minerva together makes me sick. A painful vise wraps around my heart. I’m fighting back nausea when I look down the street and see him.

I don’t mean Julian. He’s probably back at the cafe having lunch with Minerva and wondering what the chameleon got into me. No, the him I’m looking at is a bear of a man with brown eyes filled with specks of molten honey. They meet mine across the crowd. It’s like a punch to the gut. 

A completely unexpected wave of desire courses through me, and my lips part in shock. I’ve never felt this way for anyone but Julian in my entire life. I’ve definitely never felt it like this, in public, with other people around. Which proves that whatever’s happening to me right now can’t be real. It’s probably just my subconscious trying to make me forget about Julian.

I try to look away from the man and pretend I haven’t noticed him, but the urge to look at him is overwhelming. I long to take in every detail. His strong jaw. The way his cheeks are lined with dark stubble. How full and tempting his lips are.

He’s a head taller than everyone else in the crowd, but something about the way he moves makes him look even bigger. He holds his head high and his shoulders back, almost like he thinks his sheer, massive size isn’t enough. Absurd, right?

He’s as big as the bouncer I’d shifted into earlier, if not bigger, and a hundred times more attractive. His package is probably a hundred times more attractive, too, unlike the junk that had materialized between my bouncer legs. Which is when I realize that I’m trying to picture a stranger’s cock in the middle of a crowded street in downtown Silver Springs. Way to go, Amber.

My cheeks heat, but I can’t seem to break eye contact. The way his pupils dilate beneath dark eyelashes tells me he knows I’m watching... and he likes it.

He crosses the rest of the distance between us, and my pulse spikes. My heart pounds so hard and fast in my chest that I start to panic. I move to the right so I can get around him, but he takes a step in the same direction, blocking my path. I step to the left, and again he copies me, until I want to turn tail and run.

My magic flickers. I shift into the bouncer, then the grumpy werewolf, and finally Minerva. The wards in Silver Springs keep the humans from noticing, but all the supes walking past gape. The man in front of me doesn’t seem the least bit perturbed. 

When I finally start to shift back to my own body, his lips curve up in a slow smile. He seems perfectly content to just stand there, watching me regain control of my magic. His huge frame forces people to push past. He doesn’t even seem to notice. He’s only got eyes for me.

“Chameleon?” he asks, his deep drawl sending a wave of heat coursing through me.

I tilt my head up—way up, because he’s even taller up close—and nod. “Bear shifter?”

Somehow, I know I’m right. I can totally picture him as a huge grizzly, even if I’ve never met a bear shifter before. There weren’t any at the academy, since bears don’t abandon their young if their magic goes wonky. I doubt their magic ever goes wonky—all they really have to do is shift into one form and back again. 

Okay, fine, I know wonky magic isn’t the only way to land at the academy. I know that some supes, like Julian’s coven, actually believe in a well-rounded academy education. But the rest were rejects like me. A situation bear shifters like this guy probably never have to face.

“I’m Wesley Berrett.” The bear extends one huge hand. “Everyone just calls me Wes.” 

“Amber.” My name leaves my lips in a breathless whisper as I slip my palm into his. 

Actual sparks shoot up my arm, and Wes’s hand tightens around mine. His lips curl up in a slow, predatory smile, and he runs his thumb along the pulse point on my wrist. That gentle caress is enough to send my whole body into overdrive.

“Ambear.” Wes’s voice cracks, and his pupils dilate. He stares at me like I’m a jar of honey or his very reason for being. Maybe both. Then, he advances.

Stalking me.

Cornering me.

Until I somehow end up with my back against a shop window and Wes with his huge palms planted on either side of me.

He growls. A predator who has just captured his prey.

His eyes darken. His gaze locks on my lips. I know beyond a doubt that he’s going to kiss me.

He starts to lean forward, and my eyes widen. I can’t do this. No matter how my body reacts. No matter how much I want him to. I’m still too raw from what happened with Julian.

My chameleon magic spikes. 

I know what’s going to happen a split second before Wes jumps away from me like he’s been burned.

“What the hell?” he demands as I transform into Minerva. It’s the exact opposite reaction to Julian’s, and tears spring to my eyes. 

“I—” 

“Oh, Ambear...” Wes reaches out and tentatively cups my Minerva cheek. “Is this what you really look like?” 

Is it just me or does he sound kind of disappointed? I shift back to my own body in my surprise. 

“Or is this is the real you?” he presses. “You can be honest with me, honey.”

“This is the real me,” I whisper, but I can’t quite meet his eyes. I don’t think I could take anyone else preferring Minerva over me. 

“Promise?” Wes asks hopefully, and my eyes snap up.

“You like that I look this way?” I gesture at myself—my fine, blonde hair, my slightly too large nose, and my too small breasts. 

“Of course I do,” Wes says, like he can’t imagine why anyone would want to look like Minerva. Unlike Julian, who’s in love with her... and not me. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 4
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AMBER

“I... I have to go.” I slip under Wes’s arm and rush down the street. 

Wes doesn’t chase after me. He doesn’t have to. His huge frame allows him to match my hurried steps with slow, languid ones.

“Where are we going?” he asks casually, like we’re on a leisurely walk instead of a breathless race.

“Nowhere.” I speed up some more. It hurts that this man I just met is doing everything I wish Julian had done... and didn’t. It hurts that Wes is following me, while Julian just let me go. Like I didn’t matter. Like Minerva mattered more than I do. 

“Are you late for something?” Wes asks.

“No.” I break into a run. I should probably shift into a faster form, but knowing me, I’d screw it up and have arms for legs and legs for arms. Or someone’s hair growing out of my chin. 

“Are you alright?” Wes asks as he casually jogs next to me. 

“No, I’m not alright!” I throw my hands up and pull to a stop. The stitch in my side is a painful reminder that I need to work out more. And the ache in my chest is an even more painful reminder that Julian broke my heart. “Why do you even care, Wes? We just met. You don’t even know me!”

“I care.” Wes regards me for a few seconds, and then nods, as if coming to some sort of decision. “And you’re right. I don’t know you... yet.”

Before I get the chance to respond, Wes grabs my hand and pulls me through the nearest door. It happens to lead into a shoe store, or what a shoe store would look like if mated with a polar bear.

The floor is carpeted in faux polar bear fur. Matching pillows are scattered across plush benches, beckoning customers to try on shoes. And the rest of the place? It’s spotless, sparkling and color coordinated: the walls, the ceiling, the counters, even the shelves. 

“Halo! Welcome to the Perfect Fit! We’ve got a heavenly selection of shoes!” The angel behind the counter greets us cheerfully. Her small white wings fan out behind her, and I realize that the store decor is a lot less polar bear and a lot more... well, her. “Is there anything I can help you find today?”

“We're fine,” Wes practically growls as he leads me to the back of the store. His behavior is actually pretty fitting for a bear shifter. I think? Everything I know comes from one year of Shifter Culture studies, taught to me by a textbook and a turtle shifter who hated all other supes. So who really knows?

Wes pulls me down onto the soft, padded bench. I sink into it, which reminds me of my bed, which sets my heart racing. Around a bear shifter who I just met five minutes ago. “Why are we in here, Wes?”

“To get to know each other.” He turns to face me and smiles encouragingly, like he thinks we’re at a table in Jewels Cafe instead of in a shoe store.

“Hi again!” The angel sneaks up on us, and we both jump and nearly fall off the bench. She doesn’t seem to notice as she focuses on smoothing out invisible wrinkles from her 1950’s white sheath dress. “I’m Ruby. And I don’t like to harp on about shoes—just kidding! I totally do. Darn it! Sorry. My remote didn’t work. Harp music is supposed to play during that line.” 

The angelic Ruby fumbles with the remote, then stops and stares at us. She smiles sweetly for several long seconds, like she has absolutely nothing else to do and nowhere else to be. 

“How about we just go?” I ask Wes. 

“She'll try those on,” he says at the same time.

I turn to look in the direction Wes is pointing. He's not even looking, so his choice of shoe is the equivalent of throwing a dart blindfolded. It also happens to be the same pink high-heeled pumps Minerva wore this morning while she flirted with Julian. Is it some sort of sign? 

“I’m not wearing those!” I snap at Ruby, since there’s a good chance this is her doing. Aren’t angels responsible for signs from fate? Or was that unicorns? And why didn’t we have better professors at the academy to prepare me for times like these?

“I wouldn’t wear those shoes either. They don’t look comfortable at all!” She shakes her angel wings, and a few feathers drift down onto the carpeted floor. “Perhaps you’d like to try on something else?”

I start to shake my head but Wes nods. “How about those slippers?” 

“The yellow ones?” I frown, because the things he's pointing at look like a pair of angora rabbits that fell into a vat of mustard and then got chased through a field of dandelions by hungry wolves.

“So you don’t like them?” Wes chuckles. “See? We’re getting to know each other already!”

“How is this getting to know each other?” 

All I’ve learned so far is that he has terrible taste in shoes. And that he has the sexiest laugh.

I don’t even understand why I’m still here instead of heading back to the cafe. I need to pull myself together, march back in there, and convince Julian that nothing happened. And then I need to forget all about it this afternoon and focus on finding a way to save the cafe.

“Now I know you don’t like heels or slippers,” Wes announces happily.

“I don’t have anything against slippers! I love slippers when they don’t look like furry corn on the cob! No offense,” I add the last part for Ruby’s benefit, though she doesn’t look the least bit offended. 

“They don’t...” Wes tilts his head to inspect the slippers. “Actually, now that you mention it, they kind of do.”

“Oh yes, I see it.” The angel smiles like it’s somehow a good thing. “If you don’t like corn, I carry these in four other colors, too! Lettuce, and blueberry, and pumpkin! But, most importantly, carpet.”

“Carpet?” I frown, my gaze following hers to the faux fur beneath our feet. 

“Oh yes.” Ruby smiles happily. “The closest you can get to walking on a cloud. I should know!”

“That sounds nice,” Wes says seriously. “Why don’t you try them on and see, Ambear?”

“No, thanks.” I shake my head. I can barely afford groceries. What am I even doing at a shoe store? “I really think we should—” 

“Perhaps a pair of boots, then?” Ruby picks up a pair from a nearby display. “It's getting colder, and these are really in season.”

“I already have boots,” I tell her. And even if I didn’t, I would not buy the polar bear mukluks she’s picked out. One week with me, and they’ll turn into drowned rats.

“One can never have too many boots,” Ruby says with a sweet smile. “Darn it, I had a joke about boots but I forgot!”

“You should try them on, Ambear,” Wes wraps an arm around my shoulder and whispers into my ear. “Trust me.”

“Fine. Yeah. Okay.” 

“Size...” Ruby regards my feet and then adds, “ten?”

At my nod, she spins around and starts to fly away. Except, her foot gets caught on the carpet and she crashes down face first. 

“Are you alright?” Wes jumps up and pulls her to her feet. 

“It’s nothing like a cloud,” Ruby complains, stomping on the carpet with her foot before taking flight toward a door leading out back. 

“That should buy us some time.” Wes turns to me with a boyish grin. He looks like he’s just gotten away with something, and for a split second, I actually expect him to do something crazy like rob the place. “She kind of reminds me of my niece.”

“Who, Ruby?”

Wes nods. “Sarah is ten. She just went through a growth spurt, so she’s tripping over everything.”

“Do you have a big family?” I ask. I think we learned in Shifter Culture that bears tend to have huge families. Or maybe that’s wolves? If I’d been paying attention instead of ogling Julian, maybe I’d know the answer.

“Not that big. Just my dad, twin sisters, and triplet brothers... and a bunch of uncles, aunts and cousins.” 

“So not big at all,” I say sarcastically. 

Wes laughs. “How about you?”

“Just my mom and sister.” Who I barely talk to. 

Wes waits for several seconds in silence, and his eyes twinkle as he asks, “What’s your favorite color?”

“Why?” I frown.

“Because...” Wes laughs. “We’re getting to know each other.”

“In a shoe store?”

“Can’t think of a better place. Now, favorite color? Mine’s gray.”

“Gray isn’t a color. And fine, amber.”

“Amber, huh?” He grins at me. “That suits you. And now I know you have a mother and sister, you wear size ten shoes, and you like practical footwear.”

“And you wear sneakers.” I glance pointedly at his feet. Giant sneakers. “So what?”

“So they’re important things to know about your mate.”

At his last word, I completely freeze. Mate? As in...

“Me? Us?” I point from him to me and back again, my mouth gaping like a fish. 

“You... don’t feel it?” Wes’s shoulders slump.

“I...” I definitely feel something. An attraction, a chemistry, a pull. But no stronger than what I feel with Julian. 

“Chameleons don’t have mates?” Wes frowns. 

I shake my head. The idea of a chameleon like my mother falling in love is completely absurd. “No. And you and I can’t be mates, Wes. I barely even know you!” 

“That’s how mates works, Ambear. Don’t you believe in love at first sight?”

“Of course I do!” It happened with Julian. But it can’t possibly be happening with Wes, too. Can it? 
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WES

What are you doing, Wes? I berate myself.

I know I'm rushing things with Amber.

I’m going about things backwards. Doing things all wrong. All those stupid mistakes I’ve seen other bears make when they met their mates—all the things I promised I wouldn’t do—and look at me now. No better than they are.

I practically tried to maul my mate in the middle of a crowded street. Didn't even last a full hour before bringing up the l-word. I dragged her into a shoe store, for honey's sake!

This is my grand gesture? The big, romantic date that will win my mate’s heart? Shoes?

Not that shoes are the worst date in the world. If you ask my sisters, shoes are a gift from God and a monthly way to your mate’s heart: birthdays, holidays, anniversaries. When it comes to Clara and Carla, there’s no wrong time for their mates to buy them shoes. And their parents. And their siblings. They may be grown women with kids of their own, but if the twins were here now, they’d be drowning in a pile of shoes, fighting over who saw which shoes first, and shouting about dibs.

My Ambear? She seems pretty resistant to shoes. But maybe she’ll like something else? Like jewelry? Or dresses?

I look her over, not for the first time, and wonder how soft her dress would feel beneath my palm. I want to cup one of her perfect breasts and massage her nipple through... I slam my eyes shut.

Breathe, Wes! You are not jumping your mate in the middle of a shoe store! You are done rushing things!

My mate deserves better than the shit job I’ve done trying to make her feel special. She deserves to be wooed. If she was a bear—if she'd grown up with the idea of fated mates and knew I was hers from the moment our eyes met—she still wouldn’t agree to get naked in a shoe store. She'd expect me to buy her dinner and give her my house before she ever considered taking her clothes off.

When my fathers met my mother, they spent a week romancing her before she finally accepted their advances. Yes, she loved them at first sight, but no bear worth her berries would ever let her mates off that easy.

My Ambear is no different. I need to win her over with romance, commitment, and food. It’s no wonder she’s resistant to being mates.

“Let me take you to dinner,” I say, pulling Amber to her feet.

“I can’t. I—”

“Please? I know—”

A sudden crash thunders from the back room. Amber and I both spin around to face the back door just as the angel flies out. Or tries to, anyway. With her wings fanned out, she crashes into the doorframe and bounces back with an oof.

“Wow. That was pretty embarrassing,” she says as she folds in her wings and attempts to walk through the doorway again.

“I’ve done worse.” Amber grins at her. “One time, I shifted into a Pegasus and took out an entire chemistry lab.”

“You can shift into a Pegasus?” I turn to my chameleon mate in awe.

I’ll be the first to admit I don’t know much about chameleons. Bears and other supes don’t really mix. I’ve got a few witches working for me—magic’s pretty handy when you need to clean up a mess—but no chameleon. So what I have learned, I know from stories told around a campfire. And somehow, I’d assumed my Ambear could only take on human forms.

“Only if I’ve seen one in the past week.” Amber’s cheeks flush, though why she’d be embarrassed by such an awesome power, I can’t even guess. “I... can’t really shift into anyone I haven’t seen in the past week.”

“So you can shift into me?”

Amber nods and morphs into me.

The rendition is so accurate, it’s like looking in the mirror. Almost. If I liked to wear pink dresses. And I was in the habit of constantly glancing down, as if I were trying to check out my crotch through the dress.

“Fuck, am I hard?” I ask her before I can filter myself. I don’t really see a hard-on through the dress, but it is a little loose. Maybe she can feel it. I definitely can, since I’ve been semi-hard since the moment I met my Amber. So, if she shifted into me, it only stands to reason that...

“What? No! Of course not!” Amber’s cheeks flash scarlet, and in an instant, she shifts back to her normal self.

I open my mouth to say something, but I’m at a complete loss. What do you say to a mate who just shifted into you and possibly, maybe, felt your hard-on? Or, in this case, had your hard-on?

“My turn!” Ruby squeals and claps her hands. I’d completely forgotten she was there, but the distraction is a welcome relief.

Amber transforms into Ruby. She’s an exact replica, and this time, she even shifts her clothes so she’s wearing Ruby’s half-dress, half-nightgown thing. 

“You look just like me!” Ruby claps her hands again.

“I do, don’t I?” Amber smirks at me. “Now you won’t be able to tell us apart.”

Which is a complete and utter lie.

“I’ll always be able to tell you apart,” I growl. “You’re my mate. I’ll always know it’s you, no matter what you look like.”

“Really?” Amber scrunches her nose, and her hazel eyes twinkle. “Fine, then close your eyes.”

“Why?” I ask, even as my eyes drift shut.

“Because we’re going to see if you can tell us apart. Now promise not to peek!”

“Promise,” I agree instantly. I’d do anything my Ambear asked me to. Always.

A second later there’s a thud, and my mate cries out in pain.

“Ambear?” My eyes instantly fly open, and I find my mate sprawled on the carpet.

“I do that too!” the angel says happily, like this is some sort of performance that she finds entertaining.

“Are you hurt?” I rush over and crouch on the carpet next to my mate. She starts to shift into herself, but when I place a hand on her back, wings suddenly pop out. They’re strong, as far as wings go—not that I’ve had any experience with wings to compare to—and I lose my balance and fall on my ass. Which doesn’t hurt, thanks to the plush carpet. 

“Stupid magic. Why can’t you ever do what I want you to?” Amber mutters under her breath as she closes her eyes and tries to concentrate. A few seconds later, she’s back to looking like herself, and she jumps to her feet. “Oh no, Wes, are you hurt?”

“I’m fine,” I grumble as I realize I’m still sitting on my ass, and she’s offering me her hand. It’s soft and smooth and small and perfect, all at once. After she pulls me to my feet, I struggle to work up the will to let go, while my Ambear seems to have no such problem.

“Ready for take two?” she asks. “Ruby, this time you should come to me. It’s not easy, shifting and walking at the same time.”

Which is how I find myself sitting on the shoe store bench with my eyes closed, playing “Where’s Amber?” First she’s on the left. Then right. Then right again. Then left. She and Ruby keep switching places, but I can tell which one she is. Every. Single. Time.

“How do you do it?” Amber pouts and transforms back again.

“I don’t actually know.” I shrug. I have no idea how I can tell them apart. “I just can.”

“Would you like to try on your shoes now?” The angel half walks, half flies back to grab the shoebox. 

“Oh. Right.” My mate stares at the box of shoes like it might be filled with bear droppings. Or worse, bees. “Listen, Ruby. I really don’t need any shoes right now. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to waste your time. And if I ever do need shoes, I promise I’ll buy them from you. Just... not today.”

“Oh...” the angel’s disappointment is palpable, and my mate shoots me a panicked glance. It’s the exact opposite reaction to trying on shoes than either of my sisters, which gives me an idea.

“Amber may not need shoes, but I do...”

“Oooh, we do have several men’s shoes in stock. Nothing in your size, but I can order...”

“No, I meant the slippers,” I tell her. Amber glances at my feet, and I chuckle. “Not for me. For my sisters. Their birthday is next month, and this will save me a trip to the store.”

“Oh, great. Just tell me the color and size. I’m sure I have them in stock.”

“Right, color... what’d you say you had again?”

“Corn, lettuce, blueberry, pumpkin, and carpet!”

Amber snorts and covers it up with a cough.

It is a funny way to describe shoes, but it also makes my life easy. “I’ll take one in pumpkin and one in blueberry.” I may not know my sisters’ taste in shoes, but I definitely know their taste in food. Chocolate is always number one, and then pumpkin pie for Clara and berries for Carla.

Ruby grabs both pairs, and I pay for my purchase. Once we’re outside, Amber turns to face me. “Do your sisters really want those shoes? You didn’t have to buy them just because—”

“Trust me, Ambear. My sisters always want shoes.” I grin at her. “Now, how about we grab some lunch and really get to know each other?”

Like the men in my family always say: the way to a mate’s heart is through her stomach.

