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        Blast Off with us into the Magic and Mayhem Universe!

      

        

      
        I’m Robyn Peterman, the creator of the Magic and Mayhem Series and I’d like to invite you to my Magic and Mayhem Universe.

      

        

      
        What is the Magic and Mayhem Universe, you may ask?

      

        

      
        Well, let me explain…

      

        

      
        It’s basically authorized fan fiction written by some amazing authors that I stalked and blackmailed! KIDDING! I was lucky and blessed to have some brilliant authors say yes! They have written brand new stories using my world and some of my characters. And let me tell you… the results are hilarious!

      

        

      
        So here it is! Blast off with us into the hilarious Magic and Mayhem Universe. Side splitting books by fantabulous authors! Check out each and every one. You will laugh your way to a magical HEA!

      

        

      
        For all the stories, go to magicandmayhemuniverse.com. Grab your copy today!
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        What happens when the ultimate Shifter Whisperer can’t solve a simple shifting problem?

      

        

      
        Being a Shifter Whisper is the life Hildy chose to devote her witch power to, but it hasn’t worked out like she’d hoped.

      

        

      
        Her sexy bear mate? Gone. Chuck’s committed to someone else in way she would never ask him to ignore.

      

        

      
        Her Prada wardrobe? That’s gone too. Donated and sacrificed by order of Gaia. You don’t need much to live in a cave, but wearing a blanket every day is a real low point.

      

        

      
        Her sense of humor? Totally gone. Her life is too sucktastic to laugh about the death of all her dreams.

      

        

      
        Why is she now back in the crazy shifter town of Assjacket and living in a creepy, run-down house that belongs in a horror movie? Because Gaia wants her there to solve a problem. Shifters are turning into nightmare versions of their animals.

      

        

      
        And if she fails to find the answer? According to the Baba Yaga, the Goddess Morgana, and Gaia, every shifter in the world will be doomed.

      

        

      
        There’s a whole lot of shiftin’ going on, but none of it is normal.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      When he roused long enough to realize it was someone knocking that woke him, Chuck reluctantly pulled on pants and hustled to the door of his rented cottage. He hoped it was Hildy not letting him sleep in this morning. Sometimes she came early and brought honey muffins. The love of his life wasn’t a very good cook, but she was quite the baker.

      A smile lit his face when he saw it actually was Hildy. But why was she frowning at him? And why was her thumb pointing down? He tilted his head to the side, trying to figure it out.

      “Hi, babe. Does your thumb have a cramp in it?”

      “No. It means to look down,” the witch of his dreams ordered flatly.

      Chuck instantly obeyed because he always wanted to make Hildy happy. He bent closer when he saw three small wrapped bundles inside a huge basket.

      His gaze came back to hers, and he got a peculiar feeling in his gut. This strange situation did not make him happy, but a man—or a bear—would never turn his back out of fear. Chuck would face all his problems head-on, especially if they concerned his witch.

      “I don’t understand. How can you have babies, Hildy? I thought we were waiting until we could mate properly and be together forever. Did you have one of those Ejaculate Misconceptions people are always talking about?”

      Hildy held out a note to the very sexy but sometimes stupid bear that she now had to forget existed. Goddess, she hoped she could forget him.

      She made sure not to touch Chuck as he slipped the folded paper from her fingers.

      “The proper term for what you’re thinking about is Immaculate Conception… and no, it didn’t happen to me. Just read the note, Chuck. It explains everything. Surely a shifter with two academic degrees can’t mistake what it says no matter how much trouble he has with his common sense.”

      “This note?” Chuck asked, holding it up but still not understanding the paper she’d given him. He always found it difficult to think before he’d had breakfast. He crumpled the paper in his fingers, looked down at the babies, and then back up to see Hildy walking away.

      How could any woman leave her babies?

      “Hildy—wait! You’re leaving your babies. Where are you going?”

      “They’re not my children. As for where I’m going, I’m leaving to study with Gaia like I should have done when I first got to Assley, West Virginia—emphasis on the ass. The Jezibaba, Zenos, and Emeritus all told me I needed to complete my training before I got too entrenched here. Gaia kept sending messengers to remind me, but still, I refused to commit, and all because I didn’t want to leave you. Well, now I’m finally leaving, Chuck. Living in a cave holds more appeal than staying here and watching you raise bear cubs that aren’t mine.”

      “Leaving for your training I get, but I don’t understand the rest. You’re my mate. We belong together.”

      Hildy stopped walking and turned back to glare. “I’m not your mate and the proof of that is in the basket at your stupid bear feet.” She glanced a final time at the babies. “I checked them over as much as I knew how to do. They’re all healthy and should do fine if you feed and take care of them. Goodbye, Chuck. Good luck with your cubs.”

      “My cubs?” Chuck wanted to chase after Hildy and find out why she was so mad, but the bundles started wiggling and complaining. Heartsick about his future mate leaving, he lifted the basket and inspected the blanket-wrapped little ones.

      They looked completely human to him, but then most shifters did until they were at least nine or ten. For bears, puberty hit hard after that age, and a bear shifter grew to a full adult within a few short years. His adolescence had taken less than two years, but he’d been really, really motivated by the woman walking away from him.

      “Babies come from love. If I’d made babies with someone, I think I would have known it,” Chuck grumbled to himself, thinking of his celibate existence. He looked at the path through the woods and at Hildy’s stiff back. Surely his future mate didn’t think the babies were his, did she?

      Chuck set the basket gently back down on his step and finally opened the note Hildy had given him.

      Dear Chuck the Bear,

      I’ll never forget the week we spent together and now neither will you. Congratulations. You’re the father of triplets. I never want to see any of you again. Kill them or keep them. I don’t care. I have more important things to do in my life than raise your cubs.

      Your ex-girlfriend,

      Issy

      PS. I had the babies delivered by courier to your local healer to see if they needed to be treated for fleas. I had no idea and figured she would.

      Chuck scratched his head. Outside of his puberty, when adolescent bears took to the wild in all ways, he didn’t think he’d lost biological control of himself since. Once he’d mastered switching between his bear form and his human one, there’d been only one female on his mind.

      Once he’d figured his heart out, he’d gone to claim Hildy only to find she was in the middle of her Baba Yaga test. Worse still, he’d gotten bear-napped by a competing witch. After Hildy saved him and gave up being Baba Yaga to become a healer, Chuck had thought he and Hildy had a real chance. But a still deeply conflicted Hildy had continued to refuse him for nearly a year now. What would happen to their relationship if she left town completely?

      “I don’t know anything about cubs. What am I supposed to do with you?” Chuck mused aloud as he studied the bundles in the basket.

      There was a bear way to find out if they were his though. He wished he’d thought of it before Hildy went stomping off mad through the woods on her way back to town.

      He shifted into a bear and reached down into the basket to randomly lift one of the babies and bring it closer to his keen nose. One sniff was all it took. Chuck couldn’t explain their existence but instantly knew the wiggling bundles were part of his family.

      Though he couldn’t recall being with their mother, bear rules were bear rules. He could never send babies away that smelled like they did.

      Chuck very carefully replaced the one he’d sniffed back into the basket. Then he shifted back to human and carried them all into his house.
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      One very long year, nine horrid months, and four frustrating days later…

      

      Hildy shook her head and continued making the poultice. “I can’t help right now. My training’s not over. Ask me again in three months.”

      Carol brushed a spider-web off her bare shoulder and shuddered at the dinginess everywhere. Oil lanterns scattered around had turned the ceiling black. Every surface in the cave was covered with dirt. The magic fire in the hearth and the small bubbling cauldron hanging over it were the only pleasant things about the space.

      In her role as witch protectress, Carol had faced off oozing demons and foul-smelling trolls as well as many other unsavory and stinky creatures. None of them compared with the one she was facing now.

      Her once pristine and uber fashion-conscious friend was today dressed in an old and dirty blanket with a hole cut out for her head. She’d bet her best wand that Hildy had a closet full of expensive size six designer clothes stashed somewhere. No way would she have given them up.

      Carol crossed her arms and glared. Had Gaia’s training turned Hildy into this filthy blanket wearing crone?

      “Goddess, this cave is a worse place than the prison where I incarcerate magicals. At least the prison has some natural light coming into the cells.”

      She heard Hildy laughing at her comments, which meant she’d indeed spoken her thoughts aloud, but the laughter wasn’t friendly or amused. It was just mean sounding.

      In less than two years, her best friend in the world had turned into a shriveled-up, miserable version of the carefree and loving woman she used to be. And Hildy’s hair… Goddess, no words even came to mind. She was not going to mention the condition of Hildy’s hair. That might be a tipping point.

      Carol dropped her Baba Yaga arrogance and showed her long-time friend and witch sister her true feelings—a risk she couldn’t take very often. Being Baba Yaga required she not show favor to anyone, but Hildy was like a sister to her. She was also the only being on Earth who was worth eating humble pie in order to help.

      “Talk to me, Hildy. You look mad enough to turn a dragon into a fish again. If Thane weren’t already dead, I’d be wondering if he’d returned. What’s got your hot pants—I mean, blanket—so twisted out of shape? Please tell me you’re just grouchy from not getting any bear nookie.”

      Hildy ignored Carol’s ranting inquisition but their bickering did remind her of better times in her life. “Maybe I grew up while I was doing this training. Life changes a person, Carol. You’ve changed too.”

      “Not as much as you have—and not in the same way. Your miserable attitude blows,” Carol argued.

      Hildy shrugged off Carol’s concerns. “Everything important is fine. In three months, Gaia will bestow the rest of my healing powers. After that, I’ll do some scrying to see where I should go to set up shop. It’s been a long and dirty two years, but I’ve managed to survive it. I can’t say it was enjoyable, but I learned a lot.”

      Carol pointed a finger at Hildy. “Ha! I call bullshit on the surviving story. You’re living in a creepy place and refuse to admit it. I bet you leave here with post-traumatic stress because you spend so much time alone.”

      Hildy rolled her eyes. “Trust me—I get plenty of company. Zenos and the Jezibaba stop by now and again. The cats come to visit me every week. They insist on keeping me updated about the latest gossip in Assley, West Virginia—major emphasis on the ass part.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Those three cats have their nosy whiskers stuck in everything,” Carol muttered under breath.

      “I hear Dee-Dee, the deer shifter, is updating the booths in the diner. And I hear Roger the rabbit is talking about getting a therapy degree and hanging out a shingle. I also hear the werewolf turf wars are calming down now that Mac has stepped up and declared himself the shifter king.”

      “Yes, but did you hear Mac went to Australia and came back with a young kangaroo buck in tow? Speculations are that he had a wild fling and brought home his love child. I think he rescued the kid. Whatever the case, the bugger is the cutest little joey you’ve ever seen and he loves to cook.”

      “Sounds like everyone’s getting a family. Good for them,” Hildy muttered.

      Carol heard the pain in Hildy’s voice but pushed away her empathy. It wouldn’t do Hildy any good to keep feeling sorry for herself. “And don’t sneer about Roger’s kind-hearted ambitions. The rabbit’s trying out his counseling skills to help with the current shifter problem going on in Assley. He must be okay because he’s keeping the more severely affected shifters from jumping off a cliff.”

      “I’m sorry but I can’t imagine someone as perverted as Roger counseling people. Get real, Carol.”

      “I’m being very real… and you know I call’em as I see’em. That’s why I’m here.” Carol dusted the front of her clothes hoping to scare the spiders away. Every creature in the cave was listening to their conversation. “There’s a whole lot of shifting going on in Assley and none of it is normal. Everyone is turning into horror movie versions of their inner animal.”

      “Chuck majored in chemistry. Has he tested the water? Though you might want to get a second opinion since he tends to forget things.” Hildy glared back when Carol glared at her question. “Don’t give me that look. It’s a legitimate query. He’s smart as hell, but sometimes that bear can’t find his own pants.”

      Carol huffed. “Of course Chuck tested the water, and his findings were just fine. This is some other kind of problem, Hildy.”

      Hildy shook her head. “Yes, it is. It’s a Baba Yaga kind of problem. I’m just a shifter healer.”

      “Don’t make me zap your ass. I can do it remotely now.”

      “Okay, Baba Stump-The-Yaga, then here’s my opinion of the matter. Under this blanket, I’m as tattooed as any druid. The Earth speaks to me now, and it’s declining responsibility. The problem sounds like a wacky transfiguration spell to me. And since the issue has nothing to do with Gaia or the Earth ergo the half-ass shifting problem is officially not mine to solve.”

      “You were their healer before you left them, Hildy. And I thought you intended to live in Podunkville to be close to your big old dumb blond teddy bear.

      “No, what I said was that Assley, West Virginia was the armpit of the world. I never wanted to be their healer in the first place. Gaia and the Jezibaba gave me no choice.”

      “With the ability to transport, witches don’t have to care about their base location. Besides, I’m always willing to come to take you shopping in Paris for those stupidly expensive clothes you insist on buying.”

      “They’re not expensive. They’re high quality. Where do you get your clothes these days?”

      Carol huffed and fisted a hand on her hip. “Ahmed finds them for me. Fashion keeps changing in the human world. Sometimes it’s quite the hunt for spandex body suits and leg warmers.”

      “You’re letting your familiar dress you? Ahmed thinks leg warmers are high fashion.”

      “For me, leg warmers are high fashion, but we’re getting off topic. There’s no time for chit-chat. Let’s get back to the shifter problem.”

      Hildy held up a hand and shook her head. “Give it up, Carol. I’m not going back to West-effing-Virginia. If Assley residents need me, I’ll pop over to them, or they can come to me. My brother, Fabio…”

      Carol shuddered. “Goddess, even his name still creeps me out. Do you know that he applied to be in my warlock posse? I turned him down of course.”

      Hildy snorted. “Why? You’ve slept with far worse characters than my brother.”

      “Perhaps… but I do not sleep with my posse.”

      “Right,” Hildy said, her mouth quirking at the edges. Carol slept with whoever she wanted to sleep with. “Anyway… like I was saying… Fabio came to visit last year and helped me learn to magically transport without getting sick. Now I can go shopping in Paris whenever I want without anyone’s help.”

      “Except that you haven’t gone anywhere in nearly two effing years. You’re too busy hiding in this cave,” Carol yelled as she narrowed her gaze.

      One of Hildy’s shoulders lifted. “That will all change in three months.”

      Carol sighed in resignation. “You’re a witch, Carol—and a premier magical. I can order you to do what I need to be done. Keep this up and you’re going to make me play the Baba Yaga Says So card.”

      “Do it. I’d respond to that order by reminding you that I belong to Gaia now. I even have the very painful tattoos to prove it. And last time I checked the Great Mother trumps the Baba Yaga.”

      Carol glared at Hildy for winning their verbal sparring. Gaia’s wishes did trump but that fact sucked. She needed Hildy’s help.

      “Look… Morgana said Assley is where the shifting problem originated. Her opinion is that the solution has to start there as well. It’s just like in the human world when they have to develop a vaccination for a virus. Half-shifts and mis-shifts are becoming a global pandemic. As the premiere Shifter Ass-Kisser in the entire world, even Gaia will have to admit that it’s your freaking job to find a Goddess-damn solution to this problem.”

      “Whisperer,” Hildy said loudly. “It’s Shifter Whisperer, Carol. Not Shifter Ass-Kisser. I warned you not to call me that anymore.”

      Carol lifted her naked shoulder. Goddess, she loved the bare shoulder, drooping shirt look. It made her feel sexy and chic. “You called yourself that just minutes ago, but whatever. I’ll call you anything you want if you agree to help me.”

      “Don’t look now, Great One, but your boob just fell out of your shirt. I see you’re still sitting in the first chair of the itty bitty titty committee,” Hildy said with a laugh while pointing.

      Carol looked down and then pushed her perfectly adequate breast back inside her shirt. Hildy was over-endowed and didn’t realize it. Not a single male had ever complained about her ample enough breast size, and she’d been kind enough never to comment on the size of anything her lovers owned. “Showing boob is sexy… and I love this shirt.”

      Hildy snorted. “A flash of side boob is sexy. Showing the whole boob is skanky. Goddess, are you never going to learn the difference?” She tried not to laugh, but couldn’t help it.

      Chuckling over their fashion debate, Hildy reached out to tug Carol’s oversized shirt into a more modest position. “Remember our dedication day in school? I barely stopped you from wearing that long purple dress you used to shove tissues inside your bra to fill out. You wanted so bad to look like the Jezibaba. That woman has great boobs.”

      “She still does,” Carol admitted as she sighed. Of course, the Jezibaba was also six feet tall and built like the Goddess Morgana. Neither she nor Hildy was ever going to walk in the shoes of their two role models. “Unfortunately, I do remember that day, and now I remember it better thanks to you. Remind me to dig up some fresh dirt on you before I visit next time.”

      Hildy winced at the pink rising in Carol’s face. She hadn’t meant to truly embarrass her friend. It was time to cut the Baba Yaga a break.

      “Do yourself a favor, Carol. Get one of those convertible bras that hold your boobs in place no matter what kind of top you’re wearing. Or get a smaller top. Geez, you need to learn to dress yourself properly. The Baba Yaga can’t be running around with one boob hanging out. The Jezibaba would kill you for not dressing like a proper witch protectress.”

      Carol put a hand to her stomach and laughed. “True. The Jezibaba would kill me, but Zenos would think it was hysterical. They’d be arguing about my boobs more than we do.”

      Hildy burst into laughter which brought a genuine smile to Carol’s face. It had taken her hours, but she’d finally worn Hildy down. It relieved her to know the real Hildy hadn’t faded away completely.

      “Tell you what… I’ll conjure up a smaller top, and get one of those convertible boulder holders, but only if you return to Assley.”

      “Emphasis on the ass,” Hildy reminded her.

      “Of course…. Assssssssley.”

      Hildy chuckled but shook her head as she went to check on a cauldron where she was brewing the potion for the poultice. “I’m sure the one and only Baba Yaga witch can figure out the problem without me.”

      Carol crossed her arms. She would not blast her friend. She would not. “Hildy, you are my way of figuring it out. Now stop being stubborn. The problem jumps from shifter to shifter. It’s physical and eluding magical detection. It’s even affecting the little ones. Chuck’s beside himself with worry over the cubs.”