“That’s not a good idea, Wes.” Amber’s face falls, and needles of fear race up my spine.

“Lunch isn’t a good idea?” I ask hopefully. Maybe she ate so much for breakfast she’s too full to eat anything else? Because the other, much scarier option is one I dare not think about.

“No, Wes. This. Us. I just can’t.”

“Why not?” The words escape my lips in a deep growl.

It’s not a growl of anger, it’s a growl of heartbreaking pain. Even now, while she’s rejecting me, I look at her and see love and fate and perfection. And I everything my fathers and sisters and cousins and all their mates said it should feel like.

One look at Amber, and my heart fills with love. It swells to twice its size, while I struggle to keep my cock from doing the same thing. Even while Amber is telling me she doesn’t want me, I want her, and it’s like a punch to the gut.

“Because...” Amber looks like she’s going to cry, and that’s an even bigger punch to the gut. Because in the span of an hour, I really did fall in love with her, and I would do anything to make her happy.

“Because why? Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I-I can’t.” The look Amber gives me is pure heartbreak, and then she turns away from me and breaks into a run.

“Ambear, wait!” I shout, chasing after her.

My mate seems to be making a habit of this, but luckily for me, she’s not that fast. Maybe if she shifted back into an angel and tried to fly away, but given her hand-eye coordination in angel form, I don’t think she’d get far.

“Ambear!” I catch up and proceed to speed walk next to her. “I know this is a lot to take in. You didn’t grow up knowing you’d find a mate one day. I have. And I promise you, I’ll take it as slow as you need me to. We have all the time in the world.”

“Maybe one day...” Amber takes regular pauses to catch her breath, “it could work... but... I... I’m in love with someone else.”

“That’s it?” The needles of fear are replaced with relief. I grab Amber’s hand, pulling her to a stop, and drop the shoeboxes onto the ground. Because who cares about shoes at a moment like this? Then I wrap her into a huge hug.

“What do you mean that’s it?” Amber pushes away from me. “Did you hear what I said, Wes? I love someone else. I can’t just stop those feelings. No matter how much I want to. Even when he... he...”

“But he’s not your mate?” I clarify. The rules would be a lot more clear cut if he was her mate, but even if he’s not, I doubt this is any different. 

“No... he’s... my best friend.” Amber’s eyes fill with tears, and I wrap her in my arms again. This time, she doesn’t struggle. Instead, she leans into me and wraps her arms around me. “This isn’t goodbye, Wes. Just bye for now.”

This time I’m the one who pulls away. “We’re not saying goodbye, Ambear!”

“Yes, we are! I’m sorry, Wes. I don’t think I’ll ever get over Julian. And if I do, it could take months. Even years. I don’t know how to be with anyone else!”

“I'm not asking you to get over anyone! I have two fathers. My sister Clara has two mates. Carla has four!”

“Four?” Amber’s eyes grow wide, and I realize that something that’s so natural and normal for me is completely foreign to her.

“It takes more than one man to tame a bear,” I tell her seriously. “And you are a bear’s mate.”

“So you’re saying I might have more than one... mate?”

“Or boyfriend, or husbands, or whatever chameleons calls their partners. Yeah.”

“And you’re okay with that?” Amber stares up at me with big, wide eyes.

“Of course. How can I not be?”

Amber’s shoulders sag, but then her cheeks flush. “There’s something you should know.”

“Oh yeah?” I smile down at her. “What’s that?”

“Julian and I... we’re not really together.”

“Wait, but you just said...”

“It’s complicated, Wes.” Amber shrugs and reaches down to pick up the bags of shoes that I’d completely forgotten about. “I’ve loved him since we were at the academy... but he just sees me as a friend.”

A low growl rumbles in my chest as I protectively pull Amber into my side. “I’m sorry, little bear.”

“I’m not a bear, Wes. And I’m not little.” Amber’s cheeks flush, but she snuggles into my side. It’s not quite the reaction I expected to an endearment that usually sets female bear hearts racing, which makes me chuckle.

“Big chameleon, then?” I ask, and her pout makes me full out laugh. 

I like the way my mate grins in response, but what truly warms my heart is how much more relaxed she looks. There was a sadness behind her eyes that I hadn’t realized was there, but after our talk, that look is gone. 
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AMBER

I smile as I slip my hand into Wes’s ginormous paw. His fingers are calloused, proof that he’s not a stranger to hard work. No suits or office work for him.

I do know that some shifter communities still live off the land. Others have integrated with human and supe communities, so they hold more traditional jobs, and I wonder which one Wes is.

I can picture him living in a small log cabin, hunting and farming to survive; but I can just as easily picture him in an apartment somewhere in town. I imagine him with a toolbelt on, working as a handyman. Or with a giant ax, chopping down a tree. Maybe he’s a cop, upholding the law? Or a firefighter, wearing all that heavy gear and running into burning buildings?

My gut clenches as I picture the more dangerous jobs, and I quickly ask, “What do you do for work, Wes?”

“I clean houses.” My eyes widen, and Wes chuckles. “I run a house cleaning service, the Cleanly Den. It used to be my mother’s, but when she passed...” He stiffens, the pain clearly still raw.

“I’m so sorry, Wes.” I give his hand a squeeze.

“It’s been almost five years now. She passed when I was nineteen.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal, even though it obviously is. “I started working summers when I turned fourteen. First, just helping Mom, then on my own as I got older. Dusting. Doing dishes. Washing floors. Taking a dirty house and working on it until it’s sparkling clean.”

There’s something quite sweet about the idea of him cleaning houses alongside his mother. And it’s heartwarming the way his eyes light up when he talks about cleaning. There’s no faking that level of excitement, and I smile. “You really love your job, don’t you?”

“I do. There’s just something about the process of transformation.” Wes gets a faraway look in his eyes. “Seeing your sweat and hard work pay off. Plus, I like working with my hands. It helps me clear my head and feel present in the moment.”

“I know what you mean! Not about cleaning or anything,”—my mess of an apartment can attest to that—”but that’s exactly how I feel when I work at the cafe.”

“You’re a barista?” Wes smiles happily at me as he runs one calloused finger over my wrist, igniting a new set of tingles. “Which cafe do you work at?”

“Jewels Cafe. I actually co-own it. With Julian.”

To my surprise, my heart no longer hurts at the mention of Julian. Okay, fine, it still hurts, just not quite as much. The idea of him with Minerva, or anyone else for that matter, is a punch to the gut... but talking to Wes about him seemed to have really helped.

“You own that place?” Wes demands, suddenly not looking so happy. 

“I do. With Julian! Is that a problem?” 

“Ambear...” Wes’s face fills with regret, and I have a pretty good idea what he’s about to say. 

“What? Now you’re not okay with Julian? Because we own a place together?” I pull my hand out of his. “Was all that stuff about multiple mates a lie? What were you planning to do? Pretend it was all okay, and then convince me to cut him out of my life? Forget him? Well, it’s not going to happen. He may not love me back, but he’s my best friend. And no matter how he feels about me...” my voice cracks, “I’ll always love him.”

“Ambear.” Wes drops the boxes of shoes again and places his hands on my shoulders. I idly wonder if the boxes are dented and how his sisters will react, but I know it’s just my brain trying to push aside the hurt. “Look at me, little bear. Hey, come on. I would never lie to you. I meant everything I said about you and Julian, and I still do. It doesn’t bother me that you love him... as long as one day, you might love me too.”

“Then why? You don’t like that I’m a business owner? You want me stuck day and night in some bear hut, cooking and cleaning for you?” I cry and involuntarily start to shift... into... Wes?

“Ambear.” Wes stares me straight in the eye, or stares himself straight in the eye, until I calm down and shift back to my own body. “First of all, I’ll always be the one who does the cleaning. And I’m not too bad in the kitchen, either. And secondly, I love that you own a business. But that place Jewels, well... look, I’m just going to have to show you.”

“Show me what?” I demand, but Wes just shakes his head. He picks up the shoeboxes and silently starts leading me down the street toward my cafe.

We’re only a few shops away when I realize something and yank on his arm, pulling him to a stop. “Please don’t say anything to Julian, Wes. I’ve never told anyone I like him. Ever. Not even him.”

“Why not, little bear?”

“Because I keep hoping that one day, maybe... maybe he’ll notice me. But right now, he doesn’t feel the same way. He never did. And he... likes someone else.”

“He’d be stupid to like anyone else when he has you.” Wes cups my cheek, making me blush. “But yes, I promise not to say anything to your Julian.”

“Thanks.” I sigh in relief as Wes takes my hand and leads me the rest of the way to Jewels Cafe. I can’t help smiling fondly at the building when it comes into sight. Wes, meanwhile, frowns down at me.

“What is it?” I ask as my heart sinks.

Somehow, even though Wes and I have known each other for such a short time, his opinion matters. Jewels Cafe is my favorite place in the whole world, and I need Wes to like it as much as I do. As much as I need him to like me.

“Don’t you feel it?” he asks nervously.

“Feel what?” I take a few steps toward the cafe, and Wes grabs my arm, yanking me back.

“Ouch. Wes! That hurt!”

“I’m so sorry, little bear. I didn’t mean to hurt you... it’s just my bear. I was protecting you!”

“Protecting me from what?”

“This place. There’s something about it, Ambear. Something frightening.”

“About my cafe?” I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “What do you mean, frightening?”

Jewels Cafe in the mid-afternoon sun is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen. The sunlight hits it just right, so it’s almost glowing. The cobblestone sidewalk gives it a fantastical, otherworldly feel, and the pumpkin spice latte sign brings back memories of afternoons spent with Julian at the academy. Back when he didn’t love Minerva, and what we shared was almost enough.

Looking at our cafe now fills me with warmth and a feeling of rightness. But when I look at Wes, he’s staring at my cafe like it might grow teeth and bite him. If cafes could bite, which obviously, they can’t.

“It’s this entire stretch of street.” Wes shudders. “Every time I pass by here, my bear forces me to cross the street. I just feel really bad vibes.”

“Ooh, bad vibes!” A cheerful, female voice calls out from behind us. Wes completely overreacts and shoves me behind him with a loud growl.

“There are no bad vibes!” I step around him to face the vampire. Or the woman masquerading as a vampire. You never know. The only clues I have are her long sleeves, hat, sunglasses, and gloves. They’re obviously meant to protect her skin from the sun, and no one in their right mind would wear them on an unusually hot fall afternoon like today. So yeah, vampire.

“Oh yes, there are. I can feel them,” she says absently as she examines her phone screen. “Bad vibes are awesome! They’ll scare everyone else off, so no one would be here but us.”

I glance at the empty stretch of street and my lonely cafe. There can’t actually be bad vibes, can there?

“Come on, Wim, we’re going in there,” the vampire announces.

For the first time, I notice the supe standing next to her. He’s lean and muscular, with forest green eyes that contrast with his brown complexion. “I get all the bad vibes I need from you, Sapphire,” he grumbles, but I catch affection behind his words.

“You love it, Wolfie!” she smirks at him and holds out her phone to show him a photo of a man with blond hair and a charming smile. “What do you think of this one? Swipe right or swipe left?”

“Left, Sapphire.”

“You say that about all my meals. Does he look like he’s AB-negative to you?”

“I don’t know! It says he’s a car salesman.”

“Good odds.” Sapphire smirks. “I really wish Tinder listed blood types.”

“Where would be the fun in that?” Wim grumbles.

“Come on!” She grabs his arm and drags him toward the cafe.

I’m kind of excited that we might get some customers, until he openly grimaces. For a second, he makes it look like there really are bad vibes coming from my cafe, but that’s impossible. Maybe the vampire just doesn’t know her own strength?

“What about Shakespeare in the Park?” Wim complains as Sapphire tries to pull him through the door. “You promised we’d get drunk and insult each other in fancy language.”

Sapphire heaves a sigh. “Fine! We’ll come back later though.” She turns to me. “Don’t do anything to the bad vibes while we’re gone.”

“There are no bad vibes!” I shout after her, but she just waves happily and keeps going.

“There are definitely bad vibes, Ambear,” Wes says, the regret evident in his voice. “I know you don’t want to hear this, little bear. But there’s something really wrong here. Come.”

He takes my hand and squeezes it so tight it almost hurts. Then, he takes one small step toward Jewels Cafe and stops.

“Feel it now?” he asks.

I shake my head. This spot is no different than any other spot, and the cafe looks just as perfect as it always has. “We’ve been here for over a month, Wes, and the only bad thing about this place is the lack of customers.”

“You don’t believe me?” Wes looks hurt.

“I... of course I believe you feel something, Wes.”

“I’m not the only one. Look.” Wes gestures down the sidewalk to the other side of the cafe.

A large troll ambles toward us, but when he’s a few yards from the cafe, he stops. With a frown at the stretch of street in front of him, he turns and crosses the street to the other side. To Minerva’s side. Where two smiling customers exit, their hands loaded with bakery bags.
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AMBER

“There’s nothing wrong with Jewels Cafe.” The words barely come out louder than a whisper. “I swear, Wes, there isn’t.”

“I know, little bear.” Wes pulls me into his side. “We’ll fix this, I promise.”

It takes his words a few seconds to permeate the hurt I feel. All because some random troll crossed the street instead of walking in front of Jewels Cafe. But it’s more than just some troll, isn’t it? It’s because, apparently, Jewels Cafe has bad vibes.

“You know what? You’re absolutely right, Wes! We will fix this. Right now!” I take his hand and start toward the cafe. “All we need is a cleansing spell. Not that Julian actually knows how to do cleansing spells. But I’m sure he can figure it out.”

“I’m sure he can.” Wes nods in agreement.

I don’t miss the tension in his shoulders, or the way his jaw is clenched as we approach the cafe. Like whatever vibes I obviously can’t feel really are that bad.

The door chimes as we step inside the cafe, and once it closes behind us, Wes’s shoulders visibly relax. Mine do not. Because right at the table where my laptop used to be, there’s a different laptop. And behind it, there’s a different man. Or not so much different, as definitely not Julian.

Our new customer has dark brown hair, cropped at the sides in a way that makes him look like a total bad boy. His skin is tanned, like he spends days in the sun, and there’s something adorable about his button nose.

I realize I’m staring, but so is he. His eyes darken when they meet mine, and his lips part as he takes me in. My gaze drifts down, locking on the slightest bit of chocolate right there in the corner of his lips, and I suddenly want to lick it off.

Get a grip, Amber!

I try. I really do. But a wave of heat travels through me. It transports me to those few minutes behind the bar, when I looked like Minerva. Then, it takes me back to the moment when I first met Wes. It’s a stark reminder that my bear of a mate is standing behind me while I’m getting turned on looking at another man.

“Who are you?” I demand, glaring at the man in question. Like it’s somehow his fault that he’s hot and tempting and desirable and... wait, yes, it’s actually entirely his fault.

“Bean!” Julian snaps from behind the counter and rushes to my side. He leans in close and whispers in my ear, “What are you doing? That’s no way to treat one of our customers! Our very few customers!”

“It’s really not.” The customer—who is definitely some sort of supe, given his hearing—agrees. He gets to his feet, and I half-expect him to pack up his stuff and leave. I’m inexplicably disappointed, but he smiles at me instead. “I’m Chase. Chason Rowan Oak.”

“Amber.” I shake Chase’s proffered hand, and the tingles are unmistakable. Which makes no sense, unless... “Wes, are the bad vibes coming from him?”

“Bad vibes?” Julian and Chase both ask at the same time.

“No, little bear,” Wes adds, moving a little closer to me, until his muscular front is plastered against my back. 

“Little bear? Who the hell is this guy?” Julian shoots Wes a disbelieving glare before grabbing my hands and pulling me away from him. The way he stares at me is so unnerving that my cheeks flush.

Then his gaze travels down to my chest.

Every part of me ignites. My nipples tighten. My cheeks grow hot. And Julian’s eyes narrow. Not in an aroused way, or a pleased way, or any way you might want the guy you love to look at your chest. Instead, he squints at my breasts—which aren’t that tiny—and then follows some invisible line to Wes’s chest and back again.

His eyes darken.

I gulp.

Then he repeats the process, this time squinting at an invisible line between my boobs and Chase’s chest, then back again. Then, just as things couldn’t get weirder, he squints at some invisible path leading from my boobs down to his own chest.

“Juli? Are you alright?”

“I should be asking you the same thing!” he cries. “Are you hurt, Bean? How are you feeling? Does anything feel different? Are you sick? Did something happen? I’ve been so worried!”

“You were worried? But it’s the middle of the afternoon! And I wasn’t even gone that long.”

“I know...” Julian runs a hand through his hair. “But you ran out of here without your phone. I didn’t know what happened!”

“Nothing happened, Juli. I just, um, went for a walk and... well... met Wes.”

“Wes?” Julian turns to glare at my bear shifter mate. Since when am I the type of girl who even has a bear shifter mate? “Who the hell are you?”

“Juli!” I warn, but his scowl only darkens. “I’m so sorry, Wes! Julian’s not usually like this.”

“I’m always like this.” Julian continues glaring at Wes, not the least bit intimidated by his huge size.

“He’s really not! He’s a teddy bear. Well, not a bear bear. But teddy witch isn’t a thing, so I said bear...” I stop when I realize I’m rambling.

“He did seem a lot nicer before you got here,” Chase adds casually, like my word vomit never happened.

“It’s alright, Ambear.” Wes smiles. “Julian’s just looking out for you. I’m glad you have people in your life who care about you as much as he obviously does.”

The pointed way he raises his eyebrows and glances from me to Julian and back is so obvious that I want to die of mortification. Mostly because Wes is entirely wrong about the whole thing. Julian looks so bewildered it’s obvious he only cares for me as a friend, and I shake my head wildly, my eyes pleading for Wes to stop.

“Wesley Berrett.” Wes chuckles and extends his hand, but Julian ignores it. “Suit yourself, Juli.”

“Don’t call me that, Bear,” Julian snaps.

“Whatever you say, Witch,” Wes fires back, but he’s grinning from ear to ear. Like he’s not taking any of this seriously, or he’s purposely trying to rile Julian up.

“Can we stop calling each other names?” Chase chimes in. Both guys turn to glare at him, but he just casually leans back against the table like nothing is amiss. “May I ask you something, Amber?”

“I guess?” I watch him nervously, wondering what that something could possibly be.

“Why did you say what you did? About the bad vibes?”

“Yeah, if anyone’s got bad vibes, it’s Berrett.” Julian glares at Wes.

“Would you guys please stop arguing?” I throw up my hands in frustration. 

“I’m not the one arguing,” Julian snaps.

“Yes, you are,” Chase tells him. When Julian scowls at him, he shrugs. “What? I’m just pointing out the obvious.”

Julian’s scowl darkens. “Well, no one asked you for your opinion!”

“Can you just stop?” I shout.

At the rate they’re going, they’ll start physically fighting soon, and that won’t end well for anyone, especially the cafe. Wes will shift into a massive bear and destroy all the furniture. And Julian will cast spells that will make things explode. Then Chase... well, actually, I have no idea what Chase will do. I get the feeling he’s a shifter, but I haven’t a clue which kind. 

“I don’t think we’ll ever stop arguing,” Wes tells me, sounding entirely too happy about it. “Don’t take it too hard, okay?”

“How am I supposed to take it?” I ask.

“Personally, I think you should let them have at it,” Chase adds. “It’ll keep them busy. And give us a chance to talk.”

“What could you two possibly have to talk about?” Julian scowls. “You just met.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a porcupine shifter.” Wes slaps Julian on the shoulder.

“What the hell does that mean?” Julian demands as he tries to shrug off Wes’s hand.

It takes me a second, and then I snort. Julian is being prickly. 

“Don’t worry about it.” Wes starts physically maneuvering Julian to the front door.

“Hey, what are you doing? You can’t make me leave. I own this place!” Julian shouts in protest, and the front door suddenly explodes.

“Juli! Wes!” I cry as the glass shatters, and shards fly out into the empty street. I run towards them to make sure they’re okay, but Chase suddenly grabs me from behind.

“Don’t go anywhere near that door!” he shouts.

“It’s fine, I’m sure—oof,” I grunt as Wes runs toward me, pulls me out of Chase’s arms, and throws me over his shoulder.

The wind gets knocked out me, and by the time I recover enough to speak, Wes is at the back of the cafe, climbing the stairs two at a time. “Wes, stop!”

“Where are you taking her, Bear?” Julian shouts after us.

“Somewhere safe!” Wes grunts as he makes it the rest of the way upstairs.

“What the hell was that?” Chase adds, and I realize he’s followed us upstairs. “Why would someone shoot up the cafe?”

“No one shot up the cafe!” I cry. “Wes, just set me down.”

“Amber’s right. No one shot the cafe,” Julian adds as his footsteps thunder up the steps. “It was just an accident.”

There’s a moment of silence, and then Chase finally asks, “You did that thing back there?”

“Not on purpose!” I come to my best friend’s defense as Wes finally, finally, sets me down. “Stuff like that just happens sometimes.”

I know I should be pissed, but I can’t summon up any anger. I’m actually surprised Julian managed to go this long without making something in our cafe explode.

“A door exploded. That shouldn’t happen... any time,” Chase says.

“You could have gotten seriously hurt,” Wes adds.

“It was an accident! And I wasn’t even anywhere near that door. You were.” I look Julian over and then turn to examine Wes.

“Not a scratch, Bean.” Julian grins up at me.

“I’m fine too, little bear.” Wes slowly begins to relax. “So, why did the door explode?”

“I was trying to do an electric spell,” Julian tells him. “Nothing too painful, just enough to shock you into letting me go... and the door just exploded.”

“Makes sense.” Wes shrugs, like it’s suddenly no big deal.

“You were trying to electrocute him?” I demand.

“Just a little!” Julian raises his hands defensively.

“And no one got hurt,” Wes adds, suddenly taking his side.

I let out a long, drawn out sigh. “I’ll get the broom.”
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AMBER

“I’ll do the cleaning, little bear.” Wes grabs my arm, stopping me. “Just show me where everything is.”

“It’s my cafe and my mess,” Julian argues. “I should be the one to do it.”

“Don’t look at me,” Chase says, even though no one was. “I wasn’t offering.”

“I think you were.” Wes slaps Chase on the shoulder. “Come along, Rowan Oak, you’re gonna help sweep. You too, Witch.”

“Wade. It’s Julian Alistair Wade.” Julian happily leads the way downstairs to the storage room.

Wes and Chase trail after him amicably, so I do too. Thought I’m mostly confused. Five minutes ago, they were shouting at each other and blowing up the front door. Now they’re acting like old friends?

Wes fires off instructions, divvies up the garbage bag, broom, and dustpan—I don’t get anything since apparently the guys have everything handled—and we head outside.

I half expect to find a crowd of onlookers gawking at the damage, but I think Wes was spot on about the bad vibes. The few people who are in the vicinity send nervous glances our way and then cross the street and use the other sidewalk.

“There really are bad vibes out here, aren’t there?” I ask Wes as I stand next to the pumpkin spice latte sandwich board and watch the guys work.

“What do you mean by that?” Chase looks up from where he’s kneeling on his haunches, dustpan in hand. He looks so adorable that I’m momentarily distracted and end up completely forgetting the question.

“You don’t feel it?” Wes asks, and for a second, I think he means my attraction to Chase. But obviously he means the bad vibes. He sweeps up some of the glass with the broom and frowns. “None of you do?”

“No idea what you’re talking about, Wes,” Julian adds, because apparently now they’re on a first name basis?

Whatever. I have more important issues to focus on.

“Look at all the people, Juli. They walk this way, but when they get near the cafe, they suddenly cross the street.”

“They’re probably just worried about stepping on the broken glass.” Julian shrugs and holds up the garbage bag for Chase.

“Yeah, but look at their faces.” Because what Julian’s saying makes sense, but it just doesn’t explain the creeped-out look the fairy across the street gets when she reaches a certain point on the street.

“Okay, fine. That’s weird. But what are you saying? That our cafe is cursed? And that none of us can feel it but Wes?”

“It is pretty weird,” Chase agrees.

“I know it is! It doesn’t make sense to me either. But look at them!” I gesture at the elderly couple slowly making their way toward us.

They look like they’re in their nineties, and they’ve both got walkers, so it’s slow going. And by slow, I mean painful. All three of us stop what we’re doing and watch as they approach the spot where the fairy freaked out.

I hold my breath.

Part of me expects them to keep going. Another part expects them to stop.

The man lifts his walker. He moves forward. I think he’s going to do it. He stops.

Moving faster than I thought possible, he sticks out his arm, blocking the woman’s path. They’re too far away to overhear, but the quick shake of the head that he gives her is explanation enough.

The man doesn’t even seem to notice us watching him. He shakes his head again and gestures back the way they came, toward the crosswalk that would take them to the other side of the street. The woman gestures at the street itself. The man points at the crosswalk. The woman points at the street again.

“So... they’re debating the merits of jaywalking?” Chase tilts his head slightly as he examines the elderly couple.

“Oh hell.” Julian shoves his garbage bag at Wes and rushes down the street. When he reaches the couple, the three of them start up some sort of conversation.

“Hear anything they’re saying?” Chace asks absently as he strains his ears in their direction.

“What?” Wes asks, looking tense and distracted. “Oh, no, don’t hear nothing.”

We watch as Julian helps them cross the street, and watching him warms my heart. When he jogs back to us, I can’t help but notice how good he looks.

“Well? What did they say?” Chase asks.

“That they got bad vibes from this place,” Julian confirms what we’d all been thinking.

“Interesting...” Chase muses. “What doesn’t make sense is why the rest of us can’t feel them.”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” I agree. “Do you still feel the bad vibes, Wes? Maybe they fade over time?”

“Nope. If anything, they’re getting stronger.”

“Stronger?” I ask in surprise. “Well, where are they coming from?”

“Everywhere?” Wes gestures around vaguely. “Although they do get more intense when I’m bending down.”

“That’s weird...” I tell him. Not that I’m an expert on curses. For all I know, it’s perfectly normal.

“It is weird.” Julian kneels and tentatively touches the sidewalk. “Try moving around, Wes. Does it get stronger in one specific spot?”

“It is getting stronger.” Wes shuffles forward, muscles flexing, careful not to step on any of the glass.

Julian, Chase and I walk after him, until the four of us end up next to the magically grown potted saffron Julian’s mother gave us as a housewarming gift. Or I guess in our case, a cafewarming gift.

“You’ve got to be kidding me, Bear! You think my mother would sabotage our cafe?” Julian shouts, taking the pot from Wes’s hands.

“Isn’t she a witch?” Chase asks.

“It’s not cursed,” Julian snaps, ignoring him. “She would never do that. This is my mother we’re talking about!”

“Your witch mother?” Chase asks.

“I’d have to agree with Julian,” I say, because I cannot picture his sweet, kind, caring mother cursing our cafe. Or anyone, for that matter.

“Even though she’s a witch?” Chase asks.

“She didn’t do this!” Julian shouts, holding up the plant for emphasis. But I’m no longer focused on the gorgeous, blooming purple flower. Instead, my eyes lock on something shiny sitting on the dirt inside the pot.

“Um, Juli?” I reach for whatever it is.

“What, Bean? Now you think that Mom would...” he trails off as I hold up the small, glowing pebble. “Oh hell.”

“I guess that mystery is solved,” Chase says pragmatically.

“No. It’s not. Because that definitely wasn’t there when Mom gave us the plant.”

“Are you sure?” Wes asks as he stares down the pebble in my hand.

“Pretty sure I would have noticed if it was,” Julian says sarcastically. “And Mom would never do this. I don’t know who would.”

“That is a good question.” Wes turns to me. “Is there anyone who would want to hurt you, little bear?”

“No one.” I shake my head. “Well, maybe Minerva.”

“Mini wouldn’t hurt you!” Julian comes to her defense. Of course he does. 

“She’s the only person I know in Silver Springs, other than you, and she hates me. If anyone would want to hurt me, it’s her.” 

“You’re wrong about her, Bean. But even if she hated you—which she doesn’t—she’d never try to drive us out of business.”

“You mean she’d never try to drive you out of business,” I grumble. 

“Us, Bean. Plus, what would she have to gain? We’re not competitors, and she doesn’t have the space or equipment to make the drinks we do. If we closed down, where would she get her afternoon latte?”

“Fine. You’re right.” Not about the lattes. Those are just an excuse for her to talk to Julian. I’m not sure she even drinks them. But if she ran us out of business, Julian would leave Silver Springs, and she wouldn’t want that. “I just can’t think of anyone who would do this to us.”

“A rival cafe?” Chase suggests.

“Are there any rival cafes around here?” Wes asks absently as he stares at the pebble. “The only coffee I can find is at the convenience store, and it’s not pleasant.”

“I know. That’s why we opened our cafe in Silver Springs.” 

“No competition,” Julian agrees. “Only person remotely interested in this place is that land developer, and it wouldn’t be him.”

“What land developer?” Chase asks.

“From the Blue Moon Pack!” I exclaim. “We got several letters from him offering to buy this place. But why wouldn’t it be him, Juli? He’s offering to pay almost twice what this place is worth. Maybe he’s resorted to sabotage.” 

“I don’t think so.” Julian glances across the street, towards Minerva’s Bakery. “He made the same offer to Mini and a few other shops on Main Street. And none of them have cursed pebbles.”

“Oh.” I frown. Partly because Julian talked about the land developer with Minerva and not with me. Partly because that means we’re fresh out of suspects. 

“So what do we do with the pebble?” Julian finally asks.

“Aren’t you the witch?” Chase frowns at him.

“So that somehow makes me an expert on pebbles?”

“Doesn’t it?” Wes demands, pulling out his phone. 

And now all three of them are snapping at each other. Great. Just great. I sigh. “Isn’t there a magic object disposal here somewhere?”

“Is there?” Chase looks at Julian.

“How would I know?” my best friend demands.

I rub my temples.

Wes types something on his phone. “Just waiting for a confirmation, but it should be taken care of.”

“Taken care of how?” Julian asks suspiciously.

“I booked us a Cleanly Den witch. She handles magical spills.”

“What’s a cleanly den witch?” Julian asks.

“I haven’t read anything about den witches,” Chase adds suspiciously. “And I read a lot.”

“The Cleanly Den is Wes’s cleaning service,” I tell them. “Do you guys think we should also call the police? Just in case.”

“Don’t worry, Ambear. We’ve got protocol in place to contact the police.”

“You’ve got a protocol in place? Are cursed pebbles that common here?” Chase asks.

“First time I’ve heard of one. But we’ve been booked at a crime scene or two.” Wes holds up his phone. “Confirmed. It’ll take Zoe about a half hour to finish up her last house and get here, so we should probably head inside.”

“Shouldn’t we clean up the glass first?” Julian raises a quizzical eyebrow.

“No point,” Wes tells him. “Just leave the pebble outside the cafe, and no one will come near it. When Zoe gets here, she’ll cast a cleaning spell and fix the door, too.”

“That sounds easy.” Julian grins. “Do you think once it’s gone, we’ll finally get customers?”

Which is when it hits me. If the cursed pebble is scaring people away, getting rid of it will mean people start crossing the street and coming near the cafe again. Which means the cafe is saved.

“Thank you, Wes. So much.” I try to throw my arms around him but he backs up, his gaze glued to the cursed pebble. “Right. Sorry. Where should I put this?”

I glance at his mom’s potted saffron, but Julian shakes his head. “No way.”

“Okay, got a better idea?”

“How about over there?” Wes points at a pot with a green, leafy thing that’s got pretty yellow flowers.

“Works for me,” Julian says.

I shrug and drop the cursed pebble inside. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 9
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AMBER

The moment I let go of the cursed pebble, big, strong arms envelop me.

“That’s better.” Wes’s words rumble through his chest and reverberate against my back. He rubs one rough cheek against my neck, and I try to spin around in his arms to get closer to him, but Wes holds me in place. 

“Should we head inside?” Julian asks pointedly.

“Yeah, let's.” I quickly pull away from Wes.

Should I just tell Julian that the bear shifter and I are mates? I could do it now, but one glance at Chase and the heated way he’s looking at me, and I decide it can wait. At least until the Cleanly Den witch is done here, and I can talk to Julian privately. “How about we make some pumpkin spice latte samples? For when this place gets cleaned up?”

Julian, who’s ahead of me, trips over the front step. Wes grabs the back of his shirt, pulling him upright, and Julian lets out a loud curse.

“You’re welcome?” Wes shakes his head. “Watch your step, Ambear.”

“I see it.” Considering it’s the same step that’s been there since the day we moved in. “Do you guys want anything to drink before I get started on the PSLs?”

“Can I talk to you first? Alone?” Chase takes my hand in his. His touch is almost a caress. His hand is soft and smooth and gentle, and my breath catches in my throat.

“Is it about the curse?” I ask, though it’s hard to think when my attention is focused on his hand. 

“Nope.” Chase gives me a huge grin. “Upstairs?”

“Really, Bunny? Trying to get her in bed already?” Wes chuckles.

My cheeks flush, and then what I just heard finally sinks in. “Wait... bunny? As in bunny shifter?”

Chase grins and nods. “And I wasn’t going to show you my carrot. I save that until the second date.” 

Wes snorts. 

Julian takes a protective step toward me. “I don’t think she should be talking to you alone,” he says.

“It’s okay, Juli.” I turn to Chase and look him up and down. “Are you really a bunny? Like a soft, fluffy, tiny...”

“I draw the line at tiny.” Chase’s grin turns predatory, which is odd considering that in animal form, he’s actually prey. “First of all, there is nothing soft or tiny about me. Or my carrot. And as for fluffy, I manscape.” 

“I don’t think you should be talking to Bean about manscaping.” Julian frowns. “Or carrots.”

“I think I should.” Chase suddenly advances on me until we’re standing toe to toe. “The thing about bunny shifters,” he says, his voice so deep and gravelly that I feel it to my toes, “is that we can keep going, and going, and going.”

His words send a wave of heat through me, even as my cheeks flush. 

My heart thunders in my chest.

I try to think of something, anything, to say, but my mind draws a complete and utter blank.

Then, before I realize what he's about to do, Chase captures my lips with his. Right in the middle of Jewels Cafe. 

A wave of pure lust courses through me, igniting my veins. Every inch of me burns with awareness. I have to fight the urge to throw myself at Chase and beg him to never stop.

I thread my fingers through his soft hair and moan into his mouth seconds before I remember one very important detail. The fact that we aren’t alone. Wes is directly behind me, so close I can feel his heat against my back, and Julian is standing next to us, almost within reach. 

“Let her go,” he orders, and next thing I know, Chase is being yanked off me. Not by magic, but by a very angry Julian who’s got his arm wrapped around Chase’s bicep.

“There’s no reason to get jealous,” Chase tells him. “You can go next.”

My heart nearly stops. When Julian turns to look at me, I suddenly can’t breathe. My lips feel swollen from Chase’s kiss, and my eyes drift down to Julian’s lips as wetness pools between my thighs. 

Behind me, Wes clears his throat and moves closer. He presses up against me, until I feel a rock hard bulge pushing up against my lower back. When he places two huge hands on my thighs, pulling me further into him, I can’t help it. I moan.

Julian’s pupils dilate. His eyes drift down to my tight nipples, and I crave his touch. A part of my brain reminds me that this is my best friend, the one who only stares at my lips when they’re bleeding or I have something caught between my teeth. 

This time, though, his eyes fill with desire. He takes a step forward, his eyes locked on my lips, and I can barely breathe. 

“She’s all yours,” Chase says softly, and the gruff timbre of his voice and the way it cracks tells me he wants this. He wants to watch Julian kiss me.

Wes growls, but I don’t think it’s in protest. The bulge at my back grows, which I didn’t think was possible—a testament to the fact that he’s just as into this as I am. 

Julian takes another step forward. He’s never looked at me like this before, not even when he thought I was Minerva. That was desire, sure, but this... this is hope and need and everything I’ve ever dreamed of. 

He takes another small step forward, and I start to tremble. “J-Juli?”

“Don’t call me that,” he orders. 

“Julian,” I quickly amend. I need him to kiss me more than I’ve ever needed anything in my life. Years of longing. Years of wanting. Needing. Praying to every god and goddess we’ve read about in schoolbooks. Years of hoping. Dreaming. They all explode in my chest until time stands still. Until all I can think about is Julian kissing me.

Which is when he stops.

He actually stops.

Then, he steps back, his eyes filled with horror.

Horror. At the thought of kissing me.

“No! I can’t let this happen.” He shakes his head. “It would be wrong.”

“Wrong?” I barely manage to get the word past the lump in my throat. 

“Yes, wrong! So very, very wrong.”

“But why?” I ask as one fat tear slowly slides down my cheek. “Is it because I kissed Chase?” And because Wes is behind me, his hands still on my thighs, his hard cock pressing into my lower back?

“Yes! No! I’m so sorry I did this to you, Amber. I didn’t mean to. You have to believe me.”

“Did what to her?” Wes's arms slide from my thighs and wrap around my waist in a protective hug. I let myself sink into him, because right now he’s the only thing keeping me upright.

“Don’t cry, sweetheart.” Chase moves closer to us and wipes away my tears. 

“Start talking, Witch,” Wes adds, his words ending in a long, drawn out growl. 

“It was a mistake. I cast a spell, but I never meant for something like this to happen. I swear, I didn’t.”

“Something like what?” I whisper, not sure I want to know.

“This.” He gestures from me to Wes, to Chase, and then back to himself. “I was at the library looking for spells to bring in customers when I saw it. I wasn’t actually planning to use it, it sort of just happened.”

“What did you do, Juli?” I demand, my voice stronger, even as fear grips my heart.

“I cast a spark.”

“Which is what?” Wes growls. 

“It’s supposed to get someone who already likes you to notice you as more than a friend. Just a tiny spark. That’s all.” Julian wrings his hands together. “And I.... I cast it on the pumpkin spice...”

“And then I drank it,” I finish for him. Because suddenly, it makes perfect sense.

Julian, asking Minerva if she wants to try the very first latte. Julian, casting the spell. Julian, his eyes filled with desire as he looked at me when I’d shifted into Minerva.

“I didn’t mean to turn it into a lust spell. I swear I didn’t. I was upset, and it malfunctioned, and...”

“It’s not a lust spell,” Wes says. He suddenly lets go of me, and I spin around to find him staring at me, his face twisted in horror. “It’s a mating spell.”

“A mating spell?” Julian looks between us.

“Amber’s my mate. Or... I thought she was.”

“Thought?” I whisper.

“And she’s my mate, too,” Chase says softly. 

“Except she’s not really, is she?” Wes demands.

At his words, my heart shatters, and I take a huge gulp of air.

“I—” I try to string some semblance of words together, but I can’t. 

“I didn’t mean to do this, Bean. I swear! It was supposed to get you to notice me.”

“Me?” I demand, my tears suddenly replaced by burning hot rage. My chameleon magic activates. I shift into Wes and glare down at Julian with my hands clenched into fists. Then I shift again, this time into the bouncer, my thick eyebrows drawn and my thin lips pursed as I scowl down at the one guy I thought I could trust. Then, I shift for one final time, turning into Minerva. “Do you mean me, or do you mean her?” 

The way Julian’s eyes widen as he looks at me—at her—is my undoing. 

“Minerva?” Julian cries. “Why would I ever cast a spell on Minerva?” 

“Because you like her?” I shout back. “Not that you needed a spell, because she obviously likes you back!”

“She does not! Not in that way. She’s like a sister to me.”

“Yeah, sure... sister.” I cross my arms in front of Minerva’s much larger chest. “I guess that’s why you cast your spark!”

“Not on her,” Julian insists. “On you!”

“Who’s Minerva?” Chase interrupts. He looks a little bewildered, and quite frankly, I don’t blame him. “And why do you look like... well... that?”

“That is Minerva!” I snap, gesturing at my Minerva body and then shifting back. “The whole reason this is happening!” 

“For the last time, I didn’t cast the spell on Mini! I cast it on you!”

“Sure you did.” I swipe away some tears. More than anything, I want to believe him. But I don’t. Not even a little. “It’s the spell talking, Juli! The same spell that made Wes and Chase fall for me. The same spell that made me fall for them.”

“You fell for me?” Chase asks.

“So it was just the spell?” Wes narrows his eyes on me. “None of what we shared was real?”

“How the chameleon should I know?” I narrow my eyes right back. “I’m not the one who did this!”

“Oh, you’re a chameleon,” Chase adds unnecessarily. Because unlike the rest of us, he’s clearly unaffected by all of this. Then again, why should he be? He only just met me. He’s not the one whose heart is breaking.

“How could you do this to me, Juli? To our friendship. To all of us. How could you even think about taking away someone’s free will like that?” 

“I wasn’t trying to take away anyone’s free will. I swear, Bean! The spell was supposed to last a second. Just a spark. A moment of attraction. Then you could choose if you wanted to act on it.” Julian runs a hand through his hair. “But I’ll fix it, I promise. I’ll go back to the library. I’ll find that book. And I’ll undo this spell!”

“Undo it?” I whisper.

And then it really, really hits me. That none of what happened today was real. 