      Hildy held up a hand. “Don’t want to know. Don’t care. They’re not my cubs.”

      Carol sighed. She should have known the bear was the real problem. The big blond adorable goofball was always driving Hildy crazy.

      “I don’t for a single minute believe Chuck strayed. Morgana doesn’t believe it either. He’s your mate, Hildegard. That bear adores you more than honey. He has since he was a cub himself. And I think deep inside you know I’m right.”

      “The babies were delivered to me for a medical check along with a very convincing note. I believe they’re his. Chuck believes they’re his. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have kept them. His action in doing so made the situation a pretty done deal, Carol. If I returned to Assley—or Assssssley—to help, it would not be because of Chuck and his cubs.”

      “Okay,” Carol conceded, going over to peer into the cauldron. “Did you ever think maybe he was tricked into fathering children? Wouldn’t that change how you felt?”

      “Nope. Still wouldn’t care,” Hildy said firmly, looking at what she was doing.

      “You’re being a hard-ass about this.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Hildy replied as she frowned. What had she just been doing? Healing work became dangerous if your intentions weren’t in a good place. Sighing at her mind-wandering, Hildy gathered up her experiment and took it to the hearth.

      She chanted over the flames, made them more substantial, then threw the herbs and poultice pack into the fire before turning back to her nagging friend. “Chuck deserves to find himself a bear mate and have all the cubs he wants.”

      “If I thought Chuck was interested in other females, I wouldn’t be here demanding your help.”

      “You mean you wouldn’t be here begging for my help… and the answer is still no,” Hildy corrected.

      Carol crossed her arms. “No, I meant demanding—because the Baba Yaga does not beg. And if I thought you’d get hurt again, I’d be out looking for another healer witch to help, instead of bothering to argue with you. The only healer the shifters trust is you.”

      Hildy closed her eyes and groaned in frustration before she opened them again. “You’re not going to stop bugging me until I say yes, are you?”

      “Nope. I can’t stop,” Carol admitted, staring at her friend. “I’d spare you anything painful I could, but all the shifters in the world are in danger because of a problem that originated among the shifters in Assssssley. Pretty much everyone believes you’re the best hope any shifter has of surviving this.”

      Rolling her eyes at Carol’s ass-kissing, Hildy fisted her hands on her hips. “Bloody toad balls, I don’t want to go back there.”

      “Oh, come on. How in Morgana’s name can you pass up any chance to leave this horrible cave? What do you eat here—twigs and berries?”

      Hildy chuckled, enjoying Carol’s disgust. “I’m completely vegetarian. It was a requirement of shifter healing work.”

      “A pox on that, I say. Bring on the demons and the ineffective warlocks. Your food story makes me glad to be the Baba Yaga.”

      “Well, I’m glad you got to be the Baba Yaga too. Alright,” Hildy said, running a hand through her messy hair. It hadn’t been cut and styled in two years. “Give me a few hours to pack up my things and let Gaia know what I’m doing. I suppose I need to find a place to stay in Assley.”

      Carol held up a hand. “You focus on packing up and talking to Gaia. I’ll take care of your accommodations. I know the perfect place. It’s on the edge of town. You’ll have privacy for your work and the space you need to do it. I’ll scry the coordinates to you once I get everything arranged.”

      Hildy nodded and then Carol blinked out of sight.
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      Still wearing the blanket and nothing else, Hildy transported to the place where Carol had indicated. She patted her slightly queasy stomach as she looked around. The land was nice. It did seem to be on the edge of town. And as Carol had said, the nearest neighbors were not in direct line of sight. She wondered how far away from the town of Assley they were.

      Then her gaze landed on the house. Hildy didn’t know whether to laugh or head back to the cave. “Great Gaia in a hula dress. If Carol wasn’t the freaking Baba Yaga, I’d kick her sneaky witch ass. This dump looks exactly like a place a Shifter Ass-Kisser would live and one no self-respecting Shifter Whisperer would go near.”

      Hildy considered herself an optimist, but the house belonged on a horror movie set, not in a picturesque forest setting. What once had been a beautiful white Victorian with red painted shutters and a large welcoming porch was now a grungy gray, run-down, lopsided mess.

      But then who was she to judge? Her body was practically in the same condition after nearly two years of living in a cave. Her hand went to her hair again. It needed a cut and about six days of deep conditioning.

      Sighing because her reality was sucking even more than usual, Hildy chanted over the bags and ordered them to follow her up the dilapidated sidewalk. Three loud meows ripped through the air as she reached the bottom of the steps. Three gigantic cats ran out the door and flung themselves down the steps at her feet.

      Hildy laughed and stooped to pet them all. “Hi, guys. I see you haven’t been staying on your diets. You all look like butterballs.”

      “Holy crap! Youse is back, Hildy. Weeze thought youse was never comin’ home,” Fat Bastard said in a choked kitty voice, throwing his body at Hildy’s again and this time knocking her down.

      Under the cat’s massive weight Hildy fell on her butt and in losing her focus the bags fell behind her. “Damn it, Fat Bastard. There are breakables in those bags. I brought my spell vials with me.”

      “Sorry, doll face. Weeze all missed you, but I think I missed youse most of all.”

      “I know. I missed you too,” Hildy said, as she nodded and buried her face in each cat’s fur as she gave out hugs. Eventually, she untangled her blanket and got to her feet. Her tattoos still hurt, but she was managing to deal with the pain. “How bad is this creepy place on the inside?”

      The cats turned and looked guiltily at each other. Fat Bastard hacked up a hairball, spat it out, and then turned to explain. “Well… weeze did what we could to make the shithole homey, but youse know we’ve been short on the magic sauce with youse gone from us so much. A familiar needs his witch to have his full power of bad-assery.”

      Hildy nodded again and sighed heavily. “I hated being away from you all, but it couldn’t be helped. That’s all in the past though. I’m back for good. Gaia told me my training was over enough to move on to my work.”

      “Dat’s great news, sweet cheeks. Weeze gots yer bags. Youse go on inside the crap hole. Might as well get it over with. I gots no idea why the Baba Yo-baggin-on-us put us here.”

      Hildy chuckled in resignation. “I know. This place is awful. Is there at least water, electric, and some kind of bed?”

      Fat Bastard nodded and twitched his whispers. “Yep. Dat I can safely confirm, but nothing else. The inside matches the out—total pile of crapola.”

      “Fine. Okay. We won’t be staying long,” Hildy said firmly, lifting her chin as she started up the steps.

      The porch creaked under her feet. Hildy winced as the screen door creaked too. The house door was pushed back and fully open. Hopefully, it would close and lock tonight.

      Hildy laughed at the awfulness of everything and turned to the cats. “If flies start coming out of the walls in swarms, we’re leaving this shithole post-haste. Baba Badass can stay here if she wants. We’re not going to.”

      “Dere are no flies, doll face,” Fat Bastard assured her. “And weeze got rid of all dem frogs, mice, and snakes. Now weeze did leave a big old bat in the attic. The flyin’ freak promised to help keep dem other squatters out. Figured dat was a good deal for me and the boys since it was cutting down on our work.”

      Hildy nodded at Fat Bastard’s reassurances as she peered into the gloomy darkness. Was the house truly worse than Gaia’s cave? The answer was yes because Gaia’s energy was nowhere to be found in the house.

      Hildy held the screen door for the cats who were squalling as they dragged her bags up the steps. “Put those in my bedroom—I guess.”

      She fought a giggle as the cats struggled to drag the heavy bags down the dark hallway. They eventually disappeared into a room. There was no light down the hallway to see where they’d gone and Hildy dreaded having to sleep there later.

      If there was electricity in the house, why in Gaia’s name didn’t it work?

      Hildy stared at the place in disgust. “Damn it, Carol, you can’t expect me to stay in this dump.” As if she’d conjured her, Carol’s voice wafted to her.

      “Oh, it’s not that bad. Just needs a little fixing up,” Carol called from the sidewalk before jogging up the porch steps. She pulled open the screen door and entered the hallway. “You’re a freaking witch, Hildy. Use your magic and fix this place up.”

      “My magic is dedicated to a much higher purpose now. I can’t be wasting it fixing up this horror movie set you’re so cheerful about.”

      Carol rolled her eyes. “Look, I’ll fix some of it, but I can’t do it all. I need my magic for other things too. I’ll improve the kitchen and make you a nice living room. How about that? Oh, and also the bathroom because phew, sister, you need a good dunking. You are all kinds of cave rank, and it may take days to soak all that ancient dirt off you.”

      “Screw you. I don’t smell that bad. I smell like the forest.”

      “No, thanks. Hate to turn you down, but I still prefer to be screwed by guys,” Carol said with a giggle. She outright laughed when Hildy punched her arm hard and sent her staggering. She rubbed the area and grinned. “I see you’ve gotten stronger. Nice punch there. The Amazons would be proud of you.”

      “Healing requires extraordinary strength. If you’re not strong enough, taking on the pain of others can kill you. I’ve been weight-lifting with boulders and fallen trees.”

      Carol sobered and nodded. “Wow. Sounds utterly horrible. Guess neither of us ended up with a cushy life, did we?”

      “Guess not,” Hildy answered, suddenly feeling drained.

      Carol put her arm around Hildy’s shoulders and then promptly withdrew it. “Nope. Still can’t hug you yet. You’re seriously too ripe.”

      Hildy growled low in her throat. “Just fix up this dump and leave.”

      The cats meowed as they returned to the hallway. “Bags are stashed, cupcake. Weeze is gonna draw you a lovely lavender salts bath now,” Fat Bastard called from down the hall.

      The offer instantly brought tears to Hildy’s eyes. No one had taken care of her in a long, long time. “Thanks, guys. You’re the best familiars a witch could ever have,” she called gruffly down the hall.

      Carol ignored the brimming tears in Hildy’s eyes and headed to the kitchen. Just how bad had the training with Gaia been? “I’m putting several cans of tuna in the cabinets. The cats deserve a treat today.”

      At the door of the room, Carol stopped and held out her hands.

      
        
        “Ancients of Earth and Goddess afar,

        Lend me the power you get from the stars,

        Fix this space to nourish my healer friend,

        A modern kitchen with good food—please send.”

      

      

      “Not a very elegant chant for the Great Baba Yaga,” Hildy teased.

      “The words don’t matter as much as the intention, but it's the finish that really counts. Watch what Zenos taught me,” Carol ordered.

      She loudly shouted a word in the language of the Ancients which echoed through the space like a shockwave. The kitchen instantly transformed into something that belonged in a decorating magazine. The giant wooden table in the center of it would seat at least twelve.

      “Wow. Sorry, I ever doubted you,” Hildy whispered in awe.

      Carol turned a beaming smile to her truest friend. “They don’t call me the Great One for nothing.”

      The house chose that moment to shift on its foundation. Squealing, Carol fell back against Hildy who caught her in the blanket she wore. “Don’t look now, Great One, but the house is still falling in around us. Gravity’s a real bitch. Gaia told me so.”

      “Nonsense. This house is fine. It just needs some love. The granite counters must have shifted the weight.” Carol pushed her way free of Hildy’s smelly, but supportive embrace. “Now you head to your bath, and I’ll work on the other side of the house. It won’t fall in on you when I’m done. I promise.”

      Hildy sighed and nodded, for once not having the energy to debate Carol’s craziness. She was too depressed about the overall situation. The healer training had been one difficult challenge after another. After enduring all that, coming to this old house felt like a punishment.

      Why in Gaia’s name had she ever agreed to return?
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      When Hildy finally emerged from her bath, Carol was long gone. She’d told the cats to tell Hildy that she’d return tomorrow. She’d dug a clean blanket from her bag and slipped it on.

      The bath had worked some real-world magic and restored her. She smelled of lavender and felt reborn. A cleansing dip in the icy cold lake near the cave in no way compared to the luxury of the giant soaking tub she’d discovered in the bathroom. It was new and modern and enormous. She’d stayed submerged in it for hours. She hadn’t washed her hair, but the rest of her was marvelously clean.

      Hildy figured she owed having the big tub to the cats, but who had fixed the plumbing? There had been new copper pipes peeking from a giant hole in the wall. Her familiars refused to tell her the name of her plumbing hero before they shuffled off to make sure no rodents or reptiles had crossed their boundary lines.

      Feeling more settled after getting clean, it equally delighted Hildy to find the kitchen smelled of fresh veggie pizza when she found it again. She also found a pitcher of herbal tea in the refrigerator and plenty of ice in the freezer. The cabinets held an assortment of fine china and the drawers held two full sets of silverware.

      Her exploration proved the room was fully stocked and all the appliances were top of the line. Carol’s fixing spell had been indeed powerful. She was flattered and grateful that the Ancients and Morgana thought she deserved such a beautiful space.

      Hildy opened three cans of tuna and set dinner out for the cats in pristine white bowls. They returned within minutes of smelling food, yowling in happiness over it. She sat at the huge table and devoured the whole pizza by herself.

      After she’d tidied up and restored the kitchen to shiny newness again, Hildy went looking for the other promised space. The small living room in the front of the house was stuffed with comfortable furniture. A large stone fireplace covered most of one wall. The sturdiness of the furniture along with a few gleaming armoires and shelving units seemed to balance the weight of the dilapidated house.

      Using the smallest amount of magic she could, Hildy conjured some ash logs in the fireplace and started a magical fire. She performed a simple house dedication ceremony and tossed some rosemary into the flames to consecrate the fireplace hearth for her future work.

      While her well-fed, purring familiars lounged on the plush couch, Hildy explored the other rooms, stopping at a single latched door that she guessed went down into the basement. Given the rundown condition of the house, Goddess only knew what was down there.

      Hildy pushed away the fear of the hidden area and the pre-destined feeling that hit hard and strong as she stood facing the entrance. “Tomorrow,” she promised, patting the closed door and putting a guard spell over it in case something wicked tried to escape the space while she slept.

      There were also stairs that led to a less scary second floor but she wasn’t risking those in the dark. Light switches were non-existent. Did the previous owner enjoy floundering in the dark?

      Tired and discouraged, Hildy padded down the hallway to the dingy, temporary bedroom the cats had made for her on the main level. All she had for light in the room was a white candle she’d brought with her.

      Still, as she removed her blanket and prepared for bed, Hildy vowed to make the best of things while she was here. Carol had kept her word and stopped the house from falling over, or at least, it no longer creaked when she walked across the floor.

      It was only when she was lying in bed unable to rest that Hildy finally admitted to herself how much she missed the safety and familiarity of Gaia’s cave. Apprehension about helping the shifters in Assley weighed heavily on her heart.

      Hildy didn’t fall asleep until somewhere near morning. And when she did finally sleep, she restlessly dreamed of the life she’d once planned on having in the goddess-forsaken town but now was never going to get to live.

      When she woke again, Hildy found herself staring into the face of a real nightmare. Her dazed eyes focused on the pig snout all but touching her cheek. Her scream of terror scared her as much as it did the creature that yelled and ran for its very life.
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      “Daddy!” the fleeing pig snout called loudly as its owner beat a hasty retreat. The other two snout owners laughed and went chasing after the first.

      She was barely back in Assley and chaos had descended already. Not wanting to face it, Hildy blinked and clutched the covers to her neck. She was naked under them. Her tattoos were still healing.

      And what the hell was going on? There were no such thing as pig shifters. She was sure of that. What was wrong with those children? She needed to do a thorough exam.

      Fat Bastard appeared in the bedroom doorway. “Sorry for the disturbance of yer beauty sleep, sweet potato. Dem piggy bear cubs got away from me and the boys.”

      “That was a bear cub? With a pig’s snout?” Hildy asked.

      “Youse got it, doll bottom. Dat’s only some of the scary stuff happenin’ round here. Me and the boys are glad weeze is completely cats if youse know what I mean.”

      Hildy nodded. “I’m starting to. Close the door. I need to get dressed.”

      “As youse wishes, but weeze sorely missed seeing yer outstanding knockers. Youse is like our personal Venus de Milo statue except youse still got your arms.”

      “Give it up, Fat Bastard. You’re not seeing me naked this morning. Get your sleazy cat butt out of here and go find those deformed kids. Make sure they’re okay. I think I scared them as bad as they scared me.”

      After Fat Bastard left, Hildy slipped her blanket she’d cut up over her head and went to find the bathroom. She was walking down the hallway when the floor started shifting under her feet. It was all she could do to stay upright.

      “Shit. The house is falling in again. Run guys. Get those children out of here.”

      Fat Bastard yowled in answer from the living room. “No worries, my babealicious witch. A studly bear and a very manly mountain lion are jacking the crap hole up to make it level. Yo Baba Yaga Her Scariness braced it with boards until the foundation could be all fixed up. I’m guessin’ she sent the shithole jackers if youse understand my greater meaning.”

      “In other words, Carol didn’t take the time to fix everything properly, the house is still falling down around us, and all we can do is pray it doesn’t collapse before we escape.”

      Fat Bastard nodded his kitty head. “Youse always was a smart cookie.”

      “And a gullible friend, especially where Carol is concerned,” Hildy stated as she braced herself with one hand on the wall as she walked.

      She peeked into the living room and saw three small children sitting quietly on her new couch. They studied their hands and whispered to each other. All three of them sported a definite pig snout. The town was smart to send babies to her first. They’d hit her weakness on the first try.

      The house kept moving around, but the shaking and groaning no longer held her attention. Hildy walked to the little ones and knelt to be eye level as she spoke. “Sorry I screamed and scared you. I’ve been living alone for a long time and I wasn’t expecting anyone to be in my bedroom.”

      “It’s okay. Everyone thinks we’re ugly,” one told her sadly.

      Hildy huffed. “You’re not ugly. You’re just scary. That’s a whole different thing. Fat Bastard is ugly. What creature would want to walk around all furry and gigantic?” She pointed in her cat’s direction and they all three looked at Fat Bastard and giggled.

      “Hey now… I likes being furry, and I likes to eat. Mother Nature has had her way with me and she’s quite the bountiful female—plus she has wonderful knockers,” Fat Bastard said, rubbing his kitty stomach with one paw, as he winked at his witch.