Every moment since I drank that pumpkin spice latte was fake. The hot kiss Chase and I shared. The way we connected the moment we met. Wes’s claim that he and I were mates. The magical afternoon we spent together. That one split second when Julian looked at me with fire in his eyes. Not at Minerva. At me. And now Julian’s sudden insistence that the spell he cast was meant for me and not her. 

Because if there’s one thing I know, it’s that Julian has never, ever loved me. Not like that.

Without another word, I turn and race up the stairs that lead to our apartment.

“Amber, wait!” Julian shouts, chasing after me. 

I think I hear another set of footsteps. Maybe two. I don’t care.

I throw open the apartment door, which we always leave unlocked—it’s not like we’ve ever had any customers to worry about—and dash to my bedroom.

Footsteps thunder behind me. Maybe it’s Julian, or maybe it’s Chase or Wes. All I know is I need to get away.

I dive into my room and slam the door shut behind me. The second after I twist the lock, the doorknob rattles.

“I never meant to hurt you,” Julian shouts. “You have to believe me.”

The doorknob rattles again, and I barely contain a sob. 

Then, everything goes quiet. 

“I’m going to go fix this, Bean. I promise,” Julian vows through the closed door. 

And by fix, I know exactly what he means. Break the mating bond so Wes and Chase no longer love me. Break the bond that makes him desire me in a way he never wanted. And break my heart in the process. 
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Chapter 10

[image: image]


CHASE

Julian shoves past me and storms downstairs. I follow. 

Not really sure why, but I do. Also not sure why I followed him upstairs in the first place. Maybe it was the spell. Maybe instinct. Maybe the fact that I’m hurting inside, and Amber is, too. 

Whatever the reason, it clearly hasn’t affected Wes the same way it’s affected me. There’s no sign of the bear in the cafe. Not unless he’s secretly a chameleon like Amber and he shifted into the woman currently standing in the middle of the cafe. 

“Hi, I’m Zoe,” the woman—who doesn’t smell like a bear or sound like a bear, and so probably isn’t a bear—smiles at us. She’s got brown hair like Wes, only hers is tied back in a ponytail. 

Julian doesn’t so much as bat an eye. I’m not even sure he sees her. 

The spellcaster has this faraway look in his eyes, and he keeps glancing over his shoulder. Either he keeps expecting Amber to come after us or he’s fighting the urge to race back to her... an urge I’m suddenly fighting, too. 

It kills me, knowing she’s not actually my mate. That it’s just a spell making me feel things I didn’t think I’d ever get to feel.

I have a constant urge to bunny-kick Julian in the face, but my mother raised me better than that. Okay, fine, I’d probably still punch him if he wasn’t already broken up over what happened.

I watched him try to keep it together all afternoon. I’d wondered about his agitated pacing and the frequent glances he kept shooting at the door. Or why he’d sounded so upset when he was on the phone canceling lunch because of an emergency. I’d even asked if everything was okay, but the guy refused to tell me anything. He just said that he’d made a huge mistake, did something he regretted, and did he ever! 

“So... do I get an introduction?” the brunette—Zoe—finally asks.

“Oh, sorry. I’m Chase. And this is Julian. He owns the place.” I glance toward the counter. “Did you want to order something? I’m sure Julian can make it for you.” Maybe. Not really sure at all. It just seems like the right thing to say. 

“Not really why I’m here.” Zoe shakes her head. It’s an odd thing to say at a cafe. Or, it would be if I didn’t suddenly remember where I’d heard that name before. 

“You’re the den witch, aren’t you?”

“The Cleanly Den witch, but yeah. Guilty as charged.” She grins. Julian doesn’t so much as blink, and I force out a smile that may or may not resemble a grimace. The den witch watches us for a second, and then asks, “So... is Mr. Berrett around?”

“Mr. Berrett?” I know who she means, I’m just surprised the bear would be so formal with his employees.

“Yeah, you know? Boss Man? Yay tall... shifts into a bear?” Zoe gets up on tip toes and gestures up high in the air. When that still doesn’t quite reach Wes’s height, she floats up a little, until her hand hovers at seven feet off the ground. 

“I think he just left.”

My words seem to snap Julian out of his trance. He looks around, from me to Zoe, and then shoves past her and races out the front door. 

“Julian, wait!” I shout after him. I’m not sure why I even care that he’s leaving, except that I thought he would fix things. 

Break whatever spell is causing this knot in my chest and stop Amber from crying.

“Julian!” I shout again, but he just keeps going. 

Glass crunches loudly beneath his feet, but it doesn’t slow him down any. 

Then, it’s like he was never here. Except for my need to rush back upstairs and see Amber. That’s a constant reminder of exactly what he did to all of us. 

“Oooookay.... That was weird!” Zoe says, her back still to me as she watches the door. “Not as weird as the cursed pebble inside the daffodil pot. Or the glass on the sidewalk. Or that broom I nearly tripped over on my way in. But... still weird.”

“Sorry about the broom.” Even if I wasn’t the one who dropped it in the middle of the sidewalk... Then again, I’m pretty sure my dustpan is out there next to it, so I’m at least partially responsible. 

“No worries. So, what happened here?”

“It’s kind of hard to explain.” I shrug.

I doubt she’s asking about the attraction spell Julian cast on Amber—though why he didn’t just kiss her is beyond me. So I settle for, “Someone might be trying to sabotage the cafe...”—that belongs to the woman I briefly thought was my mate—”But it could all be a coincidence...” 

“Doors don’t usually explode by coincidence.” Zoe rolls her eyes. “Trust me.”

“Not the door. Julian did that.”

“The owner? Did he curse the place, too?”

“Not that I know of. And the door was an accident.”

“See? Weird!” Zoe exclaims, and she’s right. 

What are the odds that I’d decide to work from Jewels Cafe today, of all days? Especially when I’d been a regular at Spell—the public library in Silver Springs—since moving here? 

Spell has magically fast internet—no pun intended—so I do all my client work from there... everything from scheduling social media posts, to creating graphics, to running analytics. I even have this one particular upstairs window seat that I’m attached to. Ruins my entire day if anyone else ever tries to sit there. 

But today, I didn’t even check if it was occupied. I’d walked past Jewels Cafe and thought hey, why not try a change of scenery? Right after Julian cast his spell. Despite a curse that should have prevented me from being here.

“Shall I get started?” Zoe asks.

“Sure, go ahead.” I shrug, because on top of everything else, apparently I’m now in charge of Jewels Cafe.

“Great. Now, what would you like me to do with your door?”

“Fix it?” I raise an eyebrow.

“Yes, I know I should fix it. But I need specifics. Glass type? Signage? Magical enhancements?”

“We’d have to ask Amber.” Which sends a jolt of excitement through me, even though it shouldn’t. I have to remind myself that Amber isn’t actually my mate. The last thing she wants right now is to see me. Or answer questions about a door. 

“Who’s Amber?” Zoe asks.

“The owner.” 

“I thought you said Julian was the owner?” 

“They both are.” Which is the only useful thing Julian told me this afternoon. “I’ll be right back.”

I head back upstairs. The apartment door is still gaping open, and my Doc Martens slap loudly against the living room floor. The sound reverberates through the silent living room, and I suddenly feel like I’m intruding. Especially when I catch a sniffle coming from Amber’s room. 

When I reach her bedroom door, I rest my palm flat against its wooden surface. Another sniffle echoes from inside, and my heart nearly breaks. Because even though, logically, I know it’s just the spell, Amber’s pain is my pain.

Before I can think better of it, I knock. Loudly. Angrily. Channeling all the hurt that I’ve been bottling up inside.

“Go away, Juli,” Amber shouts, her voice breaking. “Haven’t you done enough?”

“It’s not Julian. It’s Chase. Do you think you could open the door?”

“Go home, Chase.” 

“I can’t just leave!”

“You can! I don’t want you here.” 

I feel a tightening in my gut and clench my hands into fists.

“I’m sorry, Chase!” Amber throws the door open. “I didn’t mean that. And I know none of this is your fault... I just...”

“I know, sweetheart.” I wrap her in my arms and hold her tight. I never want to let go, but I know I have to. “The den witch is here. She needs to know what to do with the door...” 

“Can’t Julian handle it?” Amber takes a step back and leans against the door frame. “Or is he too busy casting more spells?” 

“I hope not,” I say earnestly, because there are still plenty of things left for him to break. Things that aren’t one of our hearts. “He isn’t here.”

“He left to get the spellbook, didn’t he?” Amber whispers. And her words—and the reminder that Julian plans to tear the bond that makes her mine—is enough to make me want to punch a hole through the wall.

Not that I ever would.

It would scare Amber.

It would be a pain to repair.

It would really suck to have to do my freelance work one-handed. 

I’m still trying to convince myself it’s a bad idea when Amber places her hand gently on my arm. 

“Chase?” She looks up at me with tear-stained eyes.

“Oh, sweetheart.” I hug her again, and it feels like a goodbye.

Because Amber wraps her arms around my waist and holds on for dear life. Because she makes it clear she doesn’t want to let go any more than I do. 

“How could he do this to us?” she whispers against my chest, and I close my eyes against the sudden onslaught of pain.

“I’m sorry I kissed you, Amber.” I should never have believed I’d won the bunny shifter lottery and that someone as beautiful and perfect as Amber could be my mate. “If I'd known...”

“You never would have done it?” She pulls away from me, her eyes swimming with hurt.

My shoulders slump. “I still would have done it. And now, I’ll never be able to forget.”

Because even thinking about the kiss now, when Amber and I are both hurting, makes my carrot harden. And the fact that I’m calling that particular appendage a carrot in my head, not just aloud to tease Amber, is telling enough.

Maybe the elders were right, and I never should have left home.

“Let’s go downstairs,” Amber says softly. “Just let me just quickly wash up first? I promise I won’t be long.”

I go wait in the living room and take in the decor... if you could call it that. 

There are three couches pushed against the wall, two wooden tables stacked one on top of the other and nine... no, make that ten mismatched chairs scattered throughout the room. Aside from the path to the bedroom, every surface is littered with stuff: sweaters, jackets, socks, blankets, jeans, a cell phone, several dozen plates, twice as many glasses, and more takeout containers than I can count.

It’s such a contrast to my own bachelor apartment, with its one foldable mattress and lone bar stool. Which makes me wonder... is this place weird? Or is mine?

“Okay, how do I look?” Amber asks when she rejoins me in the living room. Her smile doesn’t quite reach her reddened eyes, but there’s only one answer I can possibly give.

“Beautiful,” I tell her, and it couldn’t be more true.

“Thanks, Chase.” She gives me a soft smile. 

“Always.” The response is automatic, but I know it’s the worst possible thing to say. Because there won’t be an always. Not once the spell is broken. 

Amber knows it, too, and when her face falls, my gut clenches. Because once the spell is broken, this perfect, gorgeous woman won’t want me around. 

“Is Wes waiting downstairs?” Amber changes the subject. 

“He... left.”

“With Juli?”

“No.”

“Right...” 

“I’m sorry, Amber.” I take her hand in mine. 

“It’s fine, Chase. Really...” she says, but it doesn’t sound like she really means it. 

When we get downstairs, I introduce her to the den witch and let the two of them get down to business. They discuss the merits of shatterproof glass and decide on the logo placement. Zoe takes notes on her phone, and when all the important decisions have finally been made, Amber sighs in relief. 

“Long day?” Zoe asks.

“Bad day, more like.” Amber groans. “I honestly feel like drowning myself in ice cream.”

“Ice cream’s great,” Zoe agrees. “But you know what’s even better? Magic!” 

She flicks her wrist, and the broom flies through the gaping doorway and lands softly at our feet. The dustpan races in next—and I do mean races, since it seems to have grown blue plastic feet.

“Don’t know about better, but I’ll take it,” Amber says as she shows the broom and dustpan to the storage closet in the back room of the cafe. Once they’re inside, the dustpan circles around a few times and settles at the broom’s bristles like an obedient pup. 

“Ready for round two?” Zoe asks as she heads toward the still broken front door.

“What’s round two?” Amber’s eyes light up, and I’m almost too caught up watching her to notice that all the pieces of glass outside are hovering a few inches above the sidewalk. Almost.

Zoe flicks her wrist again and each tiny shard of glass suddenly grows tiny, transparent wings. They glisten in the sun, and even though I know I’m missing an amazing magic show, I’m much more interested in watching Amber’s reaction. 

When the garbage bag opens up wide and starts chomping the glass out of mid-air while Zoe swings her arms like a conductor, Amber’s lips turn up in a tiny smile. And when there isn’t any glass left, and the bag ties itself up with a pretty little bow and floats towards the nearest recycling station, her smile grows.

Zoe flicks her wrist one more time, and the garbage bag suddenly grows arms and legs. It scales the recycling station like a koala, raises its arms above its head, and then swan dives inside the garbage slot with a loud thump.

Amber giggles, and it’s the most beautiful sound in the world. Until her face falls and the sadness returns. I pull her into my side, even though I know I shouldn’t, and Amber leans into me. 

“Don’t think I forgot about you,” Zoe says.

I glance away from Amber in surprise, but the den witch isn’t talking to us. She’s scooping out the pebble from daffodil pot.

“How do you know that it’s spelled?” Amber asks curiously.

“It glows more than any piece of rock ought to.” Zoe holds the pebble up. 

“Yes, but why can’t Chase or I feel its effects?” Amber presses. “Other people won’t go near the cafe, but the two of us are fine. Julian was too... and Minerva!”

“That’s because it’s a Travel Spell.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

“I’ve never heard of a Travel Spell,” Amber adds. “I don’t think Julian has either.” 

“It’s more common in big cities.” Zoe shrugs. 

“So, what is it, exactly?” I press.

“Well...” Zoe mulls it over for a second. “You know how when some people go on vacation, they leave their lights on?”

“It’s easy to forget.” I have, multiple times, since moving to Silver Springs. “We used candles growing up, and we never forgot to turn those off. No one wanted to come home and find out their house burned down.”

“You used candles?” Amber asks me in surprise.

“Our community doesn’t believe in technology. No lights, no computers, no cell phones.”

I start to feel awkward about it, because I know how unusual the way I grew up is compared to the rest of the world, but luckily Zoe changes the subject.

“On the subject of lights, I didn’t mean people forget to turn them off... some people do it on purpose to deter robbers,” she explains. “Obviously not here in Silver Springs... but down in the city? Different story.” 

“What does that have to do with the pebble?” I ask.

“It’s a huge pain to leave the lights on or ask friends or neighbors to watch your place while you’re away, so supes invented the Travel Spell.” 

“Which is what, exactly?” I ask. “An anti-robber spell?” 

“Not anti-robber, exactly. Just anti-stranger. That’s why it doesn’t work on you two.”

“It scares off strangers with bad vibes?” Amber asks.

Zoe starts to nod, but I shake my head. “If it did, it wouldn’t have scared Wes off. You invited him in, so he shouldn’t have felt the curse.” 

“Boss Man’s not a vampire, Chase!” Zoe laughs. “He doesn’t have to be invited in.” 

“But he still felt the bad vibes,” I point out. “And I don’t.” 

“That’s because you were here before it was cast. So it doesn’t consider you a stranger.”

I quickly shake my head. “Today’s the first time I’ve been to Jewels Cafe.”

“He’s right,” Amber agrees. “I’d remember if we’d met before.”

“So would I,” I say automatically, because I could never forget that long blonde hair or those expressive hazel eyes.

“Huh.” For a second, Zoe looks stumped. “So you’ve never passed by here, Chase? Maybe on your way to somewhere else?”

“On the way to the library, sure, but...”

“Well, there you go. Mystery solved.”

“But what about the other townspeople?” Amber frowns. “Shouldn’t they have all passed by here at some point?” 

“Amber’s right. We’re on Main Street. I think everyone’s been here at least once this year.” 

“This year, yes. But not since this place changed ownership. Anyone who’s been here before Amber and Julian bought Jewels Cafe would still feel the effects of the spell. Only those who walked past right after the new cafe opened, but before the spell was cast, would be immune.” 

I nod as it all finally starts to make sense. “Is there any way of knowing who cast it?”

“Not with a Travel Spell.” Zoe shakes her head. “They’re extremely common. You can even buy them online nowadays.”

“So what do we do?” I ask. Because someone must have cast that spell for a reason, and if it didn’t end up here by accident, then they might be back. And next time, they might do something worse. And I can’t let that happen to Amber. 

“We do this.” Zoe waves a hand over the pebble. “There. Now the spell’s gone.”

“Just like that?” Amber stares at the no-longer-glowing pebble. 

“Just like that,” Zoe agrees. “See that kid?”

Amber and I both turn to look. The kid’s more like a teen, probably old enough to go to Stone Hill High, but only just. Fifteen? Sixteen, maybe? His sweater’s hood is pulled up over his eyes, almost like he thinks that somehow keeps him from getting caught for ditching class. Clearly, it’s worked so far. 

“Isn’t this cafe new?” he asks in a thick Irish accent when he reaches us. 

“It is,” Amber tells him, while I inhale sharply. I’m curious about the kid, but can’t tell if he’s human or supe. Maybe he’s not really a kid at all, but actually a leprechaun?

“Wait, what happened to yer door?” The leprechaun kid asks. 

“Nothing.” Zoe flicks her wrist and the leprechaun’s attention shifts to her. “Door’s fine.”

“No, it’s not.” He glances back at the door and shakes his head. “Well, I stand corrected.” 

“Have you been here before?” Zoe asks.

“No, why?” the leprechaun kid asks suspiciously.

“Never passed by the window? Maybe glanced inside the cafe?”

“Definitely not.” His eyes narrow suspiciously, but Amber interrupts. 

“Great! Can I offer you a pumpkin spice latte? On the house, of course!” 
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Chapter 11 
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AMBER

I glance down the street before we head inside Jewels Cafe. I’m not even sure who it is I’m searching for. Wes? Julian? And do I even want to see either guy?

Wes just up and left, without even saying goodbye, and Julian started this whole thing. He cast a spell on me, a spell that keeps breaking my heart, over and over again. A spell that makes me sick to my stomach each time I remember it’s there.

“I don’t really like pumpkin spice,” the kid says, startling me out of my thoughts. “Can I have a hot chocolate instead?”

“Of course you can.” I fake a smile and get started on his drink. 

While I work, Chase and Zoe try to keep him occupied with small talk, but any mention of school earns them disinterested shrugs. When the drink is ready, I slide the to-go cup across the counter. “Don’t forget to tell all your friends that Jewels Cafe is just down the street from school, okay?”

He nods and heads for the door. But right before he’s gone, he pauses. He looks over his shoulder, and calls, “But I don’t go to Stone Hill High.” 

Which means the one new customer we’ve had in weeks just got a free drink, and I still have no way of bringing in more. 

I groan in frustration, and my chameleon magic decides to transform me into the bouncer. 

“Not this again,” I cry. 

What is it with that bouncer? I’m pretty fed up with looking like him, even when I don’t have to walk around and feel his junk flopping all over the place. For one thing, he’s so much taller than me that each shift causes vertigo. And for another, if I was going to shift in front of Chase, why couldn’t I have at least gone with the fairy?

“Why didn’t you tell me you were a chameleon?” Zoe gasps. “This whole time, you let me show off my magic, when you could do that?”

“She’s amazing, isn’t she?” Chase adds, and the way he’s looking at me makes my cheeks flush. 

“Whoa, that’s so much cooler!” Zoe cries, and I realize what’s happening a second before my giant bouncer hand grazes my long, silky beard. A beard made of very familiar red hair. 

“As if this day couldn’t get any worse.” I groan and cover my bouncer face with my bouncer hands, only to groan louder when my long beard grazes my bare arms. 

“But it can get a whole lot better,” Zoe says cheerfully.

The door chimes in agreement. 

I quickly uncover my eyes and shift back to my own body in my excitement. Because standing in the door is a brand new customer.

“Welcome to Jewels Cafe!” I greet him. Which of course reminds me that the last person I used that phrase on was... Minerva. Which makes me think of Julian again. Which makes my heart hurt. 

“Can I get an iced Mood Tea to go, please?” the troll asks after examining the menu. 

I take his credit card and try to let the fact that we have an actual paying customer cheer me up. It doesn’t work.

When I make the troll’s tea, it takes on a navy hue... blue, like the sadness I feel. 

I try to tell myself that everything will be fine, but I don’t really believe it. Even if I somehow manage to make Jewels Cafe a success, so what? Once Julian breaks the spell, how can we possibly still work together? Do we just go back to the way we were? 

Do I pretend like nothing happened? Watch him date Minerva? Marry her?

The troll’s drink turns a dark green with jealousy, and I drop it on the counter with a plop. It changes to clear the instant I let go, and the troll hesitates as he reaches for it. I’d be worried, too.