      Hildy winked back at him and then turned to smile at the children. “So what’s going on with your scary pig noses? Did somebody do this to you?”

      She got three sad shrugs in answer.

      “We’re supposed to be bears like our daddy,” one complained.

      “But instead of turning into a bear we’re turning into pigs,” another added.

      Hildy tilted her head at the third one. “Do you have a curly pig tail hiding in your pants?”

      The third one giggled at her silly question and shook his head. “No. We all have little hairy bear butts,” he finally admitted with a chuckle.

      “Well, see then? You’re definitely not turning into a pig. Maybe you just came down with a bad case of swine flu and it’s affecting your face. Everyone gets sick now and again.”

      “What’s swine flu?” the first one demanded as he laughed.

      Hildy smiled. “It’s a human illness, but I’m starting to wonder if it’s been magically tampered with.” She rose to stand again. “Are you all hungry? I need breakfast.”

      “We had breakfast already. Daddy says we eat like pigs even if we’re bears.” The trio giggled in pig snorts over the confession.

      “What’s your daddy like?”

      “Grandma said he was a big old grumpy bear who didn’t like anything anymore. He’s fixing your house though. Do you have any honey? We love to eat honey.”

      Hildy chuckled at their honesty. “See? That proves you are definitely bears. How about some honey muffins? If I don’t have the ingredients to bake them, I can conjure some up because I’m a witch.”

      “We’ll be good if you let us watch you cook,” the most talkative one promised.

      “Sure,” Hildy said with a shrug as the house shifted under her feet. “Maybe there will be less shaking in the kitchen.”

      After locating what she needed, the muffins only took a few minutes to mix and bake. Good thing she made a double batch. The kids ate a whole batch of twelve by themselves. Soon they’d returned to the living room where Fat Bastard put on cartoons for them to watch.

      Hildy saw sleepy heads nod and soon they were snoring in a pile. If they were true bears, they might not wake up until tomorrow.

      “Is everyone in town turning into pigs?” she asked quietly.

      “Nope. Some are turnin’ into weirder things. Youse got yer rabbits with snake tails, deer with long necks like giraffes, and porcupines who sprout hair instead of quills. Some of the cray-cray changes with every shift.”

      “That’s very strange,” Hildy agreed.

      “Youse ain’t kidding about dat. No one’s doing much shifting right now. Unfortunately, the piggy bear cubs’ snouts are lookin’ to be permanent, poor little bastards.”

      Hildy patted Fat Bastard on the head. “Mind the little ones until their Daddy is done with my house. I’m going into town to visit with the other shifters.”

      “Don’t youse want to wait and see him? It’s been a long time. Weeze figured you two missed each other.”

      “See who?”

      Fat Bastard pointed to the cubs. “Their big bear of a daddy. Who else youse been dreaming about?”

      “I’ve not been dreaming about…” Hildy’s startled gaze swung in the direction of the little ones. Goddess, she should have known. Who else did she know in Assley with bear cub triplets? She was as dense as their father was sometimes. “So those are Chuck’s kids?”

      Fat Bastard shrugged a cat shoulder and scratched his balls. “I hear the jury’s still out on the fathering verdict, but the mama of bear clan agreed they’re part of the family. Dat’s all I knows.”

      “Those kids are pretty grown up for two-year-olds. They were babies when I left. How did they grow up so fast?”

      “Weeze don’t know much about dem bear growth cycles. Such learning was not required for the job as your familiar. Do weeze need to go back to school?”

      “No,” Hildy said, chuckling. “You three are doing just fine.”

      “Thanks, Ms. Shifter Whisperer. Weeze think you do a bang-up job too.”

      How had this happened? Chuck’s children were sleeping on her furniture and the bear who’d broken her heart was under her house.

      Hildy sighed at what she figured was another of Carol’s sneaky tricks and decided to leave right now was the best course of action for her. She’d stick to her plans to investigate and do what she came to do.

      The sooner she figured out the weird shifting issue—the sooner she could leave.
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      Hildy smiled as she entered the diner. She waved at people she recognized. Several dropped their food when they saw her. Grinning over their reactions, she headed toward a gaped-mouthed Wanda and Dee-Dee who were staring at her from behind the counter.

      The silence that descended on the place was so total you could suddenly hear the double slushy machine grinding. Since when did Dee-Dee get a double slushy machine? Things sure had changed a lot in two years.

      “Nice blanket,” Wanda said, checking her out. “Is this your homeless person look?”

      “Oh my, Hildy. Is that really you?” Dee-Dee exclaimed.

      Hildy grinned and nodded. “Yes to both questions. Have I changed that much?”

      “More like you let yourself go,” Wanda said honestly.

      Hildy saw Dee-Dee elbow Wanda in the side. Their blunt exchange made her laugh. It also reminded her of why she’d once enjoyed being the healer for these people. She was going to miss them when she moved away.

      “I know I look a bit rough around the edges, but you’ll have trust that I’m wearing this blanket for a good reason. The Baba Yaga summoned me to help before my training was over. I never really got a chance to re-acclimate.”

      “The climate is not our problem,” Wanda hissed softly.

      Both women eased a bit closer. Dee-Dee fixed Hildy a glass of water with a lemon wedge and slid it along the counter to her.

      “It’s just awful,” Wanda confessed in a whisper.

      Hildy looked down. “Oh come on, it’s not that bad. This is a clean blanket. I cut up three so I wouldn’t have to wear the same one all the time.”

      “I wasn’t talking about your hippie look. I was talking about the weird shifting that’s happening,” Wanda said with an eye roll.

      “Oh,” Hildy said with a laugh. “That’s why I’m here. I’m supposed to try and figure out what’s going on.”

      “Good,” Dee-Dee whispered. She looked around and shook her head. “You need to talk to Chuck about it, Hildy. Those babies of his are the problem. He won’t listen to the rest of us, but I think they brought some bad juju to the town when they got dropped off.”

      Hildy sobered. She remembered the cubs scarfing down her honey muffins and then falling asleep with full bellies after. They might be part pig at the moment, but they weren’t evil. “I just saw them this morning. Outside of sporting pig snouts, they seemed like regular bear cubs to me.”

      Was she defending Chuck’s illegitimate brood? So long, neutrality. Hildy did a head smack, and then finger combed her messy hair.

      “Did you see Chuck this morning?” Wanda asked.

      “No,” Hildy said with a frown. “Why?”

      “Because nothing’s happened to him,” Dee-Dee said in a whisper, scanning the diner to see who was listening. “Chuck can shift without any problems. It’s like he’s immune to whatever is going on.”

      Hildy listened to the rest but her mind was spinning. None of their stories made any sense, but one thing was clear. “Alright,” she said, giving in to her destiny. “I’ll talk to Chuck about this. Maybe he can help me figure out what’s happening.”
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      The knock on his door made his heart beat loudly in his chest. Chuck had been expecting her to visit, or rather he’d been hoping Hildy couldn’t stay away. After all this time, any reason that brought his witch mate back to his door was good enough for him.

      “Bed,” he ordered. “You three are starting school tomorrow.”

      “School?” they all parroted in surprise while looking at each other and trading shrugs. They looked back at their father.

      “The cat told me what you three did today. It’s time you put your mischief-making energy to better use.”

      “But we’re only two years old,” Harrison complained.

      “Two going on twelve,” Chuck replied with a father glare. “I saw you reading my chemistry book, Harrison. Now get to bed, you three. I’ll be there to tuck you in as soon as I take care of the person at the door.”

      “It’s the witch,” Garrison announced.

      “The honey muffin witch,” Farley said in awe. “Do you think she brought us some more muffins?”

      “Yum,” the three said together.

      Chuck grumbled under his breath, jealous of his children. Hildy used to make honey muffins for him. He growled at the cubs. “Go. Get ready for bed. Do what I told you.”

      Laughing over his growling, he watched the three scramble up the stairs. Chuck didn’t understand how they’d doubled in size since they’d grown their pig snouts. All he knew was their mischief had doubled in size as well. Maybe school would give them better things to do with that energy.

      Chuck headed to the door once the cubs were out of sight. He yanked it open and loosened the hinges with his effort. Damn it. Sometimes he forgot how strong he was. No wonder he was so good at his job. He always had to fix something he’d broken.

      “Hi,” he said, hoping Hildy hadn’t noticed.

      Even wearing a blanket and looking like she hadn’t brushed her hair the whole time they’d been apart, Hildy was still the only female he wanted.

      “Come in,” he said, his throat dry and scratchy with nerves.

      He turned away from Hildy’s curious gaze before he did something stupid like snatch her up and kiss her senseless. His bear rumbled and pushed to get out. They were not in alignment with what to do about the long-lost mate who had been avoiding them.

      “Thanks,” Hildy muttered, swallowing past the lump in her throat.

      The moment Chuck opened the door time had gotten erased. She stared up at the biggest bear in the recorded history of Assley. Chuck easily had grown another foot while she’d been away. That would make him somewhere between seven and eight feet tall now. The only thing she’d grown was a bigger ass. How was that fair?

      She nodded at the invitation and tried not to be hurt when Chuck turned and walked away as if he couldn’t stand being that close to her. But what had she expected? This was precisely the type of emotional distance she had intended to put between them by leaving. Her brilliant plan to destroy their love had apparently worked.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting your evening,” she said in apology.

      Chuck shook his head as he wandered back into the kitchen.

      Hildy tagged along behind him, not knowing what else to do. “The Baba Yaga asked me to come back to Assley and investigate the shifting problem everyone’s having.”

      “Let me guess. The townspeople you talked to pointed their fingers at the kids and me,” Chuck said, his heart deflating. He should have known she hadn’t come to see him out of love.

      Hildy nodded in reply. “Can I ask you some questions?”

      Feeling the same hopelessness settle over him that he’d lived with for two years, Chuck poured Hildy a glass of herbal tea and set it on the table. “Sit for a while. I’ll answer what I can.” It would at least give him an excuse to look at her.

      Hildy didn’t want to argue—or get off to a lousy start by demanding he stop staring—so she slid into a chair and took a sip of tea. Chuck had always kept a pitcher for her at his house. “I heard you’re the only shifter in town who hasn’t had any problems maintaining your animal form.”

      Chuck sat in the most massive chair at his table. He’d had to make a sturdy one to support his giant size. He nodded briefly before answering.

      “Mostly true, but then, I don’t shift much these days. Until the cubs get their first shift, it’s easier to stay human. I shifted once to fight some lady mountain lions after my friend’s harem kicked him out. George has unfortunately been stuck like glue to me ever since. The other time I shifted was today when your house almost fell on me. Using my bear was the only way I was able to prevent it from totally collapsing.”

      Hildy reached a hand up and twirled a lock of frizzy hair around her finger. “Thank you… but that’s not really my house. The Baba Yaga found it for me. It’s temporary lodgings while I work on the shifter problem.”

      “That place is not fit to live in. It was Doc Seaver’s old place back when the town had a human vet doing all their healing. It looked like it does now when I was born. After the Doc died, apparently the town let his house fall apart while they grieved him. No one’s been in that place for probably a hundred years. I can’t believe you’re trying to live there.”

      “It’s not much different than living in a cave… and like I said, it’s temporary.” Hildy swallowed her discomfort. She wished someone would just shoot her and put her out of her misery. They were talking like strangers. This was awful. “Tell me about the kids. Have you noticed anything unusual about their growth cycle?”

      Chuck nodded. “They’re not like normal cubs. They stayed babies for like three months, then suddenly doubled in size and started walking within a week. A couple of months after that, they doubled again and began talking in full sentences. It’s like they keep skipping big chunks of their childhood.”

      Hildy smiled and tried to imagine how Chuck had managed to cope with fatherhood. “I thought they seemed far too mature for two-year-olds of any species.”

      “We don’t know their exact date of birth, but this year they got their pig snouts. I marked that day down on the calendar as their birthday because instinct told me that was right. They’re supposed to be two, but they’re more like seven or eight in bear years. Their mother must have been a pig shifter but that seems impossible since they don’t exist.”

      “No, pig shifters don’t exist. I specifically asked Gaia about it before I left. She said whatever was happening was outside the natural order of life for everyone.”

      “Natural order,” Chuck studied the ceiling. “I wouldn’t understand that. Nothing’s been natural for me since you walked away.”

      Hildy sighed. “Do we have to talk about this?”

      Chuck nodded. “I think we do.”

      “I don’t regret leaving. I only regret returning. Once I solve this shifting mystery, I’ll be leaving again. Nothing has changed between us.”

      Chuck nodded and stood. “Sure. Why wouldn’t you leave me again? It’s not like we’re mates or anything. It’s not like we’re dying inside from being apart. I’m sure you have more important things to care about in your important Shifter Whisperer life than a broken-hearted bear dying for lack of love.”

      Hildy pushed herself up from the table with shaking hands. She refused to be made responsible for his happiness. “It’s not like that. It’s not like that at all.”

      Chuck huffed and then made a big burly chuffing sound. “It’s exactly like that, Hildy.”

      It was the first time she could recall Chuck being mad at her over anything. She put a hand to her nervous stomach. “Well, I guess we have a difference of opinion on the subject,” Hildy said as calmly as she could.

      She needed to leave before she said something stupid and started a bigger fight. Or threw herself at the big foolish bear and begged him to love her just once so she’d know what it was like to do more than dream about him.

      Hildy rubbed her nose and tried to deal with her conflicting feelings. “I don’t believe the kids are the real problem, but I can’t rule them out yet either. I’ll protect them all I can.”

      Chuck crossed his arms. “I’ll cooperate with your investigation but only if you promise not to hurt them.”

      Hildy shook her head. “You know I would never hurt them.”

      “Guess I’m not as sure about you as I used to be,” Chuck said.

      “Okay—on that fine note—I’m going to transport back to my haunted house. Don’t be frightened by the magic I use. It won’t hurt anything here. My magic is a bit stronger than it was a couple of years ago.”

      Chuck stared at her and wondered how he could let her leave again. He was pretty sure he wasn’t going to be a nice enough bear to let her go. “Your magic doesn’t scare me. The only thing I’m scared of is losing you again. I’ve missed you, Hildegard. I’ve been waiting and waiting for you to come home to me.”

      “I can’t talk about this anymore,” Hildy said.

      Through eyes burning with tears, she lifted a hand and disappeared in a sparkle of pink which was often the color of her magic whenever she was around Chuck.
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      After crying herself to sleep, Hildy rose the next morning in a vile and bitter mood. She didn’t want to be here but she was stuck until she figured things out.

      It didn’t help her to find Gaia’s oldest druid sitting at her kitchen table. Keera was of Celtic blood, a bit of a drama queen, and continued to live on what she called the isles. Keera was also the druid who’d created Hildy’s tattoos one painful thorn prick at a time. Her Amazon training had been all that had gotten her through those days of tattooing torment. It was a painful experience that she’d never forget.

      “Greetings, Hildegard. Yar looking a bit peckish this morning. Didn’t ya sleep well?”

      “Not really.” Hildy sighed and pushed back her hair. “Did Gaia send you to see me?”

      Keera lifted a hand and waved it. “She did, but can ya not offer a woman a fecking cup of tea before ya grill her about business?”

      “Sorry. Of course.” Hildy moved to the sink and filled a shiny copper kettle with water from the tap. “Have you seen my cats? They should have woken me up when you arrived.”

      Keera chuckled. “Oh, they’re out and about. I told them I’d seen a hundred mice plotting to invade this old house. They went to investigate my story.”

      “Did you lie to them just to get them to leave? I do that sometimes.” Hildy could admit it to her house guest because Keera often twisted facts to suit her purposes too. However, Keera’s talent for tale bending came from bargaining with the Fae.

      “I only lied a little. Thank ya kindly for the tea,” Keera said, smiling at the cup of hot brew Hildy put in front of her. “It was only about fifty or so rodents I saw. Something powerful wants you gone from this place, Hildegard. The critters actually were plotting how best to do it. That, unfortunately, is the truth.”

      Sighing over Keera’s drama, Hildy made a cup of tea for herself and brought it to the table along with the rest of the honey muffins. Keera looked delighted when she offered her one. She thought of how she used to make them for Chuck and how happy they’d always made him. She certainly hadn’t made him happy last night. He’d been downright mean to her.

      Her eyes filled with unshed tears as she thought about her messed up love life. The possibility of Chuck having a broken-heart made her feel small and mean as well. She blinked the moisture away and glared at Keera for witnessing her weakness. “Sorry. What were you saying?”

      “Shite, woman. I said ya were fecking suffering for no good reason. Mates aren’t a gift everyone gets in this world. Why are ya turning yers away?”

      “It turns out my alleged mate had a family without me.”

      Keera snorted and shrugged. “Bullocks and I thought ya had a good reason. Yar just going on hearsay and given yer enemy exactly what the frigging bastard wants.”

      “My enemy?” Hildy sat upright. Did she have enemies of that sort?

      Keera sipped her tea and nodded. “Yer enemies are part of the reason I’m here. Gaia said someone from yer past was messing with ya and that ya shouldn’t allow whoever it is to drain yer magic away with misery.”

      Hildy reached out and grabbed a muffin. “I’m not miserable.”

      “Liar. You’re wretched.”

      “Am not,” Hildy denied.

      Keera huffed. “Ya are too—as sure as I’m sitting here.”

      “Prove it,” Hildy said on a dare.

      Keera grinned. “Fine. If ya aren’t miserable, then I guess the death of yer bear won’t be adding to it.”

      “Death? Chuck’s not dead,” Hildy insisted. “I would know.”

      The last bite disappeared into Keera’s mouth. “Would ya now? And how would ya be knowing if he lived or died since yar avoiding yer natural link to him?”

      Hildy drank her tea and frowned. “What do you want me to do, Keera? Give up my pride and accept a mate who didn’t put me first?”

      “Yer bear is a gift from Gaia. She said she watched ya throw yerself between him and danger so ya could save his life.”

      “That was a long time ago. Chuck and I were both different then.”

      “The only difference is in yer mind. No mate is perfect, but yer bear comes pretty fecking close. His life is in danger from the one who’s orchestrating yer downfall. Do ya think it’s accidental that all the shiftin’ shite started here in Assley where Gaia has stashed ya for safe keeping?”

      “It’s Assssssley—emphasis on the ass,” Hildy corrected automatically.

      “Asssssssssley? That makes no sense. Assbucket makes sense because this place is shitty times ten,” Keera said, shaking her head.

      “Nothing in this town makes sense so don’t go there, Keera. Just try adding effing to the front—as in effing Assssssley. I find that works best.”

      Keera chuckled at Hildy’s teasing. “Yer sense of humor is a blessing to both of us. Do ya fully understand what it means that ya are only the second witch in all of history that Gaia’s been willing to train? It’s written in yer heart that her creatures come first with ya. This is how ya were made.”

      Hildy bowed her head. “The other person she trained doesn’t count because he wasn’t a witch. He was a dragon and the son of one. He was also a firebird. She trained him in healing to balance out his other powers. I know him well, Keera. Zenos was my magic teacher. He’s the reason Gaia chose me.”

      Keera hand smacked the table. “I’m here to tell ya he was not the fecking reason. When that bastard asked to see the Great Mother, Zenos of the One was no more than a conniving womanizer and a braggart. He habitually used his magic for nothing more important than a joke. Zenos was far, far from being exemplary until recently. Now yerself, though, ya have always been good of heart.”

      “Are you making a point? Because I’m not getting it. Maybe I need more tea.”

      Keera leaned closer. “No one’s perfect and no life is either. A person’s destiny can make things messy and ugly which only makes it more satisfying when the person finally get things straightened out.” She leaned back and sighed. “Gaia said she was holding off with bestowing your ultimate powers until ya stopped being a stubborn arse. There now—I’ve said the main thing I was sent to say. Take my counsel or not—that’s yer choice. Mention of the bastard has me all riled up.”

      Hildy threw up a hand. “That’s not fair. How am I being stubborn?”

      “By crying when ya don’t have to. By believing wrong things. Do ya really think in yer heart of hearts that yer bear has been unfaithful to the love he feels for ya?”

      Hildy sighed deeply. “I don’t know. How will I ever know? Chuck doesn’t remember either. But he’s raising three children, and they aren’t mine and his. If they’re truly not his cubs, why do they smell like his family?”

      “Maybe that’s a question ya should be asking his other family. As to why he kept them, would ya have preferred he tossed them back into the street? That bear is like you. He’s good of heart. The cubs are his because he made them so. That’s something ya must accept. They would have been yers as well if ya had stayed.”

      Hildy frowned into her tea. “I don’t know how to accept it.”

      Keera swore under her breath and had to calm herself before speaking. “The root of yer unhappiness is the person looking back at ya in the mirror. Yer personal situation is robbing ya of the magic ya need to see the truth. Gaia made me mortal for fifty years once. I even got old in the face. Don’t bring that kind of chastisement on yerself. Ya won’t ever get those years back. Life will go on without ya while yar learning the hard way.”

      “What are you saying, Keera?”

      “That I think the Great Mother is starting to regret giving ya all she has so far. Whatever ya need to do to set yer heart right, I suggest that become yer priority. Next time I come for a visit, I hope it’s to consecrate yer marks.” Keera lifted her head and stopped speaking. “The fairies are calling me. Gotta to run. Heed what I said about not rejecting Gaia’s gifts. Love is the most precious one.”

      “You’ve given me no choice but to think about it,” Hildy responded, but Keera’s chair was now empty.

      She thought back to the children arriving. There was a basket and a note—a note from someone claiming to be Chuck’s girlfriend—someone named Issy. The words had burned themselves into her mind like a brand.

      “Issy,” Hildy said aloud. “Why does that name sound so familiar?” She made a mental note to talk to Carol about it.
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      Chuck sighed and forced his feet up Hildy’s sidewalk. He glared at the broken fence and growled because the porch wasn’t safe. He hated the idea of Hildy being here. The house wasn’t good enough for her or her work. It wasn’t good enough for anyone.

      He knocked at the door and a slump-shouldered Hildy came to answer. She looked as haggard as he felt. Her wild hair wasn’t helping either. Chuck cleared his throat. “We fixed the foundation yesterday. I’m here to see if I can get your lights working.”

      Hildy closed her eyes at the pleasure she felt to see him standing on her threshold. Her first instinct was to push her feelings away. Keera’s warning came back to haunt her and her resistance to her feelings melted. “I’m sorry. Please come in. I appreciate all the work you’re doing on the house.”

      She held the door open so Chuck could pass by her. He smelled like vanilla sugar cookies and everything lusciously male. It was impossible to ignore her attraction completely.

      Hildy thought of the worried shifters in town, and of them blaming Chuck. She couldn’t let that continue. To get to the bottom of the shifting problem, she needed a place to work. Creating a place required asking for help. Luckily, eight feet of willing male just walked through her door.

      “Before you look at the lights,” Hildy blew out a breath and lifted her chin. “Will you go down into the basement with me?”

      “Scared of what’s down there?” Chuck asked.

      Hildy looked up at the caring in his eyes and hers started burning again. She nodded and hung her head. “I know I should be braver, but it’s been a hard day already. I don’t want to deal with it by myself.”

      “Glad I came by then.”

      “Don’t,” Hildy said, holding up a hand. “Don’t be nice to me.”

      “Sorry, but I can’t do that. I’m a very nice bear and I don’t hold a grudge.”

      Chuck bent and put his tools on the floor. He tugged the blanket until Hildy fell into his arms. Her low painful moan had him scooping her up and carrying her into the charming living room the Baba Yaga had fixed for her. He walked to her comfortable couch and rolled her against his chest as he sat. Seeing Hildy looking so defeated made him want to maul something… or someone.

      Chuck cleared his throat. “Whatever the problem is, we’ll tackle it together. But I can’t promise not to tackle you first. Bears like to give hugs. It’s in our nature.”

      Hildy sniffed and tucked her head into his shoulder. “You’re always so nice to me, but I don’t know how to forgive you for the children. I want to forgive you, Chuck. I want not to care that they’re not ours. I guess you’re a better bear shifter than I am a human witch.”

      Chuck hugged her closer. He didn’t know how to change that fact either. “Babe… I still don’t think I’ve done anything you need to forgive me for.”

      “But the cubs…”

      “I don’t remember their creation and I can’t explain them. They smell like my family. That’s all I know.”

      “This sucks worse than the Baba Yaga test. If I don’t figure things out, Gaia is going to make me mortal.”

      “Well, that’s a little harsh,” Chuck grumbled.

      Hildy laughed. “I thought so too, but she’s Mother Nature.”

      “Babe, you got this,” Chuck whispered. “You’re not your best self right now. I think living in a cave may have been more traumatic than you realized.”

      “I have no life. This house is awful. I donated all my old clothes and shoes. Giving up everything was the mortal price of my healer training. And now it may all have been for nothing. How can I handle being mortal without my clothes?”

      Chuck rubbed her back. It felt like heaven to hold her. “Things are never as bleak as they seem.”

      “Everything seems pretty bleak to me. All I have are three blankets to wear.”

      Chuck chuckled and hugged her tight. “Everyone in town who found your clothes in the consignment shop bought them and brought them to me. Even Roger gave up what he bought, and you know how that guy is. I let him keep your lingerie though because I’m sure he wore it. We’ll have to buy you some new sexy wear.”

      Hildy chuckled against his throat. “Roger is perverted. Is he really counseling people?”

      Chuck raised his head and smiled. “Everyone is trying to help. Shifters need to shift and it’s awful to be afraid to do it.”

      Hildy nodded. She rubbed the tears from her eyes. “I agree… and I am going to fix this. I just don’t know how yet. So you really rescued my clothes?”

      “The whole town did. I have all your clothes at my house. I bought shoe bags to store those heels in that make your legs look so long and sexy. When we get this place livable, I’ll bring them to you—except for your undies because I’d prefer you never wore any.”

      She lifted her head and stared into Chuck’s twinkling eyes. “What if I promised only to wear the sexy kind?”

      “Nah… I’d just be destroying them every chance I got. That would probably get expensive.”

      “Well, don’t be in a rush to bring back my clothes anyway. I have to wear a blanket until my Earth tattoos heal.”

      “Tattoos? What does yours say? My older brother has one of this woman he met in college. She was pure evil according to him. He said he tattooed her on his body so he wouldn’t forget.”

      “My tattoos don’t say anything. They’re symbols for communing with the Earth.”

      “Can I see?”

      “Sure.” Hildy slid the blanket up until one leg was exposed. Chuck traced the winding mark along her calf with his finger. “They’re full of pink magic.”

      “They are?” Hildy looked in surprise at the marks. Chuck’s touch seemed to bring them alive. “Trace another one.” She lifted the blanket until the other leg was bared.

      Chuck traced the mark but lifted his gaze to Hildy’s. “Are you torturing me on purpose? I don’t know how much honor I have left. Your honeypot is calling to me and I’m famished.”

      Hildy gently lifted his hand off her legs and pushed the blanket back down. “Not today. I’m…”

      “Vulnerable?” Chuck suggested.

      Hildy nodded. “You are incredibly brilliant about all the right things. I’ve always liked that about you.”

      Chuck gently removed her from his lap and adjusted his interest in her. “Let’s check out the basement before I forget that I didn’t come here to claim you.”
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      The basement stairs creaked, but they seemed reasonably sound, and in surprisingly better condition than anything else in the house.

      Chuck looked for the light switch and found it at the bottom of the stairs when it needed to be at the top. He flipped it on and the bright light revealed an old metal table in the middle of the room. Along the walls were cages of varying sizes. Medical tomes filled several bookcases. There were also some bins with clothing in them.

      “This must be where Doc Seavers worked.”

      Hildy nodded and looked around. “Now that I’m down here, as ironic as it is, I believe this is the least scary place in this whole house.”

      “Agreed,” Chuck said, lifting a sweater from one of the bins. It was old and moth-eaten. “It needs updating though.”

      Hildy reached out a hand and used it to shove Chuck gently against the bookcase. “Stand back there and don’t move until I get done.”

      She lifted her other hand and closed her eyes.

      
        
        “I call to the north, the south, and the east.

        I call to Earth’s keepers who take care of beasts.

        In this place of healing, let all be made new

        For the many, the one, the packs, and the few

        I call to the west and Mother Gaia’s domain,

        I promise to heal—this is my claim

        Send me the tools from pain to free

        As I will, Great Mother, so mote it be.”

      

      

      Her hair lifted in the magical wind that suddenly swept through the space. Hildy glanced around as power continued to swirl in the air. For over a minute, the house fought the transition to modernize, but soon it bowed to Gaia’s control over the elements. A flash of white light had her pressing her face into Chuck.

      When the creation magic faded away, everything in the room looked shiny and clean. Hildy saw her old bags were now down here as well. She was definitely going to upgrade those to something more fashionable. What if she needed to make a house call?

      Inside her, something she’d been missing in her life clicked into place. Belonging, Hildy decided. She belonged here—in this room—in this freaking house of horrors. She looked at Chuck. She belonged here with him too. Understanding was the first step. Now she had to come to terms with everything.

      “I wish you could see your face, Hildy. You’re glowing.” Chuck lifted the hand she’d held him back with and brought her fingers to his lips. “Your power is amazing. I’m honored you shared this with me. One thing though…”

      “What?” Hildy asked.

      Chuck grinned. “You have to quit stepping in front of me. A big old man like me shouldn’t be hiding behind the woman in his life.”

      “What are you worried about? You’re not a man—you’re a bear.”

      “Hush. This is my argument and I say I’m both. Woman, it’s way past time you learned that I’m the only man for you.”

      Hildy giggled at the sexy bear kissing her fingers and fell in love with him all over again. The past still loomed but she was going to handle the future differently.

      “When I get the shifter problem figured out, would you like to have dinner sometime? The cats might be willing to babysit the cubs.”

      Chuck’s answer was to spin her into his arms for a long overdue welcome home kiss.
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      In a much better mood after Chuck had kissed her, Hildy went to the kitchen to whip up a fresh batch of honey muffins for him while he worked on getting the lights fixed in her bedroom.

      She’d barely gotten the muffins into the oven when Carol popped into the kitchen. The Baba Yaga’s entrance dumped orange glitter over every surface. When Carol only laughed at the mess, it got on her last nerve.

      Hildy waved a hand at the orange glitter and glared. “If you’re going to spread that stupid sparkly stuff around every time you show up in a big poof, you can make your stupid grand entrances outside. I’ll be all afternoon cleaning up this mess, Carol. It’s not funny.”

      Carol fisted hands on her hips. “Goddess, you’ve turned into a whiner. You seriously need to get laid.” She waved a hand and all the orange glitter magic returned to her.

      Hildy looked around at a once again clean kitchen. “That’s much better. I can’t stand the mess. I think it’s a healer thing.”

      “Speaking of healing…” Carol began. “Any progress on finding out what’s going on?”

      Hildy snorted. “I cried myself to sleep last night and found a druid in my kitchen this morning. Gaia may make me mortal if I don’t do what she wants—only I don’t know what she wants me to do. Yesterday I discovered the whole town is blaming Chuck and the cubs for the problem. I don’t believe that for one minute. Does any of this sound like progress to you?”

      Carol shrugged. “Some of it. Are you talking nicely to your bear again?”

      Hildy nodded.

      “Then yes… that absolutely counts as progress,” Carol confirmed. She sat at Hildy’s table and conjured herself a cup of coffee from a café she loved in Venice. “Want one?” she asked a glaring Hildy.

      Hildy shook her head and went to make herself a cup of tea. “There is something strange about the cubs’ existence. Do we know any female named Issy?”

      Carol wrinkled her brows as she thought. “None that I can recall.”

      “My gut says she’s the problem.”

      “What do you know about her?” Carol asked.

      “She’s the mother of Chuck’s cubs.”

      Carol choked and spat coffee on the pristine table.

      Hildy glared at the mess, crossed her arms, and leaned against her wonderful farmhouse sink while she talked. The kitchen was perfect. Carol, though, was annoying.

      She glared at her friend. “I sent you a copy of it, so I know you read the note she left. The mother told Chuck that he could kill or keep the cubs and that she didn’t care which he did. While that sounds like a terrible mother, it doesn’t sound like a shifter. Even the worst of each shifter species care for their babies. They might torture them later in life, but they’d never give them away as infants. Clan animals like bears especially don’t work that way. Sometimes bear mothers keep their cubs around for years longer than they should.”

      Carol wiped up the spilled coffee with her sleeve. “That means whoever it was knew Chuck would take the babies in. The question is how did she make them smell like his family? I’ll get the warlocks started on making a list of female magicals who might have a vendetta against shifters. The research might take a while though, Hildy. I haven’t made too many friends in my work, and people have to be coerced into talking to me or my posse.”

      Hildy brought her cup of tea to the table and sat. She looked deeply into Carol’s eyes. This was no time for petty irritations and she wasn’t going to let them get in her way. It was time to think logically because she needed the Baba Yaga’s help.

      “What if this isn’t about the shifters in Assley at all, Carol? What if this is really about someone wanting to ruin my healing work? If that’s true, they’ve already managed to do it for two years. I didn’t have to permanently move to the cave to do my training with Gaia. I did that to get away from Chuck and the cubs. I’ve been emotionally wounded for so long that this possibility didn’t occur to me until today.”

      Carol leaned back. “That’s an intriguing notion. You were once in the running to serve by my side as the Baba Yaga. Your power has changed purposes but you still have more than most witches. Jealousy alone makes your suggestion a plausible theory. We should seek out our common enemies. I’ve got the ones from our past. Did you piss off anyone new in the last couple of years?”

      Hildy recalled her breakfast conversation with Keera and snorted. “My healer life is full of annoying acquaintances, but no one evil. If I have an enemy right now, you can bet it’s an old one.”

      Carol nodded. She reached out and put a hand over Hildy’s. “The Jezibaba warned me that there would always be those who resented the amount of power we possessed. If this is about you and your power, you can bet it’s about me as well. I’ll talk to Ahmed and the warlocks. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      Hildy nodded and turned her palm over inside Carol’s until she could link their fingers. She felt the immense power flowing through the woman she called sister and friend. She’d sacrificed her share of it to make sure Carol got to serve as the Baba Yaga, and she’d do it all over again if needed. Carol was the proper witch protectress. She still believed that with all her heart.

      “Before you leave, I need to tell you something. You were right about me, Carol. I’m having some trouble adapting to normal witch life again. I don’t want you to worry about me though. I’m going to be okay.”

      “Of course you are.” Carol squeezed Hildy’s hand and then slipped hers away. “Besides, I don’t have time to worry. I only have time to fix things. Your cats are currently in fear for their lives because I told them it was time to earn their keep. I need to know you’re safe. How’s your magic working?”

      Hildy smiled. “Great. Stronger than ever. I even did some renovating on my own today. Want to see my new healing space? Next to the kitchen, it’s the second best space in this whole house.”

      Carol winced with more than a little guilt. “Goddess, Hildy. Tell me you didn’t claim that creepy basement as your workspace. I think that human doctor’s ghost might still be down there.”

      “Let’s go see.” Giggling, Hildy tightened her grip and did something she’d never done and magically transported them both to the basement.

      They landed with a resounding thud on top of the large stainless steel exam table. Hildy laughed harder than she’d laughed in years when Carol screamed obscenities at her. Her life remained a hot mess of failures but she was hopeful for the first time in years.
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      That evening Hildy pulled the blanket off over her head and tossed it on a nearby chair. She inspected her body and all the marks winding around her limbs and torso. Puncture pain from the thorns used to make the druid designs was finally easing and slowly the ink was being absorbed. One day the marks would be visible only to Gaia and other druids. But the power over what the marks controlled would forever be hers.

      She smiled as she remembered Chuck’s fingers lightly exploring the design on her leg. Despite his enormous size, Chuck was always very gentle when he touched her. She wondered what he’d be like when he forgot himself in a moment of passion, especially when he figured out how strong she was.