But the moment his large, hairy fingers touch the cup, it glows a happy pink. Guess the troll is having a particularly great day. Unlike me.

“I’ve missed Mood Tea so much!” Zoe squeals. “Can I have one too? I can pour it myself.” 

At my nod, she rounds the bar, grabs a clear plastic cup and follows my instructions. Her drink turns a magical silver, filled with excitement, and Zoe grins at me. Then she whispers her next words in my ear, so only I can hear, “And you have nothing to be jealous about, Amber. I’d never make a move on Chase!”

“That wasn’t why the tea turned green.” I sigh. “It’s... it’s complicated.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Zoe asks. “My coven meeting isn’t until six, so I still have some time.”

“Thanks, Zoe. But maybe another time?” I give her a genuine smile, because I really do appreciate the offer. Then I turn to the bunny shifter. “How about you, Chase? What will it be?”

“Surprise me.” He winks.

“Wouldn’t say that if I were you,” I tease. “You know I’d just make you something carrot flavored.”

The minute the words are out of my mouth I remember that with Chase, carrot has a whole other meaning. My cheeks instantly heat, but it’s only partially from embarrassment. I can’t help thinking about our heated kiss, and my thighs clench at the thought of a carrot ride. 

“Carrot flavored, huh?” Chase asks, his mind joining mine in the gutter, and I feel a wave of heat.

“You could always make a carrot frappe,” Zoe suggests, reminding us that we’re not alone. “Or a carrot-cino?” 

“Are those actual drinks?” Chase asks. 

“I made them up.” Zoe laughs. Her tea glows bright orange with curiosity and she asks, “How much do I owe you?”

“I should be asking you the same thing.” At her confused look, which is reflected in her dark gray tea, I add, “For the door?”

“Oh, Boss Man already paid for it.” Zoe grins and holds up her now pink drink. “But I accept drink tips. Especially when I can get half my coven to hold this drink for me before they realize it’s picking up on their mood.”

“Tell me how it goes?” I ask as Zoe heads for the door.

“Of course,” she says with a wave.

I turn to Chase. “I could probably figure out how to make a carrot-cino. If you want me to.”

It honestly sounds kind of disgusting to me, but since shifters inherit characteristics from their animals, Chase might actually like it.

“If it’s got caffeine, I’m in.” He grins, and I realize he’s waiting for me to make one.

“I haven’t got any carrots,” I say. I wait for Chase to make some joke filled with innuendo—I can think of several—but he doesn’t take the bait. 

“Then I’ll just take an Americano,” he says softly.

“Coming right up. When’s your birthday?”

“February 13th. Why?” 

“The day before Valentine’s Day?” I ask. Then I realize that Chase will be a distant memory by the time cupid’s holiday rolls around, and quickly rush to explain. “All the Jewels mugs have different colored stones on them, and I wanted to grab you one to match your birthstone. Amethyst.” 

“I didn’t know that was my birthstone,” Chase tells me as I grab the mug with a purple stone to make his coffee. “What’s yours? It’s not Amber, is it?”

I shake my head. “Amber’s not a birthstone. My birthday is May 27th, so it’s an emerald. But I always drink out of the amber mug.”

I hand Chase his Americano and put away his dirty mug just as the door chimes.

I look up, my mind immediately conjuring up images of Julian or Wes, but instead it’s another customer. 

I make the fairy a pumpkin spice latte, half afraid it’ll be spelled, too. But Julian only brought out the one spoon, not the whole jar, and he wouldn’t have put it back on the shelf if it was.

Still, I watch the fairy carefully as she takes the first sip. 

“This is great.” She smiles happily. That’s it. That’s the extent of her reaction. 

Then she makes eye contact with Chase on her way out and my heart nearly stops. And takes a few seconds to start again when absolutely nothing happens. 

After that, we get a steady stream of customers. When it becomes too much, Chase joins me behind the counter, and I give him a rundown of the cash register. He takes orders and hands me empty mugs while I prepare the drinks. And, oh boy, there are a lot of drinks. Because apparently now that the cursed pebble is gone, everyone and their grandmother wants to check out Jewels Cafe. 

Surprisingly, despite the sign out front, pumpkin spice is not our top seller. Most of our customers want iced drinks, since it’s surprisingly warm out, or drinks of the magical variety. They chat over cups of Kaye's Brews with foreign accents and watch their Story Tea in wonder as princesses rescue dragons and live happily ever after.

“One Mood Tea, extra sugar, for here,” Chase says, grabbing a glass. 

The drink turns a light purple as I rush to pass it to Chase. I smile at him happily, and Chase’s eyes darken.

“You sure you want me to take that, sweetheart?” he drawls, sending shivers down my spine.

The glass instantly turns a bright red in my hand. When I pass it to Chase, it maintains its aroused hue. Which is the worst possible timing when the line stretches practically to the door.

Chase and I both realize that fact as he passes the mug to the grinning customer and takes the next order. “Angel Coffee, heavy on the cloud!” 

“Got it!” I make a quick detour by the back room to make the cotton candy and grab a tray with a hook to hang it from. Chase pours the coffee, and I put the drink together with the cotton candy hanging over the mug. I hand it to the young girl who ordered it, and she watches in awe as it melts into the coffee.

Suddenly, I wish Julian was here to share this moment. And that he hadn’t done what he did. And that Wes would come back. And that Chase was here to stay. 

“You alright?” the bunny shifter asks, picking up on my mood even without the tea to give it away. 

“Fine.” I give him my best fake smile and return to making drinks. 

After that, late afternoon quickly turns into evening as we rush around, making drinks. When there’s finally a lull between customers and the cafe empties out, I worry about another cursed pebble. But then a man in a suit walks past the cafe, and I start to relax. 

“Thanks for helping out when it got busy,” I tell Chase. 

“Nowhere I'd rather be, sweetheart.” 

“Don't do that!”

“Do what? Make myself an Americano?” Chase looks up from the machine. 

“No. Say stuff like that.” I focus intently on the towel I'm using to wipe down the counter. “We shouldn't get attached. You know that.”

“Would it really be the worst thing in the world?” 

“Yes, it would.” I dump the towel in the sink and turn to face him. “Any moment now, Julian will be back with that spellbook and this...” I gesture between us. “This will be over.”

A lump forms in my throat, and I have to fight back tears. Every moment I spend with Chase feels so right. Too right. I don't know how I'll ever be able to let go. Spell or no spell. 

If I were holding a cup of Mood Tea, I bet it would turn a blue so dark the glass would shatter, right along with my heart. 

“Do chameleons have mates?” Chase suddenly asks. 

“No. We’re not like other shifters,” I tell him.

“Bunnies aren’t either,” Chase surprises me by saying. “I didn’t know we could have mates. Not until I met you.” 

“The spell.” My heart sinks.

Chase shrugs. “Back home if we like someone, we go about it the old-fashioned way...” he pauses for a few seconds while my brain cycles through every naughty interpretation, “we take them dancing.”

“Dancing?” I ask in surprise.

“There isn't much else to do in our community. We don't have televisions, or computers, or books...”

“You don't have books?” I gape at him.

“A lot of things are forbidden back home. It’s the main reason I left.”

“I’m sorry, Chase.” 

“It’s alright, sweetheart.” Chase smiles warmly. He looks like he’s going to say something else, but he stops himself. He regards me for several long seconds, and finally asks, “Do you like dancing?”

“What kind of dancing?” I ask as my mind suddenly conjures images of us doing the horizontal type. 

I become aware of how good Chase looks with his muscular arm resting casually on the counter. My eyes caress his large bicep and drift to his chest. I long to pull up the hem of his shirt and explore every one of his hard muscles.

“Definitely not the kind of dancing you’re thinking, sweetheart,” Chase whispers, his voice gruff but his tone teasing. “Did you forget what I said about my carrot?”

“What?” I ask breathlessly as heat travels down to my panties. 

“You don’t get my carrot until our second date.” Chase takes a step back, and my eyes widen in surprise. 

“Who says I'd let your carrot anywhere near me?” I demand. Though, who am I kidding? I want his carrot as much as I want the rest of him.

Chase gives me a cocky grin. “Go dancing with me? Tonight?”

“Tonight?”

“Or tomorrow. Or the next day. Whenever you’re free.”

“I don’t think...”

“Please, Amber? Give us a shot?” He takes my hands in his. “I don't need you to be my mate. I just want to spend time with you. Dance with you. Get to know you. The real you. See if we can make this work.”

“What about the spell?”

“Who cares about the spell?” Chase squeezes my hands tight, like he’s worried that if he lets go, I might disappear. “If it never happened, and we met here at the cafe, we would have still hit it off. I know we would have. Maybe not this fast, but—” 

“Even if we had... what if you change your mind once the spell’s gone?”

“I won’t,” Chase says resolutely. “Do you really think you can just forget me... forget this?” 

“Of course not! But what if...”

“No what ifs.” He cups my face with both hands. The cafe door chimes, signaling a customer, but all my attention is focused on Chase. “I’m sticking around, sweetheart. Spell or no spell.” 

“I am too,” a familiar voice adds, and my heart leaps.

“You’re back!” I spin around to face Wes. 

The bear shifter’s wearing the same outfit from before, but he somehow looks even better than I remember. His t-shirt stretches across his broad shoulders, emphasizing his muscular chest, and even his gray sweatpants somehow look sexy. 

“I’m so sorry I left, Ambear,” he says, his golden brown eyes locking on mine as he rounds the counter. 

He squeezes past Chase and towers over me, setting my broken heart racing. Because even though he’s here now, he still walked away. “You didn’t say goodbye, Wes.”

“I know, little bear.” His words are laced with regret. “I made a huge mistake. Could you ever forgive me?”

His eyes plead with mine, but it’s not that easy. Once the spell’s broken, Wes will find his true mate, and then there’ll be no room left in his life for me. 

“Why are you back, Wes?” I ask.

“I... I couldn’t stop thinking about you, Ambear. And I don’t know what will happen once Julian breaks the spell. But I want to spend whatever time we have left together.” He takes my hands in his. “Please, little bear?”
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Chapter 12
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JULIAN

I ruined everything! 

I slam the Book of Spells shut and drop it on the table with a thud. It’s no way to treat a library book. Especially not an ancient spellbook. I could get banned from Spell Library for mistreating books, and there’ll probably be a fine, but it doesn’t fucking matter.

Nothing matters. Because I ruined the one thing in life that did. 

Six years. That’s how long I’ve loved Amber. How long I’ve waited for her. Longed for her. 

Six years, and I ruined it all because I was afraid of losing her. 

Six fucking years.

I slam my forehead against the now closed spellbook. Maybe I want to get kicked out. I probably deserve it. But the librarian’s somewhere in the human portion of the library, while I’m alone in this dingy, warded basement that makes up the supe section. 

Which is why I slam my forehead against that book, again... and then once more for good measure.

Why? Why did I have to cast that spell? Why did I let my fear of losing Jewels Cafe get to me? Why did I think the worst possible outcome was having to sell to that developer? 

I was so terrified that Amber and I would go our separate ways. That we’d move to different cities, drift apart. That she’d meet some other guy, marry him, forget about me. That I’d never get to see her again. 

But now? Now things are so much worse. Because now, Amber hates me. And I deserve all the hate she has to give. Because I spelled her, and now there’s no going back. 

“Julian? Are you in here?” a familiar voice hisses from the other end of the supe section, and heels click against the hardwood floor. 

“Over here,” I whisper-shout. I have no idea how she found me. I guess it doesn’t really matter. 

I stare vacantly at the table. Dozens of spellbooks are spread out in front of me. Hard, leather spines. Old, yellowed pages. Generations of magic gathered and recorded in precious volumes. All useless. Absolutely, completely useless. 

“Are you alright?” Mini grabs the chair next to mine and turns to face me. “What happened?” 

“Of course I’m not alright,” I snap, even though none of this is Mini’s fault. “Where do I even begin?”

“How about the part where you crashed tonight’s coven meeting and demanded they break a mating bond?” Mini suggests.

“You heard about that?” I run a hand through my hair. “I thought you weren’t in the local coven?”

“I’m not. But a few girls from the academy are. They texted me as soon as it happened.” 

“It hasn’t even been an hour.” Probably less.

After Amber locked herself in her room, I’d gone straight to the library, but the spellbook I’d used to cast the spark didn’t have a reversal spell. So, of course, I’d panicked. Rushed straight into that coven meeting, begging them to undo my spell on Amber. 

“Does the whole fucking town know?” And how long before Amber finds out?

I grimace as my question echoes loudly through the empty room. 

Great. Now I’ve added shouting in the library to my list of crimes. I’m just lucky the supe section’s empty right now, and the wards prevent sounds from traveling to the human parts of the building. 

“They were worried about you, Julian.” Mini places a gentle hand on my arm. “They only texted me so I could make sure you were okay.”

“Well, I’m not okay. It was supposed to be a spark, Mini. A moment of attraction. I would never try to cast a mating spell!” 

“I know you wouldn’t.” Mini pats my arm the same way one of my sisters would. “Not that you could. Mating bonds aren’t witch magic. They’re shifter magic.” 

“That’s what the coven said. But explain that to Amber! Or Wes. Or Chase.” 

“She’s actually bonded to two shifters? I mean, that’s what I heard, and I saw two guys over at the cafe, but...”

“Well, it’s true. And she’s not just bonded to them, she’s also bonded to me.”

“What do you mean she’s bonded to you?” Mini gasps. 

Which just serves as a reminder of the terrible person that I am. Because I did this. I cast a spell on my best friend. On the only girl I’ve ever loved. And I did the one thing I swore I’d never do. I hurt her.

I’ll never forget the day she first pulled up at the academy. She climbed out of the passenger seat of that black sports car, a cup with a coffee bean logo in her hand. She’d looked cute. Adorable. Perfect. And even back then, I wanted her to be mine. My Coffee Bean.

Her cheeks were flushed pink, her blonde braid coming apart, random strands of hair sticking out every which way. Her school socks slid well below her knees in a way I found endearing. Her shoelaces were untied and her uniform shirt untucked, just like mine always were. I watched her open the car trunk and tug on something heavy. I was about to rush over to help, but a woman stepped out of the car and suddenly shifted into a large, muscular man. She easily hefted Bean’s suitcases, like they weighed nothing, and I swear it was the most awesome thing I’d ever seen. I’d wished my own mother was more like Bean’s, and I was sure she was the luckiest girl in the world. Until her mother started shouting, “If you could use your powers properly, then maybe I wouldn’t have to do everything for you!” 

Her words felt like a punch to the gut. Poor Bean forgot all about her coffee cup. She left it up there on top of that car and tried to hold back tears as she raced after her mother. And in that moment, I swore that I would never make her cry. That I’d always protect her.

Six years, I was there for her. Through everything. And in one moment, I managed to ruin it all. Six years of friendship. Six years of waiting for her to love me back. All gone.

“I have to go.” I jump to my feet. I have to find Amber. 

“Wait!” Mini jumps up too and grabs a handful of my shirt. “What do you mean Amber’s bonded to you? How is that even possible?”

“I don’t know. All I did was try to cast a stupid spark.” I unlock my phone and practically shove it in Mini’s face. “That’s the spell I recited. It was supposed to cause a moment of attraction. That’s all. But now those shifters are her mates. And I am, too.” 

“But how?” Mini stares at the spell.

“I don’t know. I was upset. I must have done something wrong.” I grab my phone and shove it in my pocket. “I have to get back. I have to tell Amber it can’t be undone.” 

“Of course it can be undone,” Mini cries. “Just reverse it!” 

“Don’t you think I would have if I could? Look at all these books, Min!” I gesture at the table. “I’ve gone through all of them. I asked the coven. Even you said it: a mating spell can’t be broken by witch magic.”

I thought there was a workaround. I begged the witches in the coven to find one. But they all said the same thing. That even the most powerful spellcaster in the world couldn’t break a mating spell. 

“Wait! It’s not witch magic,” Mini cries triumphantly. “But you’re a witch, and you cast it! Which means you should be able to reverse it, too.”

“Even if I could, I don’t know how. No one does. I’ve double and triple checked, but all these spellbooks say the same thing the coven did. That it can’t be undone.” 

“There has to be something!”

“There isn’t! Look, Mini, I need to get back to the cafe...” I need to tell Amber, before the witches who texted Mini decide to text Bean, too. I need to be there for her. After what I’ve done, it’s the least I can do.

“Go. I’ll keep looking,” Mini says resolutely. “It’ll all work out, Julian. I promise.” 

I know she’s wrong, but I give her a quick hug anyway. “You’re a good friend, Min.”

And with that, I break into a run. Yet another library misdemeanor to add to my long list.

I jog across the supe section, race through the main building, past the outraged librarian, and burst through the front door. I leave Spell Library behind, illuminating the dark street along with the evenly spaced streetlights.

I count them as I run. A stupid game Bean and I used to play on vacation away from the academy.

I reach twenty-three when Jewels Cafe comes into view, glowing like a beacon. I get closer, my heart pounding in my chest with a mix of fear and anticipation, but the sight that greets me makes me stop short. 

It’s not customers. Apparently even without the pebble, we still don’t have any.

But Chase is there, leaning casually against the counter. He has a Mood Tea in his hand that’s a bright and happy pink, and he smiles as he takes a sip. Wes is seated on a bar stool across from him, an Angel Coffee cloud slowly melting in front of him. But it’s not the presence of the two shifters that shocks me, it’s the fact that Bean is smiling at them.

Why isn’t she upset? Why isn’t she sobbing her eyes out? 

It’s almost like this whole afternoon never happened. Like I never cast that spell or ruined her life.

I watch Bean, and she laughs at something the guys say. That laugh isn’t fake. But how is she okay? Does this mean she’s not mad at me anymore? 

Before I can think it through, I throw the cafe door open and step inside.

The door chimes loudly above my head, alerting Bean to my presence, and she looks up with a welcoming smile. A smile that dies a quick death when she sees me.

It’s like a stab to the chest. 

The way she grows pale at the sight of me.

The way she looks horrified.

The way she clearly doesn’t want me here. 

What made me think she’d ever forgive what I’ve done to her? Or that she would ever love me as more than a friend? 

I can’t stay. I can’t watch her be with Wes and Chase knowing that she hates me. That she’ll never be mine. 
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Chapter 13
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AMBER

My eyes lock on Julian, waiting for him to tell me he’s here to break the spell. Waiting for him to tear me away from Chase and Wes. 

I can’t move. I can’t breathe. I feel like I’m going to throw up.

And then Julian suddenly turns away from me. 

Before I really understand what’s happening, he’s racing across the cafe, and then his footsteps are pounding up the stairs to our apartment. To get his spellbook? An ingredient? 

Then, all is silent. There’s no one in the cafe but Chase, Wes, and me. We haven’t had any customers in over an hour, and the guys are as frozen as I am.

What do we say at a time like this? When any minute now, Julian will be back to end our short-lived relationship the same way it began. With magic.

“Is this it?” Wes finally asks.

“Even if it is, we’ll make this work,” Chase argues.

He sounds so sure, but I can’t help the worries racing through my head. “What if—” 

“No what ifs, sweetheart.” Chase walks over and wraps his arms around me.

“Chase is right, little bear. We’ll find a way to stay together.” Wes reaches across the bar and takes my hand in his. “Spell or no spell.”

But I can’t stop thinking about how he left. Will he walk away once the bond is broken?

A crash rings from upstairs, and Julian’s footsteps thunder down the steps. Wes’s grip on my hand tightens, and Chase pulls me closer. 

Then Julian’s here, storming across the cafe, a suitcase in hand. He heads straight for the front door, and I barely have time to react when Chase is suddenly letting go of me.

The bunny shifter races around the bar and intercepts Julian at the front door. “What’s in the suitcase, man?”

“Clothes,” Julian snaps.

I tense and tighten my grip on Wes’s hand. He squeezes back and then lets go. 

“You’re not leaving,” the bear shifter says, grabbing Julian roughly by the shoulder. 

“Really, Bear? Remember what happened last time you did that?”

“I’m hoping you learned your lesson.” Wes scowls at him. 

“But better safe than sorry,” Chase adds, sidestepping away from the door.

It’s a good call, because Julian’s eyes are narrowed, and I can tell there’s a spell brewing on his lips. A spell that’s more than likely to break something.

“Juli?” I ask, not quite able to keep the hurt out of my voice. “Why do you have a suitcase?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Chase asks. “The coward’s trying to skip town.”

“Who are you calling a coward?” Julian drops the suitcase and launches himself at Chase. The bunny shifter stumbles, and Julian takes a swing at him.

“Juli, don’t!” I cry. Instinctively, I shift into Wes and lunge for him. 

Chase blocks his fist and when I grab his arm and try to pull him away, Julian rounds on me. He looks ready to strike, but then he takes one look at me and, even though I look like Wes, he somehow knows it’s me. 

“Bean,” he says softly, and all the fight seems to seep out of him. It seeps out of me, too.

I shift back to my own body, and when our eyes meet, it hits me all over again. How much I love him. How much I’ve always loved him. 

“This is for the best, Bean.” He gently caresses my cheek.

“For you, maybe,” Wes growls from behind me. 

“For Amber. I’m doing this for you, Bean.” Julian picks up his suitcase. “You’re better off without me.”

“That’s not your choice to make, Alistair Wade,” Wes snaps.

“You cast this spell,” Chase adds. “Once it’s broken, you need to stay and deal with the consequences.”

Julian opens his mouth to argue, but Wes doesn’t let him. He moves to stand in front of the door, and Chase moves next to him, presenting a united front. 

“Amber barely knows Wes and me,” Chase says softly. And even though it’s true, hearing him say it still hurts. Then he looks at me, and his voice turns gentle. “I’m hoping that will change... in time.”

“Me, too,” I whisper softly.

“But until then,” Chase turns back to Julian, “you can’t just abandon Amber to deal with this alone.”

“There’s nothing to deal with!” Julian snaps.

“How can you say that, Juli?” I walk up to him and barely restrain the urge to physically touch him. Like that will somehow keep him from leaving. “You cast a spell on me, and now you’re going to break it and just walk away?”

“I’m not going to break it, Bean!”

“You’re not even going to be here when it’s broken?” I can no longer keep the hurt back.

“Amber, I tried! I swear I did.” Julian runs a panicked hand through his hair. “I went to the coven and checked every spellbook. But once a mating bond is forged, no witch and no spell in the world can break it.”

“What do you mean?” I ask as I try to wrap my mind around what he’s saying.

“I mean the spell can’t be broken, not by me or anyone else.”

“It can’t?” Wes demands, and I don’t miss the hope reflected there. 

“Of course it can’t. You think you’d still be mates if I could somehow undo this?” Julian snaps.

His obvious hatred for Wes and Chase—and his desire to end what we share—hurts, but in the end, hope wins out. Because if he’s saying what I think he’s saying, maybe I can keep Chase and Wes... and one day, Julian, too. “So it’s permanent?” I whisper. 

“I’m so, so sorry, Bean. I screwed up.” The love of my life gently pushes me aside and tries to slip between Chase and Wes. “Let me through!” 

Chase steps to the side, but Wes crosses his arms in a perfect impersonation of the bouncer. Julian shoves him, but the bear doesn’t budge. 

“I said, move!” Julian shouts, shoving Wes again. “Come on, take a swing, asshole.” 

“I’m not going to fight you, Witch,” Wes says calmly, which only seems to enrage Julian more. 

“Then get out of my way,” he shouts. 

With a curt nod, Wes lets him through.

“Julian, wait,” I shout after him, and Wes immediately grabs him by the shirt collar and yanks him back into the cafe.

Except when Julian’s facing me, I don’t know what to say. Please don’t go. Don’t leave me. We can make this work.

It sounds so pathetic and so perfectly pointless. But I have to say something. We’re in this mess now because none of us could be honest. Because Julian cast a spell instead of telling Minerva he liked her. Because I should have told him how I felt and found a way to move on. 

“Julian, there’s something I need to tell you,” I say softly. 

He stops struggling with Wes and waits, watching me.

“Remember when I shifted the first time we met? The braces and the beard?”

“What braces and beard?” Chase asks.

“Not now.” Wes nudges him, and Chase goes quiet. 

“Julian, I... I did that because I liked you. But...” I swallow hard. “All I’ve ever wanted was for you to be happy.”

“What are you saying, Bean?” Julian takes a step forward, and Wes releases his shirt, letting him. My pulse spikes the way it always does when I’m around my best friend, but I ignore it. I’ve had years of practice, and if this is what it takes to keep Julian, then I’ll just have to continue doing it. 

“You don’t have to leave, Juli,” I say softly. “I get that the spell’s making you feel things for me. Things you don’t want to feel. And I’m sorry you couldn’t break it, but we don’t have to...” I swallow hard, because this is one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to say in my life. “We don’t have to be together just because we’re mates.”
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JULIAN

Her words hurt more than I ever thought words could.

It’s clear Amber doesn’t want to be with me, but then what did I expect? That she’d suddenly fall in love with me because of some stupid spell? Which apparently made her fall for Chase and Wes, but clearly not me?

Because I’ll always be her best friend Juli. Nothing more.

“I can’t stay, Bean. I’m sorry.” I shake my head, but when tears spring to her eyes, I almost give in. I’m hurting her by leaving. I know I am. But how do I stay and watch her be with two other guys? How do I stay when I love her and any hope of being with her is gone?

“Please, Juli?” Amber’s voice quivers, and I can’t take it. I step forward and wrap her in my arms. Her whisper is muffled against my chest, but her words are clear. “Please stay?”

“You can’t ask me to do that, Bean.” I tighten my arms around her. “You know I can never say no to you.”

“Then don’t. Stay! Be with Minerva if you have to, but—” Amber starts to cry, and my need to comfort her wars with my need to make sense of all this. 

“Why the hell would I be with Minerva, Bean?” I breathe against her hair.

Amber starts to cry harder, and the shifters leave their post by the door. Wes walks up to Amber and starts rubbing her back in slow circles while Chase presses a soft kiss to the back of her head. The fact that they can do that so casually, like she’s already theirs, sends a wave of jealousy coursing through me.

“Just because you don’t love me,” I snap, “doesn’t mean you can pawn me off on another girl.”

“What do you mean I don’t love you?” Amber shoves me away from her. “I’ve always loved you, just like you’ve always loved Minerva. So go. Tell her how you feel. She obviously likes you back.” 

“We’re just fucking friends!” I cry and instantly realize how that sounds. “No fucking involved. I swear. Hell, I’ve never even touched her. Or wanted to. She’s like a sister to me.”

“You don’t have to lie to spare my feelings, Juli.”

“You still don’t get it, do you?” I take a step forward. Chase and Wes do too, glaring at me, and we form a triangle around Bean. 

If I squint, I can see the faint orange outline of the spell, connecting us. And if that bond will always be there, it’s about time I was honest with Amber and told her how I really feel. 

“I love you, Amber,” I say the words slowly while I stare into her beautiful, tear-stained eyes. “I loved you when you used to trip over your shoelaces. I loved you when you kept shifting your braces on your head, and arms, and legs. I loved you all those times we stayed up doing homework together or studying for exams. I loved you when we graduated and decided to open Jewels Cafe. And I love you now, today, even while you’re mated to two other guys.”

“As a friend? That’s what you mean, right, Juli?”

“No! Not as a friend! I’m in love with you, Amber. I always have been.”

“No, you haven’t.” She shakes her head, beautiful locks of golden hair grazing Chase’s chest and Wes’s arm. I feel another wave of jealousy, of longing, and a small sliver of hope. 

“I love you,” I say softly as I stare straight into her eyes. It’s like a huge weight has been lifted off my chest until Amber shakes her head again.

“It’s just the spell talking, Julian,” she says. “The stupid spell.”

“Ambear...” Wes says softly, but I don’t need him coming to my defense. 

“I’m in love with you, Bean,” I repeat. “I have been for six years. And I can prove it.”

“Oh yeah? How?” Amber crosses her arms in front of her chest, and my heart swells. Because it’s one of the things I love about her, how she always stands up to me and never lets me get away with a thing. 

Luckily, this time, I have proof. 

I take out my phone while Amber, Chase, and Wes watch. I wish they weren’t here, but at the same time, they’re comforting Bean and keeping her from storming off. Wes is still rubbing her back, and Chase is holding her hand, their fingers threaded together in a way that makes me wish I were him. 

I try not to look at their linked hands as I punch in a number on speed dial. This is going to be my proof. Because there’s one person who’s always known how I’ve felt. One person who can confirm I love Amber and have loved her since the day we first met. 

The phone rings. 

Once.

Twice.

Then it clicks, signaling she picked up. 

“Mom! Tell Amber I love her!” I demand, skipping the hellos. I don’t have time for that now, not when I’m this close to convincing Amber I’m telling the truth. 

“Tell her yourself, Juli!” My brat of an older sister says by way of greeting.

I groan. “Put Mom on the line, Taylor!”

“Dude, you don't need Mom.” She snorts. “You need an intervention.” 

Wes chuckles. Chase, the asshole, grins. I glance at Amber, but she’s just quietly watching me. Waiting for proof. 

“Tay, seriously, put Mom on!” I snap. “This is important.” 

“Juli, seriously...” my sister mimics my voice in a way that makes me want to smother her. “Mom can’t do this for you.”

“I don’t need Mom to do this for me,” I shout as my grip on the phone tightens. “I need to talk to her. Just put her on the line! Please!”

“What's going on, Tay?” My sister Erin’s faint voice calls in the background.

“Juli doesn't have the balls to tell Amber he loves her, so he wants Mom to do it,” Taylor says, while I consider throwing the phone across the cafe, or drowning it in a pumpkin spice latte. If Mom wasn’t the only shred of proof I had, I just might.

“Gross! Don't talk about our brother’s balls!” Erin makes a gagging sound. “And put him on speaker. I wanna say hi!”

“I can hear you already.” I roll my eyes, but she doesn’t reply. Probably because Taylor talks right over me. 

“I wasn't referring to his actual balls,” she says, switching to speakerphone mid-sentence. “It was just a metaphor, Erin!”

“Whose metaphorical balls are you talking about?” my oldest sister, Kris, calls from a distance.

Because this is my life. And it’s never complete unless all three of my sisters are ganging up on me.

“No one's!” Taylor and Erin both cry at the same time. 

“Kris, can you call Mom?” I shout into the phone before Amber decides she wants nothing to do with me or my crazy family... never mind that it’s always been like this. Every holiday. Every summer vacation. Every single time Amber and I went home from the academy. It’s a wonder she didn’t ditch me after that first Thanksgiving.

“Is that Julian?” Mom suddenly calls, her voice faint but growing louder. “How many times have I told you girls not to pick up my cell phone?” she demands, switching me off speakerphone mid-sentence.

“Talk to you later, Juli!” Kris shouts.

“Tell Amber you love her,” Taylor adds.

“And don't mention balls,” Erin chimes in. 

Chase and Wes both snicker, but Amber’s lips don’t so much as twitch. 

“Julian? Why are you and your sisters talking about balls?” 

“We weren’t, Mom. Listen, I just need you to tell Amber I Iove her.”

“I can't do that for you, baby.”

“I don't want you to do it for me, Mom.” I let out a groan and resist the urge to rub my temples. “I told her myself, but she didn’t believe me.”

I look at Amber, and she stares back at me, her soft, pink lips parted and her eyes wide. 

“Have you tried flowers and chocolates?” Mom asks. 

“What?”

“Did you buy the girl flowers and chocolates?”

“No, but...” 

“Have you tried taking her to a nice restaurant?” 

“No, but...”

“Well, where were you when you told her?” 

“Here at the cafe! Why does it—” 

“There's your first mistake,” Mom cries triumphantly. 

“She’s not wrong.” Wes shrugs. 

“Is there someone else with you, Son?”

“No one important.” I shoot Wes a glare. “Mom, just please—” 

“Listen, sweetie, if you’re going to wait six years to tell a girl you love her, you need to make a grand gesture.”

“Has he really loved me for six years?” Amber gasps.

“Is that you, Amber, sweetie? I'm sorry my son screwed this up. I swear I raised him better than this!” 

“Mom, please!”

“Don’t you ‘Mom’ me. You could have at least bought the girl some flowers! You be sure to do that for her birthday. And your anniversary. And when you two make me some grandbabies.”

“Mom!” This time I nearly do toss the phone at the wall as heat seeps up all the way to my ears. The way Chase and Wes both cover their mouths as they try to hold back laughter only makes the whole thing ten times worse.

But then I look at Amber, and she doesn’t look horrified. Instead, she’s staring at me in wonder. “Have you really loved me for six years?” she whispers.

I nod. 

“From the day he first laid eyes on you at the academy,” Mom adds, since she can’t see my nod. 

“You mean it?” Amber asks. 

“Of course she means it,” I cry.

“Should have gone with flowers and chocolates.” Chase grins.

“And a fancy restaurant,” Wes chimes in. 

“Who’s that there with you, sweetie?” Mom asks. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?”

“Chase Rowan Oak, ma’am,” the bunny shifter says. 

“And Wesley Berrett,” the bear shifter adds.

I groan.

“I have to go, okay, Mom?”

“Okay, honey. I love you!”

“Love you too, Mom.” I quickly switch off the phone. The guys grin at my embarrassment, but Amber gives me a look I can’t quite decipher. Like maybe Mom’s right, and I did screw all this up. “I’m sorry I didn’t take you to a nice restaurant, Bean. And I’m sorry I didn’t buy you chocolates or flowers...”

“I don’t care about any of that, Juli!” Amber launches herself at me and throws her arms around my neck.

Her curves meld perfectly against my chest. She fits like she was custom made for me, but then, every hug between us feels this way. This right. This perfect. Every single time for the last six years. Only today, there’s the chance that it could be something more.

I pull back so I can look at her. Really look at her. Without holding back. Without hiding how I feel.

Then, ever so slowly, I reach out and thread my fingers through her hair. “Do you love me, Bean?” 

“Of course I do,” she says, and there’s no hesitation.

Still, I take it slow. Let my eyes caress her lips. Watch her tremble. 

This is her chance to pull away. To stop this. But she doesn’t.

I’m acutely aware of Wes and Chase watching us, but neither of them interferes. And Amber doesn’t pay any attention to the shifters. Right now, she only has eyes for me. 

Her heated gaze makes my heart race and my blood boil. When I start to lean down, she gasps. 

And then, I can’t take it anymore. Because I’ve spent years waiting. Years yearning for her, needing her, loving her. And I’m done waiting. 

“You’re mine,” I groan and crush my lips against hers.
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AMBER

Kissing Julian is like everything I’ve ever dreamed of... doused in lighter fluid and set on fire. One touch of his lips, and every part of me ignites in flames. 

He tightens his grip on my hair and tilts my head up, positioning my lips beneath his. I feel completely at his mercy. And when he claims my mouth, over and over again, all I can do is grab fistfuls of his shirt and hold on for dear life. 

I don’t even realize he let go of my hair until his hands are on my shoulders. Then, he’s tugging my dress straps down... while a second pair of hands is yanking those same straps right back up.

“Not here,” Wes orders, pulling me away from Julian. He wraps an arm around my waist, and I let out a whimper of need when my back hits his muscular chest.

Julian’s pupils dilate, and he steps forward, eyes locking on my dress like he plans to rip it off. I tremble as he starts to reach for me, but Chase intercepts him and moves to stand between us.

“As much as I like a public display...” He runs a finger down my arm, and tingles shoot down my spine. “Wes is right. This isn’t the time... or the place.”

It takes me several seconds before realization dawns. We’re at Jewels Cafe. We’re standing right by the door, where literally anyone could see. We’re practically in public, and yet I was perfectly willing to strip off my clothes and do the chameleon only knows what with Julian, while Chase, Wes, and anyone else who happened to pass by watched.

My cheeks flame, and I shift into that stupid bouncer again, then the angel from the shoe store, and finally the troll who ordered the Mood Tea. Julian watches me with unbridled desire the whole time, and, come to think of it, so do Chase and Wes.

“How can you look at me like that, when I look like this?” I gesture at my temporary troll self.

“Because it’s still you,” Chase tells me.

Wes nods in agreement. 

“I don’t know how it’s possible,” Julian adds, “but ever since you drank that latte, I can still see you. Even when you shift, underneath it all, it’s you, Bean.” 

“Really?” My eyes widen as all three guys nod. “So when I shifted into Minerva before?”

“Of course. What did you think? I’d never look at her like that.”

“Oh, Juli.” I shift back to my own body and throw myself at him. One kiss, and I’m tugging at his shirt, but Wes pulls me away.

“Lock the door,” the bear shifter orders and starts steering me toward the back room.

It doesn’t take much convincing on his part. My heart’s already pounding in anticipation, and it lurches when the lock clicks. 

Chase and Julian’s footsteps follow us to the back, and then all three guys are suddenly right there, taking up all the space in the small room. Crowding me. Towering over me. Making it hard to breathe.

Their eyes burn with desire, making my nipples tighten and wetness pool between my legs. I squirm under their watchful gaze, and my mind starts to race. I want them, but I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know if I can satisfy any one of them, let alone all three. 

Butterflies take flight in my belly, and my chameleon magic comes to life. Before I know it, I start to shift. But at least this time I turn into a fairy, and not something traumatizing, like Minerva. 

“We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready,” Julian says softly while I struggle to get my magic under control. 

“We could all go out to dinner instead,” Wes adds.

“Or go dancing,” Chase suggests. 

“Whatever you want, Bean,” Julian finishes, and the three guys stare at me, waiting.

But even though I’m so nervous I can barely stop myself from trembling, I want this. Them. And seeing the three of them like this, getting along and presenting a united front, makes me want them all the more. 

“I’m definitely ready,” I say as I finally, finally, shift back to my own body.

Three sets of eyes hood with desire, and they all step forward as one.

Which is when fairy wings suddenly sprout out of my belly. 

The guys all jump back, barely avoiding my wings, and I gasp. Not only do I have wings, but they’re hairy. Covered in Wes’s short, brown curls that I sincerely hope match the hair on his head and not the hair on his pubes. 

I groan in mortification and try to cover my face, but of course my new stomach wings get in the way. Making me wish the earth would just open up and swallow me whole. 

“Hey, Bean. Remember the time you pushed me off that toboggan?” Julian suddenly asks.

“I didn’t push you. You fell.” The response is automatic, part of an argument we’ve had dozens of times, maybe hundreds. 

“It was during our first winter break from the academy,” Julian explains for the shifters’ benefit. “And she did push me.”

“Did not!”

“Did too.” Julian smirks. “But she made me hot cocoa, so I forgave her.”

“It wasn’t very good.” I pout. “It was all powdery, and I didn’t add any sugar or salt.” 

“It was perfect.” Julian smiles softly at me. “Just like you.”

I realize my hairy wings are gone when Wes takes my hands in his. “Why are you nervous, little bear? Do you want us to give you space?”

“Please don’t,” I whisper, and he gives my hands a gentle squeeze before letting go. 

“Wait, you shift because you’re nervous?” Chase asks me. “I thought it was because you wanted my carrot.”

He winks, startling a laugh out of me, and I know I owe them all an explanation. Especially when I’m telling them I’m ready one second and spouting wings the next.

“It’s all just a bit... overwhelming,” I say softly. My chameleon magic doesn’t react, but that just means there’s nothing stopping my next admission. “I’ve never done this before.”

“You’re a virgin?” Chase asks.

“Or you haven’t been with more than one guy at the same time?” Wes suggests. Which would be the more reasonable explanation than a twenty-one-year-old virgin.

Unfortunately, the virgin part is true, and they’ll find out eventually, so might as well just tell them. “I haven’t been with anyone before.”

“I haven’t either.”

All three of us turn to look at Julian.

“What about the girls you dated?” My eyes widen.

“They were just dates.” Julian shrugs. “There’s never been anyone else. I was waiting for you.”

My eyes widen, and I throw my arms around his neck as he leans down and pulls me in for a fiery kiss. My body ignites, and I kiss him back, wanting more. Needing more.

“Not here.” Wes suddenly yanks Julian away.

“What? Why?” I let out a moan.

“What the hell, man?” Julian demands as he tries to catch his breath. “There’s no windows. Door’s locked. No one’s going to interrupt us. What’s your problem?”

“You don’t have to be here, Wes,” I add, but at his hurt look, quickly explain. “If it bothers you to watch me kiss Julian, we could... take turns? Or take it slow? Wait until you’re ready?”

“I’m definitely ready,” Wes growls. “But you’re not.”

“Yes, I am.” I gesture at my belly. “See? No wings. I’m definitely ready.”

Because now that I’ve admitted it’s my first time, I no longer feel this pressure to know what I’m doing. I can just enjoy this... or I was going to, if Wes hadn’t stopped us. 

“This is your first time, little bear,” he says gently. “Even if you’re ready, your body isn’t. I want to make sure we take it slow. And we’re definitely not going to take you in the storage room.”

“There’s a bed upstairs,” I quickly blurt out.

“Then what are we waiting for?” Chase grabs my hand and pulls me past Wes before the bear shifter changes his mind. 