      A brilliant red light suddenly filled the room interrupting her romantic fantasy of being with Chuck. Hildy heard her three peeping toms yowl loudly before galloping down the hallway. Little furry perverts had been spying on her—all three of them. She made a mental note to search for their spying spot and seal it off.

      Hildy swiveled toward the commanding presence she felt enter her space and saw the Goddess Morgana in all her nine-foot silver glory appear.

      “Welcome, Goddess.” Hildy smiled and knelt, bowing her head to her former magic patron.

      Morgana chuckled. “Don’t kneel to me, Hildegard. Gaia doesn’t like to share homage and you’re wearing her banner all over you. ”

      Hildy smiled wistfully and rose. “I’m not sure Gaia still thinks claiming me as an apprentice was a good idea. If Keera’s right about her making me completely mortal, I may be looking for a new magic patron.”

      Morgana rolled her eyes. “Is Keera still harping about having to live without magical powers for fifty years? Boo-hoo, that’s what she gets for sleeping with Zenos of the One before he was officially marked. Gaia has strict rules about such things. The Great Mother had to search far and wide for another consecrated druid willing to tattoo the dragon-mage. It was tough to find someone not afraid of being burned to a crisp for causing the dragon pain.”

      “Zenos? Are you telling me that he was the reason Keera was made mortal?” Hildy giggled at the idea and then tucked it away. No wonder Keera said such mean things about her irreverent magic teacher.

      Morgana waved her hand. “Don’t read too much into Keera’s opinions. Zenos slept with every female he could back then. Keera was just one in a long line. Of course, she thought she’d be the one to change him. That was never going to happen. So many women waste their lives on the wrong men.”

      Hildy shrugged. She didn’t judge people. Coming into direct contact with a grown-up and very appealing Chuck had put an end to her desire for experimentation, but Carol was still doing her fair share. Everyone walked their own journey when it came to lovers.

      She looked down at her still naked body and reached for the blanket to cover herself.

      “No,” Morgana said firmly, holding up a hand. “That covering is far too unpleasant for my eyes. I purposely waited until you took it off before I came to visit. Your blanket-serape look is beyond ugly.”

      Hildy ran a hand through her hair and laughed nervously. Fine. Naked she’d stay if that what Morgana wanted, but she knew she looked like a wild woman with her hair so unkempt.

      “I can see you’re still uncomfortable. Let me cover you,” Morgana said in concession. She waved a hand and a caftan of sleek blue silk molded itself softly to Hildy’s body.

      Looking down, Hildy touched the fabric in wonder. “It’s beautiful. It looks like one of your dresses.”

      “That because it is one of mine. It’s elven and enchanted. The fabric changes to whatever size the wearer happens to be. Emeritus gave me that dress, but he won’t mind me lending that particular one out. I have it in several colors.”

      “Thank you. I’ll take good care of it.”

      “No need to strain. It will take good care of itself. One day the dress will return to me on its own, so I’d be careful where I wore it unless you’re into public exposure.”

      Hildy laughed at the warning. “It would be an insult to Gaia if I didn’t love my own body, but I don’t like being nude outdoors. I didn’t like it when the only audience I had was a bunch of squirrels.”

      Morgana laughed. “The Great Mother makes all her disciples chant that mantra about the body she gave them.” She waved a hand behind her and a large chair appeared in the shabby room. Morgana sat in it and got comfortable. “That’s much better.”

      Hildy bit her lip at her poor accommodations. Chuck had fixed the lighting and brought a lamp from his house, but the room was going to need a whole lot more to be anything close to cheerful.

      “Let’s have a drink and chat.” Morgana clapped and a beautiful wooden chest of drawers appeared along one wall. A green cauldron appeared resting on a bed of green glowing crystals arranged artfully on a silver tray. Two large glass mugs with handles had materialized beside the bubbling liquid.

      “Okay,” Hildy said, knowing full well declining was not an option. Would it be rude to ask what kind of drink she was being offered? She filled and carried a glass to Morgana. “My druid marks are still healing. Is this potion all natural?”

      “Yes. It’s my own recipe for mead.” Morgana sipped and chuckled at Hildy’s concerns. “Don’t worry. There’s nothing in it that Gaia will punish you for.”

      Hildy filled her glass and went to sit on her bed. “I think Gaia is letting Carol punish me. She’s the one who put me in this creepy house. Most of it is falling down. I fixed the basement up today in order to use that space for healing work. There’s a separate entrance there for the shifters in animal form. The healer who lived here a long time ago used it for that purpose.”

      Morgana looked around. “Why aren’t the shifters in this town taking care of this place? A witch healer like you, especially in a crisis, can’t be wasting her magic on performing magical renovations.”

      “That’s what I told Carol, but you know how she is. Her mind is always on the next battle to be fought instead of practical matters like falling down houses.”

      “I know. The new Baba Yaga is completely delightful and has none of Elenora’s resentment of the protectress work. Carol is very clear on what’s right and wrong.”

      Hildy burst out laughing. No one bent more rules than Carol did, but she wasn’t going to correct what the goddess believed. “Please never tell Carol that. Her head is big enough already. It’s all I can do to keep her from bossing me around constantly.”

      Morgana smiled and lifted her glass. “I think you’re delightful too, Hildy. You’re the most compassionate healer who’s ever lived on this Earth. Once you get your full powers there will be nothing you can’t cure.”

      “Don’t you mean if I get my powers? Keera said Gaia was having second thoughts about me.”

      Morgana chuckled as she shook her head. “Everyone is waiting for you to figure out the situation on your own. I am not that patient. That’s why I decided to visit. I have a purpose for our chat.”

      Hildy sipped her mead. “What do you mean?”

      “Your power has been bestowed already but you don’t have access to it. Your energy is not yet in the right place to manifest Gaia’s final gifts.”

      Hildy put her drink down on the table before she got tempted to throw the glass across the room. “I know I can be dense sometimes but wouldn’t I know if I was carrying around Gaia’s powers?”

      Morgana shook her head. “No. You wouldn’t. That broken heart of yours has become a weapon for your enemy. You must finish healing yourself before the greatest work of your life can begin.”

      “But I’m…” Hildy paused, not wanting to lie to the goddess. “I know I have some issues. I’m working on fixing my attitude.”

      “Which could take years as stubborn as you are,” Morgana said with an eye roll.

      “Hey now…” Hildy blurted, forgetting who she was talking to. “I’m trying to figure it all out.”

      Morgana leaned forward in her chair. “What is the most powerful force in the world?”

      Hildy felt her eye twitch. Drinking mead and being quizzed by the Goddess Morgana had not been on her ‘things to do before going to bed’ list. The woman was as bad as Keera. This day had been shitty all around.

      “The greatest force in the world is water,” Hildy finally answered.

      Morgana rolled her eyes higher than before. “You’re far more out of touch with your true feelings than I thought. Go for a less literal reply, Hildegard. Try again.”

      Hildy frowned at the chastisement. She felt like she was speaking one language while Morgana was speaking another. Was this what Chuck felt like when he got confused?

      She sighed as she rubbed her forehead. “This is hard because I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      Morgana vibrated with irritation and the room shook. “Okay. Let’s try getting there in a different way. Why did you ask me to give Carol your Baba Yaga magic?”

      “Because she was the better choice to be the witch protectress.”

      “And why was she the better choice? You saved the bear who was chained to the tree. You were the one who saved Carol with your smart thinking. From a certain point of view, you proved to be the most worthy witch that day. You could be the Baba Yaga right now if you had made a different decision.”

      Hildy rubbed harder. Her mind went back to that fated day. “But the whole reason Carol got hurt was that I chose to throw myself in front of Chuck instead of fight alongside her when she needed my help. Isobelle’s power was pumped up with dark magic. Carol and I only had our own. Because of my decision about saving Chuck, that evil witch almost got away with her plan to kill us both.”

      Morgana leaned forward in her seat. “Now we’re making progress. Next question—why was the bear so important to you that you risked Carol’s life to save his?”

      “He’s a shifter who doesn’t have any magic. And because he’s not just any shifter, Chuck’s my…” Hildy stopped just in time. Her gaze flew to Morgana’s. “I couldn’t let him die that day. Carol is like a sister to me, but I chose to protect the weakest person in the battle. Carol told me later that she thought I did the right thing in saving Chuck. Honestly? I was never as sure about that as Carol was.”

      “Oh please… even Carol’s familiar was sure of your motives. When Thane the dragon spelled you to love him, you dove in front of Ahmed in dog form to save his life. You didn’t know who you were or who Ahmed was when you did it. Not even enchantment has the power to push you off your shifter saving path.”

      Hildy sighed. “I’d like to believe that’s true. I really would. But without Chuck that day I got spelled, I might never have broken the devotion curse Thane put on me. Chuck was only a cub back then, but his hugs saved me.”

      “Hildegard, listen to me. Your love for Gaia’s creatures is your truest power. Chuck loving you is his. Does that ring any bells in that troubled mind of yours?”

      “Love,” Hildy nearly shouted. “I get it now. That’s the greatest force.”

      Morgana clapped. “Yes. Finally. Let that love you feel for everyone shine like a light in the dark… and that reminds me. Get some better lamps for this room. By the Ancients, I glow in the dark and can barely see myself in here.”

      Hildy chuckled over Morgana’s complaining. “I’m enjoying our chat.”

      “I am too. How about a refill?” Morgana asked, holding out her glass.

      Hildy figured she passed the test. They drank several more glasses of mead and talked about all manner of things.

      Hildy woke the next morning with a raging headache from drinking so much. Her body was sprawled on top of her bedcovers and she was still wearing the fantastic blue dress Morgana put on her.

      She stumbled from the bed to the bathroom to take care of business. The cool tile under her feet shocked her fully awake. As she ran water in the sink, she realized the bathroom no longer looked dismal. Looking around in stunned surprise, Hildy saw the surfaces were all gleaming granite and the faucets sparkled. Her bathroom now looked like a top of the line spa.

      She turned off her new sink faucet, dried her hands on a thick towel, and then returned to her bedroom. She blinked at the massive four-poster wooden bed filling up most of the space. A bubbling water fountain rested on a matching chest of drawers… which she vaguely remembered Morgana conjuring last night. And hadn’t that fountain been the mead cauldron?

      Hildy chuckled over her souvenir from the evening before and ran a nervous hand through her still wild and wooly hair.

      Looking around, she noticed Chuck’s modest brass lamp was the only thing from the old room remaining. The lamp looked a bit pathetic with all the new furnishings, but she’d keep it there because it reminded her of him.

      “How in Gaia’s name am I supposed to explain this room to people after all the complaining I did about using my magic for anything other than healing?”

      Carol would be happy to think she was using her magic to create it. Gaia would not.

      “Why explain what the goddess drops on ya, doll face? Nobody questions the shiny lady with magnificent tatas. She does whatever she wants.”

      Hildy laughed at Fat Bastard’s reasoning. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Maybe youse should keep invitin’ dem magical friends to visit. Maybe youse can ask the next visitor for a kitty spa with a catnip dispenser in the mudroom.”

      Laughing, Hildy went to the kitchen to make them all breakfast.
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      Hildy was loading empty breakfast dishes into the most efficient dishwasher in the world when she heard a bunch of animals growling at each other. It sounded like the beginning of a fight.

      “What is Gaia’s name is going on now?” She’d barely spoken the words when Fat Bastard trotted into the kitchen yowling at the top of his lungs.

      “Yo, Ms. Healer. Youse got some weird-ass—and by dat, I mean shifters with extremely weird asses—in your recently refurbished basement. Me and the boys put a couple of dem freaks in cages just in case. No telling what they might turn into if they keep changing.”

      “Coming,” Hildy said urgently, then realized she was still wearing her borrowed elven gown. “Let me throw on some other clothes. I don’t want to ruin this dress. Tell everyone I’ll be down in a few.”

      “Weeze will watch the weirdoes until youse be properly attired for work,” Fat Bastard said, trotting off to return to the basement.

      Knowing the blanket would just get tangled up as she worked, Hildy dug through her bags and found an old sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants that had been Chuck’s. She lifted the clothing she’d never washed to her face and breathed in what was left of his scent.

      She’d borrowed the clothes shortly after coming to Assley and had never returned them. She’d taken them with her to Gaia’s cave because she’d needed some comfort during those first awful months. The bear had always been an addiction to her—one she’d never gotten over.

      She rolled and cuffed the pant legs five or six times to clear her ankles enough to walk. The borrowed clothing covered her druid marks yet left her limbs freer to move around in case she’d need a full range of motion for her work.

      With her feet still bare, Hildy jogged down the basement stairs, taking them two at a time. What greeted her was a nightmarish scene that perfectly matched the house.

      “Great Gaia in the morning, no wonder everyone in town is freaked out about this,” Hildy said, venting her shock aloud.

      “Whose clothes are you wearing?” Chuck demanded.

      “Huh?” Hildy replied, her mind still working on accepting what her eyes were seeing. Finally, she wrenched her gaze away from the mountain lion with a gorilla’s head—barely. She looked at Chuck in shock. “Why are you here? I’m working.”

      Chuck snuffled and huffed. “The guy with the gorilla head is my friend, George. I brought him here.” A mountain lion’s growl exited the gorilla head’s mouth.

      “He’s certainly in a freaky-deaky-doo condition,” Hildy stated. She started to walk closer to the odd shifter, but Chuck grabbed her arm. Tightly. She looked at his strong grip on her. “What’s with the macho crap, Chuck? This is not like you.”

      “I know, but… you never answered my question.”

      Hildy held out her free hand and pointed around the room. “Little busy here. Do you not see all these aberrations?”

      Chuck growled low and loud. “Abe R. Rations? Is that his freakin’ name?”

      Hildy’s face wrinkled in confusion. Chuck’s extreme level of anger finally registered with her overwhelmed mind. She yanked her wrist away and fisted both hands on her hips. “Listen, I’m barely keeping up with what’s happening here. What are you trying to say to me?”

      A loud bear bellow drowned out all the other animal noises that had been filling the room. Silence descended in the echo of Chuck’s roar. Hildy could hear him continue to breathe hard. She so didn’t need this right now.

      “I’m saying I don’t want you wearing other men’s clothes, Hildegard.” Chuck grabbed her shirt and pulled her closer. “You’re mine and it’s driving me crazy seeing you dressed like that. The ugly blanket at least didn’t make me want to kill everyone in the room. You need to take off those clothes before someone gets hurt.”

      The shifters in cages hunkered into a corner. The ones not in cages ran into empty ones and pawed the doors closed. The mountain lion with the gorilla head shook it wildly as he monkey-screeched in horror over what Chuck was saying.

      Even the cats—her alleged familiars—went yowling back up the stairs in retreat. Familiars were supposed to stand by your side no matter what happened. Her cowardly bastards didn’t even glance over their pudgy shoulders. They just left her to deal with the jealous bear alone.

      Rolling her eyes at the drama she still didn’t want to admit was her life, Hildy glanced down at Chuck’s hand still gripping her shirt. She looked up and met his angry gaze. This was a bad time to have to face down a raging bear, but was there ever a good time?

      She snorted over her epiphany, did a side cartwheel to break Chuck’s grip on her shirt, and then finished her escape with a solid round-off. She made sure the side of her foot connected soundly with the top of Chuck’s hard head, effectively knocking all eight-foot of her stupid bear on his human ass in just a few seconds.

      Hildy slid up her sleeves and calmly walked over to straddle him. She sat on his massive chest and glared down. “Got any clue about where you went wrong?” she asked.

      “No. What the hell just happened?” Chuck asked.

      The twittering animal sounds rose in a crescendo. Hildy snorted and looked down at him while offering no explanation.

      She was stupid mad that Chuck didn’t recognize his clothes and more mad that he didn’t trust her loyalty to him even though she knew that wasn’t entirely fair. After all, she’d been the one who’d left two years ago. Maybe she was mad at herself for not having stayed and worked things out with him. Her feelings for Chuck were complicated, but she was never going to let them interfere with her work.

      “I would like the honor of answering the bear’s obtuse question.” Fat Bastard quietly crept back down the stairs and came to pace beside Chuck’s head. “Youse just got your big old bear butt handed to you by the witch youse is trying so poorly to romance. Don’t you recognize your own clothes?”

      “My clothes?” Chuck asked still in a daze.

      “Yessssss. Your clothes,” Hildy echoed.

      Chuck closed his eyes and laughed. “Guess that makes me a jealous idiot.”

      “Yes, but she loves youse anyway, ya big dumb idiot,” Fat Bastard said.

      Chuck sat up which slid Hildy down into his lap. She fit so perfectly there and they were eye-to-eye. He really liked this. “I love you too.”

      Hildy narrowed her eyes. “My cat said that. I didn’t say anything. Plus, I refuse to love an idiot.”

      “Now that’s not nice. What if I said I refused to love a thief?” Chuck asked.

      Hildy gasped. “I’m not a thief.”

      “You stole my clothes,” Chuck pointed out, easing his hands around her waist.

      “I didn’t steal them. I was exercising my girlfriend rights,” Hildy insisted.

      “So you’re my girlfriend then?” Chuck smiled and settled his hands over her very shapely hips.

      “I’m not having this conversation right now. I have too much work to do.” Hildy went to climb off but found herself held in place. One look at the determination in Chuck’s eyes and she knew there would be no escaping until she admitted the truth. “Okay. Okay. Yes—I’m your girlfriend.”

      A crescendo of happy animal noises drowned out her moan as Chuck’s talented lips met hers. She secretly loved the way his hands held her in place while he kissed her. Sure, she could have broken his hold, but she would have missed all the lovely heat his kisses spread throughout her body.

      When the world quit spinning wildly, Hildy eased away from Chuck’s mouth and laughed. “Can we pick this up later? I’m sure your friend is tired of having a gorilla head.”

      Chuck nodded and lifted her with him when he stood. He set Hildy gently back on the floor. “Later, for sure?” he asked.

      “Yes. Later for sure,” Hildy agreed. Her hand was trembling when she reached out and patted his chest.
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      Six hours later, Hildy hadn’t healed anyone and still had no clue about what was causing the strange shifting problems. The most she’d been able to accomplish was helping those afflicted turn back into their human selves. That was a simple reversal spell and not healing at all.