When we get upstairs, Chase pulls me into the living room, spins me around and brushes his lips against mine.

“Slow...” he breathes. “I’m going to make you work for that carrot.”

I snort. “I thought I had to wait until the second date.” 

“I could be persuaded to make an exception.”

“What kind of persuasion did you have in mind?” I get up on tiptoe and meet him halfway. Chase gives me another leisurely kiss, but when I try to deepen it, he resists. I try again, but when all he does is pull back, I feel a wave of frustration. Frustration I plan to take out on Wes the first chance I get. It’s his fault Chase won’t let me slip my tongue into his mouth, even if he does let out the sexiest groan when I lick his lips.

“We don’t have to take it this slow,” I complain when he pulls back and steps away.

I glance at Julian, but he just stands there, watching us.

Finally, I turn to Wes. “Kiss me.”

“Not yet.” The bear shifter smirks as he crosses the distance between us. He hooks one large finger beneath my right dress strap and tugs. “May I?”

I nod, and he starts to slide the strap slowly down my shoulder. Too slowly, until I’m squirming and wishing he’d get a move on.

“I think your first time should be with Julian,” he says as he runs the back of his finger down my arm.

“It should?” I gasp, and Julian makes a strangled sound.

“Yes, it should,” Wes says firmly, “but Chase and I are going to get you warmed up first.”

His words send waves of heat coursing through me, and my breath catches in my throat. I imagine all the ways he and Chase could warm me up and tremble as Wes tugs on my other dress strap. 

I’m so busy watching him undress me that he takes me completely by surprise when he suddenly captures my lips in a slow, passionate kiss. 

I moan as his tongue slips into my mouth in a soft caress while my dress skims every inch of me on its way to the floor. I feel the pink fabric pool at my feet, leaving me standing in the middle of the room in my thin, nearly see-through purple bra and matching panties.

“So beautiful,” Julian whispers, trailing soft kisses down my back.

“I want to see all of you,” Chase adds, tugging me away from Wes. 

I tremble as his eyes roam over my body. He trails one finger down my collarbone, past my front bra clasp, and down my belly until he reaches the waistband of my panties. My inner muscles clench in anticipation, but he stops and gives my left nipple a soft squeeze through my bra instead. 

“More,” I beg. 

Chase obliges by leaning down and planting a soft kiss just below my belly button. My abs tighten and my inner muscles contract in response, but he steps away. It looks like when Wes said slow, Chase took it to heart. 

With a groan of frustration, I march up to the bear shifter and grab the hem of his shirt. When I tug it up, he lifts his arms obligingly, helping me remove it. He lets me run my hands all over his body and glide my fingers across his huge biceps, his solid pecs, and his hard, six-pack abs. When I start to tug down his sweatpants, Wes stops me.

“Let us focus on you first,” he says, grabbing my shoulders and turning me to face Chase and Julian.

I reach for the bunny shifter, who’s closer, intent on undressing him, but Wes grabs my arms and pins them behind my back. 

“Be patient, little bear,” he whispers as he trails soft kisses down my neck.

I try to turn my head so I can at least feel his lips against mine, but he moves just out of reach. 

“Juli?” I beg on a moan as Wes finds a sensitive spot just behind my ear.

“You still plan to call me Juli? While I do this?” he demands as he advances on me. Then, his lips are suddenly on my nipple, sucking it through my bra.

I feel completely exposed with my arms pinned behind my back, but that somehow only heightens my need. I cry out as my best friend takes full advantage. Pleasure shoots down to my core, and I whimper and arch my back, silently begging him to keep going. 

“You like when I do this?” He smirks against my nipple.

“Oh, yes. How are you so good at this, Julian?” I make sure to say his full name this time, even though I can barely think.

“Because I’ve imagined doing this a hundred times. Scratch that, a thousand. I’ve sucked on your nipples in my dreams so many times that I’m a pro.”

He proceeds to demonstrate that expertise, nipping, sucking, and tugging until I’m a writhing mess. Knowing that it’s Julian who’s touching me like this magnifies each jolt of pleasure, and having Wes hold me in place while Chase watches only heightens it. 

When Julian abandons my wet nipples and moves lower, kissing my belly, I forget to breathe. Wetness pools between my thighs, and I push my hips forward, but my best friend doesn’t give me what I want. Not even close.

I protest as he starts trailing soft kisses back up, past my breasts, toward my neck. I squeeze my thighs together to get some relief, and when that doesn’t work, I try to grind my ass against the bear shifter. He merely steps back, but keeps my arms pinned in place, leaving me a whimpering, needy mess. 

“Wes, Julian, please,” I beg as my best friend sucks on my neck, sending tingles shooting down my spine.

“Patience, Ambear,” Wes says, leaving Julian to torture me. 

Then, my eyes land on Chase. 

The bunny shifter’s watching us with such fierce longing that I know he wants exactly the same thing I do. More. 

“Chase, please?” I beg.

“Can I help you with something, sweetheart?” he teases. “Another kiss? Maybe this?” He moves closer and trails a finger along the waistband on my panties. “Or this?” he falls to his knees in front of me.

I gasp.

Julian moves to my side, giving Chase more room as he trails gentle kisses down my shoulder, but my eyes stay locked on Chase.

“Spread your legs, sweetheart,” he says, his words making me blush all the way down to my toes. “Let me make you feel good.”

He gently nudges my legs apart and pushes my panties to the side, leaving me feeling completely exposed. I throb with need and tremble in anticipation as he leans closer, until his lips are so close I can almost feel them. 

“Chase, please,” I beg as his breath caresses my folds. 

“Be gentle with her,” Wes adds. His concern makes me feel cared for and safe, but oh so frustrated. Because the last thing I want is gentle. 

“I was going to be rough,” Chase echoes my thoughts, his every word sending hot puffs of air against my slit, “but if you insist, how’s this?”

He gives me one agonizingly slow, intimate lick. I tremble against his tongue, whimper at each new sensation.

“Yes. More. Please,” I beg, pushing my hips forward, needing more.

For a second, I think Wes is finally going to end this torture and let go of my arms, but he just transfers his grip to his left hand and cups my breast with his right. I arch into his touch, then moan as Julian starts to suck on my neck. 

“Again?” Chase asks.

“Yes!” I cry out as he gives me another agonizingly slow lick. “More!”

“Wes said I had to be gentle,” Chase tells me.

“Not that gentle,” I beg.

“Are you sure?” 

“Chase!”

I nearly scream when he covers my pussy with his lips. Every lick sends waves of heat coursing through me. Every gentle tug on my nipples from Wes only adds fuel to the flame. And as I get closer and closer to release, Julian kisses me, swallowing my whimpers and moans with his lips. 

The pleasure builds, and then it’s suddenly all too much. I buck and scream into Julian’s mouth as my body grows taut and convulses against Chase’s. My pussy contracts, and I come, over and over again, while Chase manages to wring every last ounce of please out of me. 

My legs start to sag, but Wes holds me in place. I keep whimpering long after Chase pulls my panties back into place and stares up at me with a triumphant glint in his eyes and his cock straining against his jeans. 

“My turn.” Wes suddenly lets go of my arms and spins me around.

He covers my mouth with his in a warm, wet kiss and grabs my ass, lifting me off the ground. Instinctively, I wrap my legs around his hips and sag against him as he starts to carry me across the living room.

The bear shifter’s huge bulge rubs against my sensitive folds through our clothes with every step, sending aftershocks of pleasure down to my core. I assume he’s taking us to the bedroom, and my pussy tightens in anticipation while I focus on his mouth.

Wes somehow manages to kiss me like he’s devouring me and treasuring me, all at the same time. When my back hits the wall, and he intentionally grinds his hard bulge against my core, I shudder and shift my hips so I can rub that aching part of myself against him. 

“Wes, please,” I beg against his lips. “Please.”

“Not yet, Ambear. We’re going to take it real slow,” he says, but the way he’s breathing hard and fast tells me he’s just as affected by this as I am. 

“Slow, huh?” I give his neck a hard suck and grind against him.

Wes groans, but his resolve doesn’t weaken. “I’m going to make sure you’re good and ready before I let Julian have you.”

His words fill me with need.

“I’m ready, Wes. I want this. You. All of you.” I look past him, at Julian, whose eyes burn with desire. Then at Chase, who licks his lips as if still tasting me, and the sight makes my core clench. 

I grind my hips harder against Wes, and we both groan. For a second, I think he’ll waver, but then he rests his forehead against mine. “Not yet, Ambear. Soon. But not yet.”

And with that, he pushes my panties aside and slides his thumb roughly against my clit. 
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Chapter 16
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AMBER

Wes makes me come. Twice.

He makes me scream, beg, plead, and finally sag against his chest in a sated, limp mess. 

I’m barely conscious when he steps away from the wall. He carries me to the bedroom and lowers me gently on the bed. Not in the middle, because the bed is so huge it stretches across the whole room, but off to the side near the door. 

Chase and Julian follow us, but this time, I’m not the least bit self-conscious as all three of them stare at me. I stretch out on the soft mattress with a sultry smile, arch my back, and beckon them to join me. 

“She’s all yours, man.” Wes slaps Julian on the shoulder. The two of them exchange an indecipherable look, one I can’t begin to understand, and Julian’s lips curve up in a slight smile.

He nods at Wes and then climbs onto the bed next to me. He starts to lean on one elbow so he can look at me, but the mattress is too soft for him to maintain his balance. Julian tips and starts to fall on top of me. He manages to right himself, but when Wes and Chase climb onto the bed to join us, it shifts again, tossing Julian onto his back. 

“What’s this mattress made of?” Chase asks.

Wes grunts.

I giggle. “Magic.” 

I’ve gotten pretty used to my mattress since we moved here, so I let it sag around me and conform to my body in a soft, pillowy hug before I try to move. Then I lean over Julian and plant a soft kiss on his lips. 

I still can’t believe I get to do this. That I get to be with my best friend and my two hot, sweet, caring shifter mates. 

“I’ve dreamed of this moment for six years,” Julian says softly against my lips.

“I have too,” I whisper back against his. “You don’t mind that it’s like this? With all four of us?”

“No, Bean. This... it feels right.” 

“It feels perfect,” I whisper back as I take in my three guys. Guys who made me come without taking anything in return. 

“You’ve got nothing to be nervous about, Bean,” Julian says softly. He reaches for me, and his hand trembles as he tucks an errant strand of hair behind my ear. 

“I’m not nervous,” I tell him, and it’s true. All I feel is anticipation, and I have a pretty good feeling that Julian’s the one who’s nervous. Because while my three guys made sure I was ready, no one did the same for Julian.

Slowly, I reach forward and pull his shirt over his head. We’ve gone swimming together dozens of times, and I’ve accidentally shifted into him once, so I know what to expect. This is just the first time I get to look at him without feeling guilty. And without worrying that I’ll get caught. 

I let my eyes caress every inch of his skin until I get my fill. As I run my hands up and down his chest, the bed shifts behind me and large fingers splay across my belly.

The bear shifter slides his hand up and unclasps my bra while I explore the hard ridges and rippled muscles that make up Julian’s chest. When I reach his happy trail and start following it down to the waistband of his jeans, Wes cups my breast and tugs on my earlobe with his teeth. 

I moan and try to focus on my exploration of Julian. When I unbutton his jeans, his breath catches audibly in his throat. With a satisfied grin, I slide the zipper down, but Julian suddenly slips a hand into my panties, catching me completely off guard.

I arch up as he slides his fingers between my folds, and I forget all about undressing him. 

“You’re so wet,” he groans.

I try to raise my hips up off the bed to give him better access, only to sink further into the stupid, soft mattress.

“We’re going to need to get you a new bed,” Wes mutters against my ear.

“Agreed,” Chase says, even though he’s comfortably lounging on it as he watches us.

“No argument from me,” Julian says as he draws a circle around my clit in a slow exploration. 

I moan, and he repeats the same motion again. 

“I want to make you feel good, Bean.” 

“Everything you do feels good.” I tremble beneath his touch. 

I still can’t believe we’re doing this. That it’s Julian’s hand between my thighs. That he’s touching me, and I get to touch him. Which reminds me of exactly what I was doing before he distracted me.

I reach out and give Julian’s jeans a tug. When that doesn’t produce results, I slip my hand inside them and wrap it around his cock. Julian lets out a hiss, and I gasp when his erection pulses in my hand. I try to give him a stroke, to feel more of his hot, velvety smoothness against my palm, but his jeans get in the way.

“That feels so fucking amazing.” Julian groans, and his hand slips out of my panties. I moan at the loss, but Wes quickly takes his place.

I pump my hips against the bear shifter's large hand while Chase watches me, his eyes filled with desire. 

Then, Julian tugs his jeans and boxers off in one fell swoop. His cock springs free, long and hard, and I run my hand up and down his length as I marvel at the feel of it. 

“Are you ready for Julian to make love to you?” Wes asks, making me gasp. 

Before I can respond, he slips one large finger inside me, and I cry out in surprise. “Oh, hell yes.”

With a triumphant grin that’s completely familiar, and yet utterly foreign, Julian pulls down my panties. Wes pumps his finger in and out of me the whole time and only slips it out when Julian positions himself between my legs. 

By then I’m filled with need and dripping with desire.

“Condom,” Wes orders.

Julian’s cheeks flush, but he quickly recites the protection spell his parents forced him and his sisters to memorize at dinner on our first winter break back from the academy. Mortifying then, but pretty useful now.

“Are you sure about this, Amber?” Julian asks once the spell is cast. 

I nod, then gasp as he nudges his cock against my entrance and slowly starts to slide inside me.

“Am I hurting you?”

“No. It feels good.” I whimper and try to raise my hips to take in more of him, but it doesn’t work. “We really need a new bed.”

Julian chuckles. Then, with one sure thrust, he fills me completely.

I yelp, more out of surprise than because of the sting, but my guys all crowd me, their faces filled with worry. Wes covers my lips with his in a slow, sensual kiss, and Chase slides closer, making the mattress shift beneath us. It repositions my hips, burying Julian to the hilt, and a jolt of pleasure shoots straight to my core. 

I moan against Wes’s lips and try to move my hips again, but Julian grabs them and forces me to stay still. Chase latches onto my nipple at the same time, adding to the pleasure. And when Julian starts to rub my clit, I cry out against Wes’s lips. 

“Does it still hurt, little bear?” he asks softly. 

“Should I stop?” Julian adds, his voice strained, his finger still on my clit.

“I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt. It feels good.” 

“Are you sure?” Wes stares at me intently, and when I nod, he gives me a quick kiss. 

“How’s this?” Julian slides out slowly and then surges inside me.

“Gently,” Wes warns while I gasp. 

“More,” I beg. “It feels so good, Julian.”

My best friend doesn't need any further encouragement. He pounds into me, hard and fast, but this time, the sting is completely gone. All I feel is pure, unadulterated pleasure, and I cry out as the pressure starts to build, taking me closer and closer to the edge. 

“Slow,” Wes orders.

“Fast,” I argue on a moan. “Julian, please.” 

“How’s this?” Julian slides out and then thrusts back inside me, hitting exactly the right spot.

“Yes, just like that.” I grab his hips and urge him to move faster. “Juli, please.” 

“How long are you going to call me Juli?” He slides out and slams back inside me, trapping me against the mattress. “Say my name, Bean,” he orders, sliding back out.

“If you want me to stop calling you Juli,” I gasp as his hard cock fills me again and again, each stroke more pleasurable than the last, “then stop calling me Bean.”

“But I like calling you Bean.” Julian smirks down at me. 

“And I like calling you Juli,” I fire back.

“And I... oh, hell, Amber.” Julian groans, fucking me faster and harder. 

Then I’m suddenly close. So close I feel desperate. I moan and beg and plead until Wes captures my lips, muffling the sound while my best friend fucks me. 

Then suddenly Chase is there, running his hands up and down my body, caressing me, loving me. And his touch is all it takes. 

I shatter around Julian's cock, and a second later Julian roars as he comes right along with me. Stars explode behind my eyes as his cock pulses inside me with his release. Wes swallows my scream, my whimpers, my contented sigh. 

My head falls back against the pillowy mattress, and I smile up at Julian. 

“That was amazing.” He leans down and we share a long, leisurely kiss. Then he pulls away, and I notice the way Chase is watching us with heat in his eyes. I have to shift my hips as I reach up to kiss him, and to my complete surprise, Julian grows hard inside me. 

I moan as he sends pleasure surging through me with one slow stroke, but the sound mingles with a loud, melodious chime that carries up to our apartment.

“Is that the doorbell?” Julian asks.

“I don’t know.” I moan and grab his hips to try and force him to move again.

The chime repeats. 

“Definitely the doorbell,” Julian decides as he thrusts in and out, sending new waves of pleasure coursing through me. 

“Just ignore it,” I beg. 

“Oh, I plan to.” Julian smirks as he pumps his cock in and out of me. Guess bunnies aren’t the only ones who can keep going, and going, and going. 

“They’ll take the hint and go away,” Wes agrees, his words barely registering past my burning desire. 

But whoever it is doesn’t take the hint. 

The doorbell chimes, over and over. Julian and I try to ignore it, to focus on the sensations growing between us as we both get closer and closer to falling over the edge. That is until a familiar voice booms through the apartment. Loudly. Too loudly. Amplified by a spell that seems to work a little too well. 

I cringe and cover my ears, but it’s not enough to block out the one voice I wish I’d never heard.

“Julian, can you hear me? It’s Mini! You have to open this door! I found what you were looking for. I know how to break your mating bond!” 
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Chapter 17
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AMBER

Julian stops mid-thrust as Minerva’s Voice of Nightmares echoes through the bedroom. 

“This isn’t happening,” I groan and cover my ears. Like that will somehow change the fact that Minerva Montgomery just managed to insert herself into the most intimate, most perfect, moment of my life. 

Then her words finally start to penetrate my hazy, sex-filled brain. She knows how to break our mating bond. How to tear us apart. 

“She can’t,” Julian bellows, though his words are barely audible past the ringing in my ears. Stupid witch and her stupid amplification spell. “Our bond can’t be broken. Don’t you think I tried?”

Because to him, our bond isn’t what the four of us just shared. It’s that stupid spell. And if Minerva’s right, will he pounce on the opportunity to break it? 

I fight back tears as I stare up at my best friend, my lover, the man currently buried deep inside me, crushing me against the too-soft mattress. I hold my breath, waiting for him to take it back. To tell me that he wants this, wants us, spell or no spell. And even if Minerva’s right, it wouldn’t change things.

A second passes.

Two.

“Did you hear me, Julian?” Minerva shouts, her words practically making the walls shake. “I figured out how to break the spell!” 

“No!” Julian shakes his head. “It’s impossible. I asked the coven, and I checked every spellbook!”

I turn to Wes, silently begging for him to say something, but the bear shifter is too busy covering his ears and staring at the door. The door that leads downstairs to whatever Minerva found. 

I take in the hard set of the bear shifter’s jaw and his pained grimace, and start to panic. What if he leaves again? What if the spell breaks and he decides to walk away?

I twist my head to look at Chase, who swore he’d stay, spell or no spell. But Chase doesn’t say that now. He’s covering his ears and staring at the door like he’s forgotten all about me.

My heart plummets.

My lungs constrict.

I suddenly feel like I can’t breathe.

Because what if our relationship is over before it even started? What if they really were only with me because of the spell? And now that it can be broken, they no longer have a reason to stay?

“Julian?” Minerva’s shriek booms across the room so loudly I swear the walls shake. “Julian, wake up!”

“As if anyone could sleep through that,” Chase hollers, because we’d be lucky if we don’t lose our hearing after this. “Can somebody please make her stop?”

“Julian, come down here! I need to show you this!”

“Enough!” Wes roars and clambers out of bed. The soft mattress shifts beneath my hips, making Julian shift inside me. His pelvis rubs against my clit, and the unexpected jolt of pleasure is quickly dampened by Minerva’s shouts for Julian to wake up.

“What’s wrong with her?” Chase cries, rolling off the mattress and rushing off after Wes without a backward glance. 

My hips shift again, and Julian groans, but I ignore the pleasurable sensation coursing through me. How could Wes and Chase just leave like that? Without sparing me a single glance? 

Then, Julian pulls out and climbs out of bed like the intimacy never happened. Feeling totally exposed, I tug the comforter up to my chin to hide my nudity while Julian pulls his jeans over his hips. 

He doesn’t even look at me. 

He doesn’t say a word. 

He just turns around and rushes out of the room to his stupid Minerva Montgomery. 

It’s like the entire night never even happened. Like we didn’t just make love. Like Wes didn’t make me come against the wall. Like Chase never had his mouth on the most intimate part of me.

I close my eyes as tears start to flow down my cheeks. 

How could Julian leave like our first time didn’t even matter? And how could Chase and Wes just abandon me without a backward glance? If I wasn’t still sore and Julian hadn’t left his boxers hanging halfway off the bed, I might think I imagined the whole thing. 

“Bean?” The mattress shifts, and Julian’s suddenly there, wrapping me in his arms, holding me. “What’s wrong?”

He’s not shouting anymore, and I realize the ringing in my ears has subsided. Not that it matters.

“You left.” You all left. Without a backwards glance. 

“I went to get your dress.” Julian pulls back slightly and holds the pink cloth up with a sheepish smile. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m here.” He reaches forward and wipes away my tears. “I’d never just leave after what we shared. I love you, Amber.”

“I love you, too.” And maybe once upon a time, before I met my two shifters, that would have been enough. But now, knowing that they left to find a way to break the spell threatens to tear me apart. 

“And Mini’s wrong about the spell. We’ll go down there, prove that it won’t work, and then she’ll leave, okay?”

His words give me hope, but they don’t change the fact that my shifters ran out of here the first chance they got. It also doesn’t change the fact that Julian could be wrong and Minerva could be right. “What if she can break the spell?”

“Do you really think a witch like Mini knows better than an entire coven?” Julian shakes his head. “Come on.”

He pulls me to my feet, his eyes never once straying from my naked form while I quickly get dressed. My cheeks flush at his attention, but then I’m following him out of the room, every step feeling like it’s taking me closer and closer toward my own execution. 

We barely make it to the door before we hear Minerva’s shouts.

“Let me through. I need to talk to him!”

“He’s busy,” Chase’s bellow echoes upstairs. “Why don’t you come back in the morning?”

“This can’t wait until morning!” Minerva shrieks. “Don’t you understand? What happened to you can be undone. I can set you free!”

I suddenly feel like I might throw up. Because her words make it sound like everything we just shared was some sort of trap, instead of the most magical experience of my life.

I struggle to fight back tears and suddenly shift into the troll. But if that means I won’t give the witch the satisfaction of seeing me cry, I’ll take it. 

“Julian!” Minerva cries as he reaches the bottom of the stairs. Then she sees me, and her panicked look is quickly replaced by a smirk. “Interesting look you’ve got there...”

“What are you doing here, Minerva?” I scowl at her, which is a lot more formidable now that I’m a troll. 

“I’m here to help Julian, obvi!” she gushes. 

“Julian doesn’t need your help,” I snap, glaring at her, and shift back to my own body. “None of us do.”

“Amber’s right,” Wes says, and my eyes snap to him in surprise. Because instead of demanding she give him the reversal spell, my bear shifter says, “You should leave.”

“But don’t you want to see what I found?” she asks, though she’s looking straight at Julian. 

I wait for him to tell her to get lost, too, but his gaze is glued to the ancient-looking text in her hands. “What did you find?” 

“A way to break your bond.” She smiles and leafs through the book. “After you left the library, I kept searching through spellbooks—”

“She was at the library with you?” I demand, glaring at Julian. 

“Oh, I was.” Minerva smiles triumphantly. “And I kept thinking about something you told me, Julian... about how the mating spell couldn’t be broken by witch magic.” 

“Which it can’t,” Julian agrees. 

“Well, you’re right, of course.” Minerva gives him another one of her innocent smiles, and I brace myself for what’s about to come. “But you see, it can be broken by shifter magic.” 

She holds up her book, and when none of us reach for it, she thrusts it in Julian’s face. He stares at it blankly for several seconds, and she jabs her perfectly manicured finger at a passage. His eyes snap to it, and his lips part in surprise. 

“See?” Minerva cries triumphantly. “It can be broken!”

“What does it say?” Wes grabs the book away from Julian. He skims the page and shakes his head. “No. Not in a million years.” 

Chase yanks the book out of Wes’s hands next and quickly reads it over. “Definitely not happening.”

The way they all react makes me wonder what it takes to break a mating bond. Animal sacrifice? Having to drink our own urine? Being forced to spend an hour in the same room as Minerva?

“Julian? You’ll do it, right?” the witch pleads.

He shakes his head. “The guys are right. We’re not going to do that.”

“What do you mean ‘you’re not going to do that’?” Minerva shrieks.

And yet, the whole time, no one tells me anything. No one offers to let me see the book. No one explains.

I shift into the troll again and take it from Chase. My troll eyes laser in on the page in front of me, and I gape at what Minerva found. “This is how we break our bond?”

“Yes.” Minerva’s eyes fill with renewed hope, and her tone turns sugary sweet. “All you have to do is say the words, Amber. It’s easy. Just tell Julian you reject him and it will all be over.”

“No.” I shake my head. “I would never do that.” 

“You have to!” Minerva cries. “Think about it. He suddenly wants to be with you? And two complete strangers show up and he’s perfectly fine sharing? And he’s not even jealous? Does that sound normal to you?”

The way she puts it, it really doesn’t. Could such hot, sweet, perfect men really, truly want me? And be willing to share? Or is rejecting them the only way I’ll ever know for sure if they’d stay by choice and not because of some spell? 

“Mini, I think you should leave,” Julian snaps. 

“That’s just the spell talking,” Minerva cries. “You don’t actually want to be with her.” 

“Of course I do.” Julian wraps an arm around my shoulder and pulls me into his side. “I’ve loved Amber since the day we met.”

“No, you haven’t!” Minerva’s face starts turning a shade of red very close to her hair. “If you loved her, then why didn’t you ever ask her out? Why weren’t you two dating? Think about it, Julian. The spell is twisting your memories. Making you think things that aren’t true.”

“But it is true,” I say before Minerva can somehow make me doubt this, too. Because there’s no way the spell affected Julian’s mother, and she confirmed it. Which means the witch is just trying to get in my head.

“Prove it!” she shrieks. “Break the spell. Reject Julian.”

“It won’t change anything, Mini.” My best friend rubs my arm as he holds me close. 

“Yes, it will.” Minerva’s eyes grow wild. “You don’t belong with her, you belong with me.”

“I would never be with you.” Julian pulls me even closer. “You’re like a sister to me, Min.”

I’ve never seen Minerva be anything other than sugary sweet or completely cruel, but at Julian’s words, her face falls. “But I moved here to be with you,” she cries.

“You did what?” I ask, caught completely by surprise.

“You think I like making desserts that I can’t even eat? You think I enjoy waking up at four in the morning to bake? Being stuck in front of those hot ovens? Standing on my feet all day? Living out here in this stupid small town?” Her eyes turn wild. “I spend everything I earn on spells. Anti-blister, anti-eye bag, anti-frizz, anti-stain, anti-sweat! Do you know how awful my life has been?”

“Then why would you open a bakery?” Chase frowns at her, while all I want to do is shout that pretty, picture-perfect Minerva is absolutely and completely fake. And wish we’d put cameras inside the cafe so I could post video proof all over social media.

“To stay close to Julian! It was just for a few weeks. Until your stupid cafe went out of business.” 

“We’re not going out of business,” I snap.

“Yes. You are. No one’s going to come to your cafe. Just give up!”

My eyes narrow on her, but Chase voices my accusation. “Did you cast the Travel Spell?” he demands, and Minerva’s eyes widen.

“Was that what it was? A Travel Spell?” Julian demands, and I realize that after everything that happened today, we never got to tell him. Not that the type of spell matters. What matters is who’s responsible. 

“You left the pebble, didn’t you?” I cry. “You sabotaged us!” 

Wes moves to stand protectively by my side, and Minerva takes a panicked step back. I know without her ever having to admit it that it’s true. Apparently, so does Julian. 

“How could you do this to us, Mini? To me? Our parents are friends! We’ve known each other for our whole lives. You were like a sister to me.”

“But I did this for you!” she cries. “You don’t want to run some stupid cafe. You made a mistake, but I convinced that developer that Silver Springs is the perfect place to put up some hotels. Now you can sell at a profit and move back home, and—”

“You need to leave,” Julian says, his voice cold. 

“No, please,” Minerva begs as he steers her out of the cafe. “Julian, please, I did this for you!”

“No, you didn’t.” Julian snaps once she’s on the other side of the threshold. “And let me be clear. If you ever do anything else to sabotage our cafe, I will tell everyone what you did. All the other shopkeepers on our street. Your parents. Your little sister. You’ll never be able to show your face here, or back home, ever again. And if you try, I will make your life a living hell.” 

Minerva turns ghostly pale, and I don’t blame her. I’ve never seen Julian this mad, not once in the six years I’ve known him. Not even the time he didn’t make it on the Witchhikers team at the academy because one of the guys purposely tripped him. 

His eyes burn daggers at Minerva until she turns and runs. But not before she bends down and digs a new glowing pebble out of the dirt. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Chase mutters when Minerva takes the Travel Spell with her and races across the street. 

“I’m so sorry, Amber.” Julian pulls me into his arms. “This is all my fault.”

“How is it your fault? You didn’t make her leave those cursed pebbles.”

“No. But I should have listened to you. I should have seen this coming.” 

“What matters is she’s gone now.” Chase slaps him on the shoulder. 

“And it’s not like this reversal spell would actually work.” I stare down at the book Minerva left behind. “How could saying ‘I reject y—’”

“Amber, don’t!” Wes shouts and grabs the book away from me.

“You don’t actually believe this, do you? It can’t be that simple.”

“But it is.” Wes tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear and tosses the book down on the table. “Not the words themselves. But if you reject your mate and truly mean it, then yes, it would work.” 

“And you knew? This whole time you knew how to break the spell and you didn’t tell us?”

“Not the spell, little bear. The mating bond. And I’m starting to think they’re not the same thing.”

“What do you mean?” Julian frowns. 

“Why would the spell pick us? And not everyone Amber saw today?” Wes asks.

“Because I cast a spark, and like always, my spell went terribly wrong?” Julian asks. “Why, what are you thinking?”

“That maybe your spell turned into something like a Mate Magnet. It drew us together and forged the bond, but only because we were already right for each other.”

“You really think so?” I ask hopefully.

“I do.” Wes nods. “A mating bond just enhances what we already feel. It can’t change who we are, or make us like someone who isn’t right for us. Mating bonds only form between people who are meant to be.” 

“But then why is rejecting your mate even a thing?”

“Many reasons.” Wes shrugs. “Like, when a new bear comes into an existing mate group and upsets the balance. Maybe the group already has kids, and he won’t accept them. Or their lifestyles clash, and they all want completely different things. And I’ve seen bears pick their freedom over their mates. You always have a choice, Ambear, but none of that applies to us. We’re good together.” Wes smiles softly at me, and my heart stutters. 

He stares at me with his heart in his eyes and I wish, more than anything, that what he was saying was true. But if it was...

“Why did you leave? If you really believed we were good together, why did you jump at the chance to break it?”

“I didn’t,” Wes denies, but I know that isn’t true.

“It was my first time, Wes. And you couldn’t get away from me fast enough.” 

“I’m so sorry, little bear,” Wes wraps me in his arms and pulls me tight against his chest. “I swear that wasn’t why I left.” 

“It wasn’t why I left, either,” Chase pulls us both into a hug and plants a soft kiss on my head. 

“Then why?” I cry against Wes’s chest.

“We were just trying to make her stop,” he says softly. 

“Stop what?”

“Her shouting. Chase and I are shifters.”

Chase gives the top of my head another kiss. “We can’t handle loud noises, sweetheart. We were only trying to make her go away.” 

“So you didn’t leave because you wanted to break the spell?” I step back and look at them. To look at the way Wes’s eyes soften as they meet mine. The way Chase smiles as he looks at me. And the way Julian no longer hides his feelings for me.

“We didn’t mean to hurt you, sweetheart,” Chase says.

“And we would never leave, little bear,” Wes adds.

“Even if I rejected you?” I glance at the book.

“Even then. Though I really hope you don’t.”

“I won’t.” I smile softly at him.

“Good. Remember back at the shoe store, when I asked you if you believed in love at first sight?”

I nod, my breath catching in my throat.

“Well, I do. Because I love you, Ambear. And I hope that one day, you could love me, too.”

“Of course I love you.” I throw myself at Wes and marvel at the fact that this sexy, strong, kind, loving bear shifter is all mine. 

We pour our heart and soul into our next kiss. It brings tears to my eyes and sends warmth coursing through my entire body. I kiss him harder, and Wes groans against my lips. 

“Not here, remember?” Chase chuckles as he gently pulls me out of the bear shifter’s arms. “You see that table?”

It takes me a second before I finally focus on where he’s pointing. It’s the same spot I sat in when Julian surprised me with the pumpkin spice latte sign. And it’s where Chase was sitting the moment we first met.

“I fell in love with you right over there,” my bunny shifter says, making my heart thump. “I wasn’t planning on telling you so soon. I didn’t want to rush you. But I love you, Amber. And every moment I spend with you, I only love you more.”

“And I love you, too,” I cry.

Chase’s eyes light up, and he covers my lips with his. I kiss him back with all the love I feel for him, but within seconds our sweet kiss turns hot. Next thing I know, I’m tugging his shirt up, and my bunny shifter starts to raise my dress. 

“Not here.” Julian pulls me away from him and covers my lips with his.

He doesn’t say anything; he just kisses me, but then I don’t need him to. I already know Julian loves me, and I love him.

When Wes pulls us apart, we’re both panting, and my heart’s thundering in my chest. I glance out the window to make sure no one’s watching, but then I realize I want to be seen. Not naked, obviously, but standing here with my three handsome mates. 

“I can’t wait to tell Julian’s mom about this,” Chase says.

“About what?” Julian suddenly looks worried. 

“That we didn’t take her advice.” Chase starts to laugh. “No flowers. No chocolates. No restaurant. And we all told Amber we love her in the middle of Jewels Cafe.”

“And it was perfect,” I tell him honestly. “Absolutely perfect.” 

“It was.” Julian smiles softly at me. “But you know I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Which is why...” Wes pulls me into him and stares down at me with an intensity that makes my breath catch. “You’ll have to let us take you out to dinner tomorrow and tell you we love you.”

“Okay,” I whisper breathlessly. 

“And you’ll let us buy you flowers and chocolates.” Julian moves closer, until I can practically feel the heat emanating off his body, and my pulse spikes. “Lots of flowers and chocolates.”

“If you insist,” I tease, but I’m already breathing hard. 

“And then...” Chase moves to my other side, trapping me, surrounding me, making me feel warm and loved and oh so turned on. “Then, you’ll let us take you dancing.” 

I nod, and my three hot, sweet, perfect mates pull me into their arms.

***
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IT WOULD MEAN THE WORLD to me if you could take a second to leave a review. Reviews help other readers find my books and keep me motivated to continue writing.

Click here to read a bonus Amber epilogue.  

If you’d like to chat with me, drop by my Facebook Group. 
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Sapphire by Eva Delaney
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I ONLY DATE FOR TWO reasons—blood and ice cream. 

After all, I’m an immortal vampire. I don’t want to stick around to watch my lovers die.

What I do want is delicious treats, but when an errant love spell hits, I fall madly in love with three of my man-snacks:

	A wolf shifter who’s an Instagram model.

	A Pegasus shifter who shifts when he sneezes.

	Bob.


Now, stupid feelings start screwing up my quest for free food.

To make matters worse, I can’t avoid these men. I need their help to stop an old nemesis from turning everyone in Silver Springs into vampires... and worst of all, tainting all the ice cream. And did I mention trying to kill me and my men?

Can I save my lovers and the town? And are these new men worth the risk to my heart?

Sapphire is a paranormal reverse harem novel. It’s part of the Jewels Cafe shared universe.

Click here to read this quirky, fun romance today.
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Chapter 1
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I STARED DOWN THE WOLF in Jewels Cafe. He curled his lips to show his sharp glinting teeth.

He could be so melodramatic. “We’re staying here, Wim.”

He growled.

“Yes, for the third time this week!”

Wim stood up on his hind legs, resting his big hairy front paws on my shoulders and bared his teeth in my face.

So, I did the one thing I could when a wolf threatened me.

I bopped his nose.

Wim blinked, surprised.

“Sapphire,” a woman called from the cafe’s counter.

I turned my head. Amber, who owned the cafe, raised an eyebrow and pushed a seventy-four-ounce cup across the counter. “Sixty-seven shots of espresso, twenty-eight pumps of caramel syrup, a white mocha, a regular mocha, foam, and extra-extra-extra whipped cream. Wim, here’s your small glass of water.”

My drink had everything. Well, almost everything. “Does your blood type change when you shift into someone else?” I asked the chameleon shifter.

“You’ll never find out.”

“So coy,” I said as I stepped away from Wim.

I grabbed the cup in both hands and headed for my usual table in the back corner. Wim shifted back to his human form and plopped down across from me with his tiny cup.

“You promised we’d go dancing,” he said.

“Yes, but this place has coffee,” I said.

He sighed. “I know you’re undead, but that drink might kill you.”

“I have seen empires rise like the slow, bright dawn and crumble to dust like a cookie in a clenched fist. I am as ancient as the foundations of the earth itself. This won’t hurt me.”

“You’re fifty-three, Sapphire. You were turned two decades ago.”

I glared at him across the wobbly cafe table as I sipped my drink through a reusable straw. At twenty-eight, Wim had reached full hotness. Men in their early twenties were awkward still, but Wim was just right. His black hair fell to his shoulders in perfect waves. His dark eyes glinted with a mischievous, predatory light that sent a pleasant shiver down my spine.

“Do you even need coffee?” he said.

“I was never a night person.”

“I mean, does caffeine have any effect on vampires?”

“You know damn well it doesn’t, Wolfie!” Coffee, alcohol, and everything fun had no effect on vampires—at least not on vampires of my lineage. That didn’t stop me from trying.

“What if someone takes cocaine and you suck their blood?” he said.

He was rubbing it in now, probably because I called him Wolfie and he hated the nickname. So, I pulled out my phone and unlocked it, swiping through profile after profile of normal men, right where he could see.

He leaned toward me, resting his forearms on the table. I glanced at his tattoos of nighttime forests and wolves. Something about them made me want to stroke his arm.

“Is that your dating app?” he said.

I grunted.

“Who are you going to feed off and abandon tonight?”

“None of your business.”

“Why don’t you spend the night with me, Fire?”

“You know why...you won’t let me suck on your neck. Besides, I’m ancient, an unending fixed point in time.”

“And that means...”

I glanced up at him. “I’ll watch you die. You and anyone else I hang out with.”

Wim drummed his nails on the table; perfectly manicured nails, the one thing about him that wasn’t rough or wild. “You could turn anyone you love.”

“Then I’d be stuck with them forever,” I said. “That’s worse.”

Wim grinned, and I grinned back like two conspirators about to burn something down; in this case, love.

“Settling down is living death,” he said.

“Like you know anything about death.”

He shrugged. “I know a cage when I see one, and marriage—that’s a cage.”

“I can’t believe it. You’re right for the first time ever.”

The bells hanging on the cafe door jingled and in walked a handsome man with eyes as blue as a sunny day and a face perfect for sitting on.

Wim caught me watching him. “Is that your date—I mean meal—for the night?”

I grunted.

“He’s so...normal. Look, he’s even wearing a jeans jacket like a Canadian in a beer commercial.”

I flicked my hands at Wim. “You’re just jealous. Unless you’re going to feed me, get out of here.”

I looked over the new man—my Tinder date/meal. With clear blue eyes, he was pretty in a boy-next-door way that he hadn’t lost despite being in his mid-twenties. He was too handsome to spend an eternity with. I’d fuck him and we’d break up and then keep running into each other and hate-fucking and doing the “will they or won’t they” thing for a thousand fucking years. No damn way.

“I bet his name is something basic like Mark or Rob,” Wim said.

He always made fun of my man-snacks, even though he wasn’t willing to be one. So, I hit back. “Is Horsey still waiting for me outside? Go tell him to stay there unless he wants to be dinner.”

Wim rolled his eyes as he pushed up from the table. “I’m not scaring off your other boyfriend.”

“Why not? You’re jealous of Mumford.”

Wim bared his fangs at me and I bared mine back.

“Sapphire?” Bob, the jeans jacket man, said.

I snapped my mouth shut and glared at Wim. “I’m going, I’m going,” he said. “Don’t bite your tongue off.”

“Don’t piss on a fire hydrant.”

Wim gave me the finger as he walked away. I smirked. Good. I loved it when Wolfie was pissed off.

Bob looked from Wim to me with his brows furrowed.

I put on my best fake smile. “Hi, Bob, take a seat.”

Will Sapphire and Bob hit it off? Will Sapphire and Wim ever hook up? What’s with Horsey waiting outside? 

Click here to find out! 
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