      She’d let all of her patients leave except Chuck’s friend, George, the mountain lion. She was using George to do some research. Hildy called out in alarm when a giant wolf-kangaroo creature crashed through the basement door and rolled across her cement floor. He hit the exam table and the mountain lion on it roared in protest.

      Hildy started toward the wolf-kangaroo creature to see what was going on but Chuck’s voice stopped her.

      “No, Hildy. Don’t touch him yet,” Chuck called as he stomped into the basement. He was breathing hard and looking wild. “Let Mac simmer down first. I had to convince him to come here the hard way. He’s not very happy with anyone right now.”

      Hildy stared as Chuck walked to the kangaroo creature with the wolf’s head and put his foot on its back. “Stay down until you can mind your manners,” he ordered.

      When feminine flutters started happening like mini-earthquakes all over her body, Hildy grinned and reached up to twirl a finger in a loop of her crazy hair. She was learning all kinds of exciting things about her recently claimed boyfriend—like the fact Chuck was very hot when he was mad.

      The kangaroo-wolf creature howled loudly. He sounded exactly like a wolf.

      Chuck huffed in rebellion. “No, I’m not being disrespectful and you know it, Mac. We could have walked here. This didn’t have to be a fight. You needed to see a healer about your problem.”

      Hildy cleared her throat. “Is this the same Mac everyone is always talking about? The cats told me stories and even Carol mentioned him.”

      Chuck sighed and pressed down hard with his foot which caused the creature to let loose an agonized wolf howl and tried to escape. “Mac is the new shifter king. He stepped up to lead and protect us the year you left. We all swore to follow him so now we have a king.”

      Hildy charged forward then. She knelt and smacked Chuck’s leg. “Get your foot off his back, Chuck. That’s no way to treat your king.”

      “It is when your king kangaroo-kicks you into a big old tree. I think I bruised my forehead. The tree fell after I hit it. He hurt me and the tree. That’s no way for a king to act.”

      Hildy could barely take her eyes off Chuck. He was still as mad as when he came in. Why in the world did she find that so sexy?

      When the kangaroo-wolf creature howled like a wolf again, her mountain lion-gorilla patient bounded off her exam table in one leap and scampered into the nearest cage. Ignoring her other patient’s reaction, she gave her complete attention to Chuck. “How did you know Mac was having problems?”

      “Kyle, the little joey Mac adopted, sent word that his dad was having a big shifting problem. Unlike normal shifters who’ve been avoiding the shift, Mac was determined to beat the problem on his own. Kyle said each time Mac tried to change forms that he looked less like a wolf. Kyle was worried Mac might lose his true form so he called me. I’m one of the few people big enough and strong enough to take on the king.”

      Hildy sighed. Her bear in a rage was hot. Definitely hot. “If that’s true, then I’m glad you brought him here. The shifting problem is obviously more dangerous than everyone thinks.” She glared at the shifter king. “I can’t believe you kicked Chuck into a tree when all he was doing was trying to help.”

      Hildy watched the shifter king snort through his wolf head and spring to his kangaroo feet. Mac showed no remorse at all for what he’d done. The arrogant wolf was going to have to learn some self-control if he intended to be a real leader.

      She crossed her arms. “Well, Your Highness, I’m not like the last healer who lived in this dump of a house. I’m a Gaia trained hereditary witch. So if you ever kick Chuck into a tree again just for helping out, I’ll change you into a damn toad. Then you can be the king of toads instead of Assley shifters—emphasis definitely on the ass in your case.. No one is going to hurt my boyfriend for no good reason while I’m around.”

      The kangaroo-wolf crossed his arms and glared at Chuck. Chuck crossed his arms and glared right back, but was also grinning over her defense of him.

      Hildy rolled her eyes at all the male posturing and reminded herself that this would be her life if she stayed on here as a healer.

      What was Gaia thinking in asking her to do this? Surely she belonged somewhere else. Maybe she’d made a mistake in not agreeing to work with Carol. She’d have to think about it but now was not the time. She was tired of floundering in the darkness of the shifting problem looking for the light switch so she could see what was wrong.

      Morgana’s late night visit had reminded her of something she kept forgetting—first and foremost Hildy was a witch.

      Needing a scrying tool, Hildy went to a nearby sink and filled a metal bucket with water. She carried it to the center of the room, set the bucket on the floor, and cracked her knuckles.

      The basement door opened to let in the wind as she raised her hands.

      As the magic winds swirled, Chuck’s eyes rounded in wonder, but she saw him nod as his gaze met hers. His absolute trust in her gifts filled her with confidence. One way or the other, she was going to get to the bottom of the mis-shifting mystery.

      Her voice rang loudly in the room as she wove the spell.

      
        
        “I call to the four winds, to those who rule the skies,

        Come to my healing aid—come be my eyes,

        Reveal those who brought this plague to me,

        Use this water to show the evil ones to me,

        As Gaia’s witch commands you, so mote it be!”

      

      

      Brilliant pink flew from Hildy’s hands and pulled the water from the bucket until it had frozen into a giant silver plume in the air. Human forms wavered within the silver and finally materialized with enough clarity for everyone in the room to see them.

      Soon she was watching a scene play out—a very intimate scene. A woman with long dark hair and piercing green eyes was running her hands all over a very familiar man. Her stomach lurched in despair as her mind took in what she was seeing.

      “Charlie?” Chuck said in shock, walking forward to stare at the couple in the image.

      Hildy looked up at Chuck’s face. Her bear seemed as stunned as she was by what they were watching. “Who’s Charlie?”

      Chuck pointed to the image. “That’s my older brother, Charlie. I’m the middle cub of a triplet set—Charlie, Chuck, and Chas. We all went to different schools because Mom wanted us to experience what it was like to be seen as an individual instead of just one of a set.”

      His honesty left no room for her to doubt the story. Hildy glanced at the magical hologram which was beginning to fade. “Do you recognize the woman with your brother?”

      Chuck huffed. “Only because Charlie tattooed her image on his arm. He said he never wanted to forget her. I don’t understand his thinking, Hildy. She was not his mate. She left him a week after they physically bonded.”

      “A week?” Hildy asked, not surprised Chuck hadn’t put it together yet. He never looked for the bad in others and probably never would. She liked that about him. “Chuck, I know this is hard to hear, but that woman and your brother have something to do with the shifting problem. What’s her name?”

      Chuck thought. “I never paid any attention, but Charlie tattooed that on his arm as well.”

      “Where’s your brother now?”

      “Living in Mom’s basement. Probably playing video games. That’s all Charlie ever does. Losing that woman did a real number on his head. He’s not been of much use to anyone since he dropped out of college.”

      “How long ago was this?”

      One giant shoulder lifted. “It was several years ago, I guess. Charlie was training to be a bio-geneticist. He was supposed to go work for some research group in DC, but that was just a cover for him freeing the captured shifters before the humans could experiment on them. My brother always wanted to save the world.” Chuck shrugged and sighed. “I had lesser goals. I just wanted to save Assley. Chas moved to Alaska and mated a polar. He’s the only one of us who did things right.”

      Concentration entirely blown by Chuck’s revelation of identical siblings, Hildy felt magic gently returning to her hands, as Gaia’s magic always did. You never really expended the energy of the Great Mother. Anything left over from spells and healing returned to you over and over until you died.

      The water fell back into the bucket and took her out of her musings. Hildy carried it to the sink and poured it down the drain while blessing it’s return to the earth.

      She had a theory now—an uncomfortable theory. Thoughts that should have elated her instead made her feel sick. For the first time in a long time, she hoped she was wrong.

      Hildy turned back to Chuck who was a good bear with the biggest heart of anyone she’d ever known. “How did your brother react when the basket of cubs showed up on your doorstep?”

      Chuck hung his head. “I never told him about them. Charlie was depressed about losing his girlfriend, and I didn’t want to add to his pain. After you left me, I felt even more sorry for him because I understood how it felt to lose the person you loved.”

      Hilda nodded. Now she understood her part in the whole mess. If she’d stayed… no, it was too late to think of what might have happened. She had to deal with now. “Where’s your brother live?”

      “Charlie mostly stays in the basement at Mom’s and he never, ever goes beyond her land, not even to come to town. I admit I’ve avoided telling him about the cubs. Instead, I kept my apartment in town and started up a handyman service. I like helping people and the work gave me a job so I could raise the cubs on my own.”

      “You are a very, very good person, Chuck,” Hildy said, nearly choking on the emotion clogging her throat. “I need to restore your king and your mountain lion friend to their human forms so they can go home. Then I want us to go talk to your brother—together.”

      “Alright,” Chuck said as he ran a hand through his hair. “Charlie’s going to have to deal with this shifting problem, isn’t he?”

      Hildy put a hand on Chuck’s arm. “Yes. We all are, but your brother will have to help us solve the problem with the shifters. To understand his girlfriend’s role in the situation, I need to see your brother’s arm and find out her name. Then I’ll call the Baba Yaga to help me find her.”

      She turned to Mac who was still standing with his arms crossed. “Okay, Shifter King. Let’s get you back to human so you can go home to your son, but no more shifting until I give the all-clear. You need to be setting a better example. Parents can’t be doing the stubborn thing and don’t get me started on how non-kingly you’re acting.”

      Sighing, Mac uncrossed his arms and nodded reluctantly.

      “Good. Now let’s get this done.” Hildy pushed up her sleeves and started to chant.
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      Mac apologized before he left and Hildy ended up hugging the repentant wolf. Though Mac was incredibly sexy and handsome in his human form, for some reason, he seemed like just another member of her family to her. Maybe next to her hot bear, the Shifter King didn’t make the cut, but Hildy didn’t think that was all it was.

      To her, Mac seemed like a lost little boy under all that kingly arrogance. She felt a strong urge to mother him. Chuck told her Mac hadn’t been the same since his parents died.

      Chuck’s mountain lion friend, George, turned out to be a young red-bearded man with a pleasant personality and a goofy sense of humor. Hildy liked him immediately and smiled whenever she looked at him. George opted to stay with the cats in case other shifters showed up.

      Leaving instructions to cage them separately, Hildy and Chuck started off walking to his mother’s house.

      “Wait,” Hildy said in a sudden panic as the realization hit. She stopped and smoothed her hair. “I look awful. I can’t meet your mother looking like this. I haven’t cut or styled my hair in two years.”

      Chuck laughed and touched her face. “No worries, Hildy. You’re beautiful.”

      Hildy’s heart swelled with love. “But this is the first time I’ve met your mother.”

      Chuck shook his head. “You won’t meet her today. She never stays home when she’s in heat.”

      “Heat? As in a ‘she needs a man’ kind of situation?”

      Chuck nodded. “Yes. She doesn’t get with cubs anymore, but she still goes out to meet her needs. She’s typically gone for three months. It happens every year.”

      “Oh. Okay,” Hildy said with a nod. “Let’s go see your brother then.”

      Laughing, Chuck took her hand. “Don’t you care what Charlie thinks of your hair?”

      Hildy laughed back. “No. When it comes to males, I only care what you think of it.”

      “What I think is that I need to get you horizontal as fast as I can. The urge just keeps getting stronger. Since I’m only going to mess you up, fixing your hair will be a waste of time.”

      His confession made her giggle. Hildy looked at Chuck with sparkling eyes. “We could detour by your place on our way.”

      Chuck grinned. “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it, Hildegard. The cubs are in school.”

      “School?” Hildy said in surprise.

      Chuck nodded. “I caught Harrison reading my Chemistry books from college. And don’t even get me started on the other two. One invents things and the other rebuilds whatever he decides he can improve. I don’t know where they got their genius genes. It sure wasn’t from me.”

      Hildy stopped, looked up into Chuck’s earnest face, and sighed in resignation. “Chuck, I don’t think your sons are biologically your children, but your love and encouragement are the reasons they’ve turned into geniuses. I’m a nurture over nature believer. So is Gaia. Being family is far more than a matter of biology.”

      Chuck pushed back her hair and smiled. “I love it when you talk all science-y. I think it’s hot. Black-frame glasses and a lab coat have now been added to my Hildegard fantasies.”

      Hildy snickered at his joking. “I like how you’re thinking, but did you hear anything I just said?”

      “Just the important part,” Chuck replied calmly. “You believe me now—that I don’t remember creating the cubs. I swear I would never have willingly sired cubs with anyone but you.”

      Sighing in relief that Chuck at least got that much, Hildy nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you before. I should have stayed to work things out instead of leaving. It was—I suppose the babies were a kind of evidence I didn’t have the maturity to deal with. I won’t make that mistake again. Can you forgive me?”

      “Forgiveness never was an issue. I just missed you and hoped you came home one day. I didn’t want to become another Charlie after you left. Caring for the cubs made sure that never happened to me.”

      Hildy took both his hands in hers and squeezed. The decision to tell him the truth came easier than she’d ever imagined it would. “This is bad timing, but I love you, Chuck.”

      “Babe, you have no idea how long I’ve waited to hear you admit it. I love you so much,” Chuck said, pulling her close. “I’d kiss you, but I better not. I’m just about out of self-control. Hug me tight—really, really tight.”

      Happier than she’d been in a long time, Hildy giggled and wrapped her arms around Chuck’s chest as they stood hugging for long moments. Finally, she pulled away.

      “Let’s go see your brother. The sooner we get this over with—the sooner we can celebrate our life together without any more interruptions.”
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      There was no sign of anyone at Chuck’s mother’s house. Charlie was missing but his basement lair was tidy except for the massive amount of gaming equipment.

      There was also a long table running the length of the space with what looked a mad scientist’s kit on it. The vials were full of strange liquids but at least the Bunsen burners were turned off. Hildy found herself wondering what Chuck’s allegedly brilliant brother had been working on.

      Outside again, Chuck shifted seamlessly into a bear half the size of the house and bounded off into the woods to search. Hildy paced the yard and waited. Her mind was still wondering about the mad scientist stuff in the basement when a man wearing a ski mask grabbed her from behind.

      Maybe she should have been alarmed and screamed for help, but instead, the attack made her giggle. She’d forgotten how much fun it could be to kick ass in a fight until she’d fought with Chuck earlier. More fighting would just help with her overall frustration.

      “Who are you? Why are you here?” ski mask guy demanded.

      Hildy pretended to let all fight leave her—just as she’d been taught. Her lack of struggle loosened his hold just enough to give her an edge.

      “Who are you? Why are you here?” Hildy asked back.

      “Look lady…” he said, getting angry.

      But that was all he got out of his mouth.

      Shouting power words, Hildy did a back-flip over his arm and brought him down with her legs around his neck. She shouted another magic word and the man went still beneath her.

      She heard trees breaking as the biggest bear in the world came barreling back full-run and mad as could be. Hildy held up a hand as she climbed off her victim.

      “I’m fine, but he’s not. I was just about to find out who he is.”

      She rolled ski mask guy over with her foot.

      The galloping bear morphed into a giant naked man with eight-pack abs and muscles that defied all known adjectives. Hildy stared at a completely naked Chuck instead of at the guy nearly unconscious at their feet. She had no idea Chuck had looked like that under his clothes.

      And he was hers to play with, her inner siren reminded her, grinning as much at her own lust as at the incredibly handsome naked man. “Wow,” she finally said, unashamedly looking her fill.

      “Bro—what were you thinking?” naked Chuck said to the guy, ignoring her outburst to stare down at the guy with the ski mask over his face. “Why are you wearing a freaking ski mask?”

      “Bro? Are you saying the ski mask guy is Charlie?” Hildy asked, looking down at the guy herself. She laughed and ran a hand through her wooly locks. She’d taken out two bears in one day. Maybe she needed to apply for a side gig as the Shifter King’s bodyguard.

      Naked Chuck yanked the ski mask off his brother’s face. Under it was an identical face to the man Hildy was now continually lusting for… with one exception. His brother’s face was sporting a big old pig snout.

      Chuck looked up. “He’s not talking, Hildy. What did you do to him?”

      Hildy shook her head free of her runaway sex fantasies about Naked Chuck before lifting a hand. She spoke the chant to release the invisible bonds she’d used to subdue her attacker.

      Charlie and his prominent snout turned instantly in her direction. “That flip you did over my arm was amazing. I’ve never seen anyone do such a thing. Are you mated? If not, will you go out with me? I think you’re beautiful except for your hair.”

      Hildy heaved out a resigned breath. Rolling her eyes at both Charlie’s hair insult and his flirting, she met Chuck’s typical confused gaze as he tried to figure things out. Maybe he got confused only after shifting. Maybe his bear side stifled his intelligence. She’d have to make some notes.

      “Is Charlie going to be okay?” Chuck asked.

      Hildy chuckled as she nodded. “Yes, he’s going to be fine. I’m going to take a bathroom break and walk off my adrenaline rush. Talk to your brother before I turn him into a toad,” she warned before walking away from both males.

      She was starting to completely understand why the Jezibaba always resented her attraction to Professor Smoke. Sexy males were trouble. And the ones you cared about were just big old distractions.
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      “I honestly don’t know what happened. One day a few months ago I just woke up like this. I’ve been trying to fix it ever since. I can’t figure out what’s happening to me but it makes me afraid to shift. The last thing I want is to become a giant pig, especially since pig shifters don’t even exist. Nothing I’ve discovered in my research has helped. This isn’t a virus. It’s mysterious.”

      After delivering a mug of hot soup to Chuck, Hildy held out a second one to Charlie. She was stalling. She always cooked when she stalled. Like now, when she avoided looking directly at Charlie’s face. “Not to bash your current talents or intellect, but your tests might have yielded better results if you’d completed your studies.”

      Charlie nodded. “I know. I’ve been thinking that myself. Maybe I’ll go back to school.”

      “That’s a great idea.” Hildy lifted her chin and looked at Charlie. “Tell us what you did learn from your research.”

      “Nothing from testing my physical makeup, but I have a different kind of theory. I think there’s something contagious in the air that blocks the right shifting signals from getting through. People focus on their animal form but their bodies don’t seem to get the whole message. Instead, they seem to get part of theirs and part of someone else’s. I snuck into town and everyone seems to be suffering.”

      “Except your brother,” Hildy said, lifting her mug of soup to sip.

      Charlie laughed. “That’s not all that surprising. Chuck hasn’t gotten sick since before he hit puberty. I think something happened at the school he attended. His bear doesn’t even get fleas. Boy, would I like to know how that works. I get them every time I shift.”

      Hildy laughed at the flea story. “Chuck saved my life when he was six. Maybe our link has something to do with his immunity. I was always a healer even before I made it my life’s goal.”

      Charlie looked at his brother in awe. “You never told me you saved anyone’s life.”

      “Because I can’t remember it,” Chuck said. “I only remember having this incredible urge to hug Hildy when I saw her—like all the time. It never went away, bro. Why do you think I was so depressed when I had to come home? Puberty was hell without her.”

      “And now you’re mates?”

      “Yes,” Chuck answered. “No,” Hildy said at the same time.

      She bit her lip when Chuck glared over her answer. “Well, we are probably mates,” she admitted, “but it’s complicated.”

      “What complicated about it? Mates are mates,” Charlie said flatly. “Not that I would know. I screwed up with the only female I’ve ever been with.”

      “Speaking of that,” Hildy began seeing her segue, “show me your tattoo of the infamous girlfriend Chuck told me about.”

      Charlie sighed and reluctantly pulled off his shirt to reveal his massive chest full of eight-pack abs and stacked muscles. Tattoo forgotten in the visual overload, Hildy’s gaze admired Charlie’s chest… then her gaze went to Chuck. He was covered now but seeing Chuck’s muscled human form had elicited a very different reaction from her—very, very different—like riding him for hours different.

      Even dressed in Charlie’s clothes and carrying some of his brother’s scent, her body knew exactly who he was. Was sexual selection of your one perfect partner really part of the mating deal? Nearly all shifters believed it was true.

      “Because it is true,” Chuck said, grinning at her.

      Hildy blinked. “Sorry. Did I just say what I was thinking?”

      “Yes, but not to anyone but me,” Chuck informed her, tapping the side of his forehead.

      “Oh,” Hildy said, her face turning pink. What else was her incredibly sexy but nosy bear reading in her thoughts?”

      “Nothing that makes me want to kill my brother yet. But I am wondering about his pig snout. Aren’t you?”

      Hildy nodded reluctantly. “Yes, I’m wondering about that too.” She bit her lip. Her theory came charging back to be addressed. “I think you need to tell your brother about the other shifters we know with pig snouts. We’re beyond sparing anyone the truth.”

      Chuck sighed as he nodded. “Okay. I guess it’s time.”

      Charlie’s gaze went back and forth between them. “Wait—hold the fort. Are you telling me there are other shifters with pig snouts?”

      Chuck cleared his throat. “Yes… well… it’s like this.” He drew in a breath. “I have cubs—three of them. They’re triplets just like us. And they have pig snouts. Like you, they just woke up one day with them.”

      “Cubs? You have cubs?” Charlie asked in shock. He scratched his head. “Did you have some sort of Ejaculate Misconception thing happen? Bro, you’ve been celibate all our lives.”

      Hildy’s eyes nearly crossed. Apparently, a random misunderstanding was a family affliction, even among genius bears.

      Chuck frowned. “Well, I thought I’d been celibate, but I must have been wrong. A courier brought a basket full of cubs to Hildy just before she left for training two years ago. She brought the cubs to my house because there was a note with them addressed to me. A woman named Issy signed it.”

      “Issy?” Charlie stood up and roared. It echoed through the whole house. He glared at his brother. “Why didn’t you tell me about the cubs?”

      Chuck huffed. “Because you were depressed and living in Mom’s basement, Charlie. I didn’t want to add to your pain. Why are you so mad at me? Even though I don’t remember making them, they smelled like our family so I took them in to raise.”

      Charlie ran a hand through his hair. “It’s not that, Bro. Holy bear shit, this is completely unreal.”

      “I know,” Chuck said. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I was truly trying to spare you.”

      “Spare me?” Charlie’s face crumpled at the news. He fell back to his seat a defeated bear.

      “Show us your tattoo, Charlie. Show it to your brother first. Make sure he sees the whole thing this time—including her name,” Hildy commanded softly.

      Charlie looked at Chuck and then at her. There was pleading in his gaze. “I hate this.”

      “I know. I hate it for both of you, but it has to be done,” Hildy said, the healer in her positive about that fact.

      Charlie held out his arm to his brother. “Don’t just look at the image. Read her name.”

      “Isobelle,” Chuck read. He shrugged. “Pretty name for a woman, I suppose—not as nice as Hildy though.”

      “What?! Isobelle!” Hildy repeated, jumping up. Did Chuck read it wrong? She leaned over to look at Charlie’s arm.

      “What did I say now?” Chuck demanded, looking between Hildy and his brother.

      “Her name was Isobelle, but it was so much to remember that I called her Issy. She said she hated the name Charlie. She insisted on calling me Chuck. She kept talking about having known we were meant for each other and once she even apologized for chaining me to a tree. ”

      “She called you Chuck? She didn’t know…” Chuck’s voice drifted off in a whisper, reality sinking in. “Wait… a woman named Isobelle once chained me to a tree.”

      “Issy chained you to a tree?” Charlie roared again and punched a hole through a couch seat.

      “If Isobelle thought you were me the whole time, then that means the cubs are…”

      Hildy’s heart sank. She saw Chuck swallow hard as he figured it out. Charlie’s expression hid none of his pain either. She felt both their hurt as if it was happening to her.

      The truth was something no magic in the world could change.

      “They’re mine, bro. I’m so sorry. I think the cubs are actually mine,” Charlie said.

      “They probably are,” Chuck agreed sadly. He nodded once more and rose from his seat.

      Hildy sadly watched as Chuck walked to the door and out of it without a word of goodbye to her or his brother.

      “Chuck! Bro, wait. Don’t leave like this,” Charlie called out, frowning as his brother walked away. He rose and started to go after him.

      Hildy stopped Charlie from following with a hand on his arm. “It’s alright. There was no way to make that any easier for Chuck to hear. He’s going to need some time for it to sink completely in. He’s not fast, but he’ll get there.”

      Charlie fell back to the couch for a second time. “If only he’d told me when the cubs got dropped off, I’d have figured it out then. He’s been raising my cubs for nearly two years, Hildy. I never meant for that to happen. Hell, I never meant to create them. I didn’t know I had. What have I done to my family?”

      Hildy returned to her seat. “The only good thing I can say about this mess-up is that your brother has been an excellent father to the cubs.”

      Charlie nodded. “I’m sure of that. Chuck’s got the best heart of the three of us. What are they like?”

      “Smart. Handsome. Charming. All three are growing up super fast which was my first big clue that something wasn’t normal with them.”

      “Rapid cell mutation sometimes happens in cross-species mating. I wrote a paper on it in college. That might explain their growth but not the pig snout.” Charlie ran a hand over his own. “I’m a father of three cubs. It’s so hard to believe.”

      “Yes, but you’re also a father whose entire family is in trouble,” Hildy said. “I need your help to fix the shifter problem, Charlie. I think I now know who started it now, but I have to be sure.”

      Charlie’s determined gaze shifted to her. He looked so much like his brother when his mind was made up. Hildy realized she was now looking forward to meeting Chas as well—but all in good time. Right now she had a disillusioned bear to worry about and the unresolved shifting problem to deal with.

      She looked at Charlie. “Start from the beginning and tell me everything you can about the week you spent with Isobelle. Leave nothing out, Charlie. I’m trying to figure out if she’s the same Isobelle that I once knew.”

      “Wait… you knew my girlfriend?”

      Hildy stared at the blurry image on Chuck’s arm. His tattoo artist hadn’t used very good ink.

      “I’m not a hundred percent sure yet, but if your Isobelle is the same person, all the shifters in Assley are in a lot of trouble. The Isobelle I knew was a powerful but evil witch who once tried to kill the Baba Yaga and me.”

      Charlie stared at the wall while he thought. “My Isobelle could go from being nice to being vicious in a matter of seconds. That meanness was hard to overlook, but she had me convinced we were mates. True mates are supposed to work things out. That’s what Mom taught us. So I tried to overlook her flaws.”

      Hildy had no doubt Charlie had been as good as he knew to be. “Isobelle has deals with demons and calls up dark power. My friend Carol became the Baba Yaga that day. I became a healer. Isobelle got away before she could be taken into magical custody. We looked for her afterward but never found her. I think you may have found her many years later… or rather she found you.”

      “What you’re trying to say is that Isobelle was with me because she thought I was Chuck. No wonder she insisted on using his name. It all makes sense to me now. She was using me to get even with you for stopping her before.”

      “You’re sure a lot faster to catch on than your brother is,” Hildy said in surprise.

      Charlie huffed. “Only because Chuck would never think the worst of anyone. After Isobelle, some might call me cynical.”

      “Well, don’t give up on love,” Hildy advised. “Some people are meant to pass out of your life like Isobelle passed out of yours. I once dated a dragon who was awful but I got over him. One day your real mate will show up. I’m sure of that.”

      “Thanks, Hildy. I hope you’re right,” Charlie said with a sad smile. “So what about the kids? If their mother is evil, are they evil too?”

      “Good question,” Hildy said, thinking of her one interaction with them. “For now, I’m going with a resounding no. However, I think they do have some traits that make them far more than normal bear shifters.”

      “I’d like to see them.”

      Hildy rubbed her stomach and the knot of pain there. “I know… and I’m sure you will. Your brother will make sure that happens eventually. Just give Chuck some time to get there in his thinking. For two years, he’s believed those cubs were his. I believed it too. Plus, as far as the kids know, Chuck is their father. None of you can change what’s happened up to now. You can only adapt and deal with the future.”

      “I love my brother. We’ll work this out. I’m happy Chuck found a caring mate like you. He deserves someone to have his back,” Charlie said.

      Hildy smiled sadly and stood. “It was good to meet you, Charlie. I wish the circumstances had been better. I need to return to my house quickly, and that means using magic. Hang in there.”

      As Charlie smiled in gratitude, Hildy waved her hand and went home.
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      Hildy smiled at George. “Thanks for staying to help. It was quite the shock to see all those cages full when I got here. How do I put out a shifting ban until further notice?”

      “Can you use some witchy magic healer stuff to keep people from changing?”

      “I suppose I could conjure a restriction bubble over the whole town,” Hildy mused aloud, thinking about it.

      Back in her school days, Professor Smoke—their headmaster—had banned dragons from shifting on campus which had left the school defenseless when it got attacked.

      No, better not stop them all from shifting.

      Who knew when the person who started this might show up to gloat over their work?

      “Sometimes magic makes things worse instead of better, George. I think I’ll keep dealing for now.”

      “Okey dokey, Ms. Shifter Whisperer, ma’am.”

      Hildy chuckled. “The Baba Yaga calls me the Shifter Ass-Kisser and she may be right. I feel like the Shifter Ass-Kisser today. I still haven’t solved the mystery.”

      “Now you know I gotta leave if you’re goin’ to start talkin’ all that sexy stuff. You’re super hot and all, but Chuck’s my buddy. I can’t be breakin’ the shifter bro code.”

      Hildy rubbed her forehead and laughed. She could see why George and Chuck got along so well. “It was a joke, George—a bad one obviously. Thanks for your help today. If you’re not busy tomorrow, I could use your help again.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be back. Nothin’ is more important than solving the shiftin’ problem,” George said firmly.

      Hildy nodded. She waved when George saluted her and jogged up the ramp that now served as the way to the basement exit. George had built a sturdy ramp over the short flight of stairs when so many shifters had clumsily fallen down them on bizarre legs and feet they couldn’t control. The mixed-up shifting issues were escalating.

      Hildy was wiping down the exam table with disinfectant when a giant blond bear walked through the basement door. She glanced up but continued to rub the table until she was done.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

      “Sorry for what?” Chuck asked, tilting his head as he looked at her.

      Hildy shrugged at his cluelessness. Maybe she should be grateful Chuck wasn’t madder than ever at her. “I’m sorry for making you tell Charlie about the cubs. Even though my instincts were singing that they were his, it was the first time since I became a healer that I honestly wanted to be wrong about something.”

      Chuck leaned against the exam table. “The truth isn’t right or wrong—it’s just the truth, babe. It was going to come out sooner or later. I came to that conclusion before I got home.”

      Hildy nodded as she walked around and closed all the cage doors. She’d made the shifters she’d treated clean up their own messes inside the cages. That seemed only fair to her. Long term, she was going to need some bedding for the cages that absorbed animal odors.

      She turned to Chuck and asked what had to be asked. “So where are the cubs now?”

      “Getting to know their biological father. It was the right thing to do. The four of them hit it off pretty well. I wish you could have seen Charlie’s face when he saw them. We decided to wait and tell them the truth together. Tonight he just wanted to get to know them without the pressure.”

      Hildy let his words sink in. She bit her lip to keep it from quivering. She hurt for him—for all the love he’d given those cubs. And she grieved the part she’d played in it all.

      “Taking the cubs to see Charlie was the right thing to do, but Chuck, you’re always going to be their father. Love is way more important than biology. Carol’s mother couldn’t care less about her. My mother wasn’t much better. The Jezibaba is who we both think of as our mother. When I need mothering, I still go to her. The cubs may learn to love Charlie, but he’ll never replace you. I know for a fact that’s how it works.”

      Chuck’s mouth twisted. “You know, I knew they weren’t mine in the way children are supposed to be yours. I loved them because I knew they were family but there was always something missing from our connection. I just never thought about them belonging to Charlie or Chas. There aren’t a whole lot of differences between the three of us. The irony is that if Isobelle had found me instead of Charlie, the cubs wouldn’t exist at all because she could never, ever be you, and I would have refused her. But it also hurts to think about them not existing if Charlie hadn’t gone through all the awful stuff he did with her.”

      Hildy nodded in understanding. “It’s funny how life seems to always work out in just the way it’s meant to. Gaia teaches that lesson all the time but it’s hard to believe it when you’re dealing with the everyday chaos.”

      Chuck scratched his head and then laughed. “I only know one thing for sure and it’s that I’ve been waiting all my life for you to love me the way I love you.”

      Hildy lifted a hand and swept it around the room. “This is the life I’ve chosen to give myself to. Whether I’m somewhere else or in Assley, I’ll have to deal with shifting problems and healing challenges. This life is messy and complex and demanding of my time. Do you really want to share it with me? I’ll never be able to give you anything that could pass as normal.”

      Laughing dryly, Chuck lifted one shoulder. “For a couple of years, I think I’ve had what most people call a normal life. It’s very lonely when you’re not sleeping next to the person you love with all your heart.”

      Hildy moaned softly and wiped at her eyes. “I don’t deserve you, Chuck. I never have. Some part of me knows for sure that I’m not nearly as nice or as good as you are. You have to understand what you’re getting with me—I would have turned your shifter king into a toad and been proud of it. Do you really want to tie yourself to someone like that?”

      Chuck laughed again and walked closer. “Well, if you’re giving me a choice, I think I’d rather tie you to my bed and not let you out of it for about three months. But then again, I’ve read couples should save the kinky stuff until things get stale in a relationship. I can’t imagine things getting stale with us though. Can you?”

      “You do know I’m older and more experienced than you, right?”

      Chuck smiled and nodded. “I know you’re more experienced. I’ve known that from the start.”

      Hildy’s hands went to her hair. She yanked two handfuls in frustration. “By the Ancients, I have got to do something about this stuff soon.”

      Chuck snorted. “I’ll say. I’ve had a bear-sized boner ever since you got back to Assley.”

      Giggling, Hildy shook her head. “I was talking about my hair.”

      “What’s wrong with your hair?” Chuck asked, studying the top of her head.

      Belly-laughing over his reaction, Hildy went to Chuck and took his hand. “Come on, Big Guy. Let’s get something to eat before you have to collect the cubs.”

      “I’m not collecting them. They’re staying with Charlie. He built a sheet tent in the living room and they were all in it when I left. Looks like I’m all alone tonight.”

      Hildy shook her head slowly. “No, honey, you’re not going be alone tonight… or any other night.”

      “I don’t care if you have honey or not, Hildy. I’ll bring some by next time I visit. I want to be here with you.”

      “Somehow our conversations always end up confusing me,” Hildy admitted.

      Chuck laughed as he lifted a hand to her cheek. “Welcome to my world,” he said. “Of course, it might help if the blood would stay in my brain when you’re around. Let’s work on that happening soon, Ms. Shifter Whisperer.”

      Hildy giggled again when her bear tossed her over his shoulder and carried her up the stairs.
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      Chuck insisted on loading the dishwasher after dinner. Needing a shower, Hildy dropped her over-sized clothes into the hamper. Now she was officially back to either blankets or Morgana’s blue gown. She washed her hair and conditioned her unruly locks as best she could. Coming out of the tiled enclosure, she found Chuck waiting with one of her new plush towels. She felt a moment’s concern about him seeing her without clothes, but instead of arousal lighting his eyes, he wrapped her up with an earnest look on his face.

      “That look does not bode well for you fulfilling my fantasies. What’s wrong?” Hildy asked, lifting a hand to Chuck’s handsome jaw.

      “Charlie only tattooed his girlfriend on his arm. You’re tattooed with reminders all over. Do the marks hurt?”

      Hildy looked down at the marks visible outside the towel. “Not as bad as they did at first. My tattoos are part of my agreement with Gaia. Each inch represents a different power I will have access to using. The thrill of that is worth the pain.”

      Chuck bent his lips to a long line running from her collarbone down over her arm. Hildy shivered at the sensual assault.

      “It’s going to be difficult for me to go slow. I’m a big old bear shifter of a man. Does that scare you?”

      Hildy giggled and her knees buckled. Chuck caught her close as she fell against him. His words had the most amazing effect on her. “Nothing about you scares me. I’m powerful,” she whispered back.

      “And extremely tasty,” Chuck added, his lips retracing the same trail.

      On the return trip back to her throat, his tongue got involved too. Hildy squirmed inside the towel.

      “Chuck, this is torture. Please take me to bed. I want to be with you.”

      Chuck pulled his shirt off before raking her towel entirely out of the way. When she was naked once more, Hildy stepped forward and pressed her lips to his muscled chest.

      Since she was a teenager, Hildy had been on the hunt for a sexy shifter. Now she realized her search had been no more than a way to stall. A big part of her had been waiting for Chuck to grow up, which he had done in some spectacular ways.

      Hildy smiled and ran her hands over the muscles she’d been admiring. “Gaia made you about as perfect as a man could be made for me. I hope one day I can be your idea of perfect.”

      Chuck grinned. “You already are, babe. You’re the most beautiful mate any shifter could ever ask for in the world, although I do think it’s time to set your cave look aside and become the fashionably savvy witch you were meant to be.”

      Wrinkling her nose at her alleged mate’s lecture about her appearance, she stared up into his face. “I thought you didn’t care about my hair. Is a lecture your idea of sexy pillow talk? Because if it is—epic fail, dude.”

      Laughing, Chuck ran a hand over her fluffy, wild locks. “It’s not a lecture. I didn’t want there to be any other secrets between us. I’ll love you no matter what you do or don’t do to your hair, but it’s important to me that you love yourself completely. It’s part of my job as your mate. Remember one thing though—I’m meant to be a bear, not a toad. We need to be clear about that.”

      Her laugh rang loudly through the room. By the Ancients, Chuck always made her laugh. “If we’re going to be mates, you shouldn’t have to be afraid of me. How about this? I promise never to turn you into a toad. If I get that mad at you, I’ll let you know and we’ll work it out.”

      “Thank you,” Chuck said in relief. “Can we get back to the sexy stuff now?”

      “If you’re done lecturing.”

      “I’m done with everything except getting inside you.”

      Hildy giggled in happiness when Chuck lifted her into his arms for a kiss that made all kinds of promises. He walked them out of the bathroom and to the four-poster bed, sliding them onto the mattress as nearly one unit.

      “You were so worth waiting for,” Chuck whispered.

      Hildy tugged until he lay on her. She needed to feel his weight—to know this was going to happen. “You were worth the wait too,” she whispered back.

      When Chuck kissed her again, he stole her breath. The moans he pulled from her in passion sent pink glitter into the air. Love bloomed inside her. Power flowed between the two of them.

      Hildy had always heard that making love to the right person was magical. Lucky, lucky her to finally learn that it was true.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hours later, a loud noise startled Hildy awake from a sound sleep. She sat up in the bed and looked around in the dark. The noise seemed to be near her—in fact, the noise seemed to be next to her. It turned out to be Chuck… and he was snoring loudly.

      “By the Ancients, bear. How am I supposed to deal with you making that racket every night?”

      She laughed at herself and at Chuck, then nudged him with a hand to get him to roll over. Chuck grunted and turned slightly, but not by much. The snoring continued, but it had gotten a bit softer.

      “I’m going to need earplugs,” Hildy said out loud.

      “And probably soundproofing too. You both moan a lot. Thought you might want to know in case Chuck and the cubs move in with you.”

      Hildy’s head swung toward the speaker. Her eyes peered through the darkness. “Who said that? Who are you?”

      “Stop fretting, Hildegard. If you used all your senses, you’d have already known I was here and that it was just me. Or at least it’s part of me. This is my favorite human form. I thought it would be easier than coming here as a big ball of light. I wouldn’t want you to think I was an alien or something else weird. You’d be surprised about how many people think that about my true form.”

      The outline of a woman grew more evident as she finally materialized next to the bed.

      Hildy searched the woman’s energy for clues to her identity. The realization came slowly. “Gaia?”

      “In the flesh—temporarily.”

      “I…” Hildy began and then felt cool fingers press against her lips to stop them from moving.

      “Stop. I’m not here for anything negative. You get enough lectures from all the well-meaning people in your life. I stopped by to finish activating your power. A happy week or two with your bear would have gotten it done more naturally, but you don’t have that kind of time. The shifters need you at full power tomorrow. A showdown is coming.”

      The woman stopped talking and stared into her eyes. Hildy swallowed and never looked away.

      “Now I’m going to take my fingers off your mouth and you’re going to keep quiet for me while I do this, okay? I don’t want your bear to see me. I need all my energy for what I have to do.”

      Hildy’s head moved up and down while she stared back. When the woman removed her fingers and swept a hand out, the blanket folded gently away from Hildy’s body. She spoke in a soothing, rhythmic language as she moved her glowing hands over Hildy’s marks. She made sure each one faded before moving on.

      It was a bizarre ritual and seemed like a dream to Hildy. Finally though, in the light of Gaia’s glowing hands, Hildy noticed her body was now as smooth and unblemished as it had been before Keera’s work. But if her druid marks were now permanently absorbed, why didn’t she feel any different?

      Maybe that was just the silly human in her talking. What had she expected from sharing power with the mother of the Earth? Something unusual, but she knew healing magic was often far too practical to put on a big show.

      “There,” Gaia said as she finished. “And tell Morgana next time you see her that I really liked what she did with your bedroom. That goddess has excellent taste. You’re fortunate she still cares so much about you.”

      “I like her too,” Hildy said, her voice a squeak. “Will you… will you come back and see me?”

      “Child,” Gaia said, cupping a hand to her cheek. “I will come on the wind whenever you call. I will be in the magic that flows from your fingertips. We are part of each other now. You are one of my chosen. I will never, ever be out of touch with you. And you will never be alone again in this world.”

      Hildy felt tears welling in her eyes. One drop leaked out and ran down her cheek. “Thank you, Gaia. Thank you for everything.”

      “Thank you for daring to share your heart with the world. It takes a lot of bravery to love with your whole self,” Gaia said.

      Chucked snored loudly then and made them both laugh. It broke the seriousness of the moment and gave Hildy an excuse to swipe at the tear.

      “Bears snore,” Gaia said fondly, letting her hand drop away. “All shifters have a flaw that comes from their animal side. Be grateful for your bear, Hildegard. There are a lot worse flaws than snoring.”

      Hildy giggled. “Everything else about Chuck is perfect. I’m sure I’ll get used to the noise.”

      “You will,” Gaia said with confidence, smiling through the dark. “I have to go now. Good luck tomorrow.”

      There was a shower of silver and gold sparks as Gaia pulled her energy from the room. Hildy heard strange noises coming from the rest of the house. It sounded a bit like fireworks were going off everywhere, even outside.

      Because it was Gaia, she didn’t bother to check. She trusted the Great Mother with everything in her life. She just hoped the Great Mother’s grand exit didn’t bring all of Assley running.

      Chuck snored once louder than before and then rose up in the bed. He looked over at her and his sleepy look made Hildy giggle.

      “Hi, Handsome.”

      “Hi back. You’re even more beautiful to me now than you were before. Did I hear someone talking in the room?”

      “Yes,” Hildy said, rubbing his arm. “Gaia came to visit me. She left just now in a shower of sparkly fireworks. Everything’s okay though, so you can go back to sleep.”

      “I have a better idea,” Chuck said sleepily, rolling over onto his mate who giggled as he settled himself into place. “I love you, Hildy. I like waking up with you next to me.”

      “I like it too,” Hildy said softly, cupping his beard-rough face with one hand. She shivered when Chuck growled low and bent to lick her throat. “Uh… Chuck?”

      He lifted his sleepy head and stared into her eyes.

      “This might be a crazy question at this particular moment but do you know anything about soundproofing?”

      Hildy squealed when her bear mate dipped his big head and nipped her shoulder. Chuck swallowed her next squeal with a mind-bending kiss.

      The soundproofing was going to have to be something she used her magic on later.

      Much, much later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite his outstanding lovemaking, sleeping next to a snoring Chuck proved to be very challenging. His snores kept waking her up and the net result was Hildy not getting much sleep.

      It also didn’t help her tiredness when she woke up to a thousand animal sounds echoing up through the house from the basement. It was like everyone in the healing room was talking all at once. Worse—now she was hearing them inside her head as well as with her ears.

      Making her grumpier than ever, she finally noticed Chuck was missing. There was no note of goodbye—no thank you for the best first time a bear could ask for.

      What was she? Some one-night mate stand?

      A trip to the bathroom confirmed that a night of lovemaking had not been kind to her hairstyle. This morning her frizzy locks looked she was wearing a cheap wig. Zapping herself bald was appealing but it didn’t seem right to use her new Gaia-blessed power on such a petty thing.

      She returned to the bedroom and searched for her clothes but couldn’t find any of her blankets. She searched for Chuck’s clothes too, but couldn’t find those either. Some mysterious housekeeper had taken those and the used towels away.

      Outside of wrapping herself in a clean bath towel or a sheet, it seemed Hildy was destined to be naked today. No way was she wearing the dress Morgana loaned her. She couldn’t afford to have it leave her in the buff with no warning. Hildy resigned herself to wearing the bath towel until she saw Fat Bastard dragging a bag to the bed.

      “Here youse some real clothes, dumplin’ cheeks. It’s a mother humpin’ freakin’ zoo down there already. Hurry.”

      Hildy nodded, lifted the bag to the bed, and rummaged through it. There were three pairs of used yoga pants and some sports bras. Digging to the bottom, she found a pair of shoes her size.

      Her eyes narrowed as she looked at her familiar. “These are not my clothes and were never my clothes. Where did you get these?”

      “No idea. They was left on the porch by a person who remains unidentified at this time. Youse name was on the bag.”

      Hildy looked back at the travel bag that she knew cost a cool five hundred in cash. “That’s not my name. The bag says Prada on it.”

      “Dat’s not youse name? Most of your clothes had that name on it. Me and the boys assumed it was youse secondary moniker. Hildy Prada Her Witchy-ness Nice Bosom.”

      Huffing at his ass kissing, Hildy rolled her eyes. “The clothes in the bag are not Prada. They’re off the rack.”

      “Well, youse better put them on yer rack, doll muffin’. Weeze already filled all dem cages this morning while youse was sleeping off yer bear-nookie hangover. And speaking of racks, the boys and I all agree yers looks much better without dem druid designs marking the creamy beautifulness dat is yer tatas.”

      “Out!” Hildy yelled, her voice echoing as if she’d called a power word. “And shut the door behind you. If I catch you spying on me again, you and the boys will be singing soprano before the sun sets.”

      Fat Bastard laughed and hauled his big kitty butt out of the room as fast as his legs could run. She had enough to deal with. Her perverted familiars needed to clean up their act.

      Like she’d warned Chuck, she hadn’t matured into a person nearly as nice as he was. She and Carol had been tough since they were ten. The Jezibaba had made sure of it.

      And she was sick and tired of things not going her way.

      She was stomping around the bedroom when she realized the animals in the basement had shut up too. Quiet reigned once more in her house but Hildy wasn’t fooled. Any peace in Assley was temporary.

      She yanked on a pair of yoga pants and chose one of the more supportive sports bras from the pile. She went to the bench at the bottom of the bed and sat to put on the shoes—without any socks. Her benefactor obvious didn’t believe in those or panties.

      On her feet again, and mostly presentable now, Hildy took a deep breath and prepared herself to go deal. She had no time to be mad at Chuck and no time to be upset about having the worst morning after the best sex of her life.

      “What is it with this freakin’ place? Every day there’s some emergency. Can’t a witch have a freakin’ cup of herbal tea and start her day like a normal healer might do? It’s not like I got a lot of sleep last night. It’s not like I haven’t been worried every day about not being able to solve the shifting problem. Is food before I work too much to ask?”

      Her hands went to her hair in frustration and her fingers tangled in the poof ball of frizz on her head. It was all she could do not to zap herself bald. “I can’t stand this anymore.” She dug through the Prada duffle on a hunch and yelled “Ha!” when she found a cloth headband that matched her bra. She pulled it on and went to the bathroom mirror.

      Laughing at the shocking sight being reflected to her, she braced her hands on the sink and hung her head. Outside of Gaia and her late-night visit, nothing else was making any sense. Dressed in these clothes, she looked more like a fashion don’t than a fashion do. Even Carol on her worst day looked better than this.

      “I need my own clothes. I need to get my hair done. I need a freakin’ day in Paris and Prada therapy. I need a life that doesn’t include bears that leave your bed before dawn.”

      As soon she solved this problem, she was going to indulge herself.
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      Healing area empty once more, Hildy paced as she wiped everything down with an eco-friendly disinfectant. It wasn’t that she feared the spread of animal cooties as much as she merely liked the smell of the natural oils included in it. It smelled hellaciously better than fifty kinds of animals and cleaning always grounded her.

      She was wired and buzzing today. The power Gaia had given her now felt trapped within her body.

      Food. She also needed food. She hadn’t taken the time to eat this morning. A cup of tea would be nice too.

      She jogged upstairs to the kitchen and found a solemn Charlie sitting at her table.

      “Come on in, Charlie. Make yourself at home. Don’t mind me—I just live here,” Hildy said, rolling her eyes.

      “The cats let me in. I needed to talk to you alone.”

      “Sure—talk,” Hildy said, heading to the sink to fill the kettle. “Tea?”

      “With lots of honey, please. It’s been one of those days.”

      “For me too,” Hildy said, plopping tea bags into cups. She turned to glare. “Your wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am brother was gone when I woke up. I’ll try not to take my anger out on you.”

      Charlie squirmed in his chair. “Chuck leaving you this morning was my fault. I had a problem with the kids and I needed his help. They were refusing to go to school. We had some late night company arrive and they weren’t cooperating with me. You were right about him being their dad. He growls and they listen. That’s what a real parent does.”

      Hildy nodded as she took the whistling kettle off the stove and poured boiling water into the cups. She carried their steeping tea to the table and went back for the honey jar. There was a container of homemade muffins on the counter—muffins she hadn’t baked. Too hungry to question their appearance, she brought the muffins to the table as well.

      Charlie sighed as he looked at them. “The muffins are from Mom. She said to tell you hello and that she was looking forward to meeting you.”

      “Your mother came home? But Chuck said she usually stays gone for months.”

      Charlie nodded. “All true, but Mom returned late last night. She said the men she normally visited were put off by her pig snout.”

      Hildy choked on a bite of muffin. They were good but a bit dry. “Your mother grew a pig snout?”

      “Just yesterday—that’s why I had to come to see you. Mom says the pig snout appeared right after she ran into someone who looked like the woman tattooed on my arm. The woman said her name was something else, but that was far too coincidental. I think Isobelle went after my mother because Mom wasn’t here in Assley.”

      “Do you think it was Isobelle?” Hildy asked.

      Charlie nodded again. “Had to be. She’s hurting my family, Hildy. How can I stop her? I know she’s technically part of my family too, being the mother of the cubs and all, but she’s not a very good person. The safety of the cubs has to come first. I can’t let their first shift turn them into pigs.”

      Hildy frowned and made herself eat the rest of the dry muffin. She didn’t want that either. When Charlie only put a tiny bit of honey in his tea, she knew he was super upset. Chuck would have used the whole jar. Any happy bear would.

      “That witch is not…” Hildy stopped her denial to reconsider.

      If her theory was right, Isobelle technically was the mother of the cubs. Unless she had a twin as well, it had been Isobelle who’d slept with Charlie. And now Isobelle was always going to be part of Charlie’s family no matter what. It was the natural order of things.

      Hildy looked at the male who could be technically her brother-in-law if she considered herself mated. But she didn’t. Did she?

      “I’m now convinced the problem is magical. To fix this, we need to know how Isobelle put the curse in place. She’ll never willingly tell us unless she has a really good reason to do so.”

      “If you want me to track Isobelle down, I can do that. Her scent will always be with me. Getting her to return to Assley is going to be the real problem. And if she’s anything like you or the Baba Yaga, I’ll definitely come back as a toad.”

      Charlie was right, but no one knew how powerful Isobelle was. Morgana had drained her Baba Yaga power and given it to Carol. Maybe it was time to find out. Both she and Carol needed to know if their nemesis was the one causing havoc in their lives.

      “I have an idea about how to get her here, Charlie. Do you trust me?”

      “Of course. You're my brother’s mate. You’re now my family too.”

      Hildy smiled. “That’s not exactly a yes to my question, and I for sure don’t feel like Chuck’s mate this morning, but I do need your help to carry out my plan.”

      “I will always do what I can. I promise.”

      Hildy nodded. “Good. Drink your tea, Charlie. What I have in mind requires a cage from the basement and us going out into the front yard. ”
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      “Is this going to hurt much?” Charlie asked.

      Hildy shrugged. “No idea. A catalyst is necessary for this particular spell. It will either fix you or accelerate whatever is occurring in your shifter bio-chemistry.”

      “In short—I might turn into a big old pig,” Charlie concluded. He looked around him. “Guess that’s why I’m in this cage, huh?”

      Hildy shrugged again. “If that’s where your biology is going… then, yes, you might turn into a pig. The cage is a precaution so I can keep you where you belong.”

      “Do it,” Charlie finally ordered, lifting his chin. “My brother will take care of the cubs if I turn into a swine. Do your evil Circe thing to me, Hildy, but remember, I’m meant to be a bear.”

      “Circe? The witch from Homer’s Odyssey? Dude, I am so not Circe. I’m more like the goddess Athena in that story. I’m looking out for the good guys. Keep that in mind when you start oinking all over.”

      “In case I don’t switch back, you should know I sincerely wish my brother hadn’t found you first. You’re really smart.”

      Internally rolling her eyes at Charlie’s compliment, Hildy shook her head. “It would never have worked between us. I’ve loved Chuck since he was a child. We’ve grown into our current relationship—if you can call what we have a relationship. Now shush while I do this. This is a no distractions allowed spell.”

      Before she got started, Hildy turned to her familiars. “Stop licking your privates and go tell the Baba Yaga that I need her help. Tell her to prepare a binding spell and get here fast.”

      “Are youse sure youse need the Baba Yo…”

      “Yes. Go and bring her back here,” Hildy commanded. The cats blinked away even while yowling in protest. “They were so cute as kittens. Maybe I should look into a regression spell so I can like them again.”

      Clearing her throat, Hildy closed her eyes and looked for the right magic inside her to cast the spell on Charlie. The magic was effortless to find and she felt it instantly run into her hands.

      She wished she’d been using the power to heal instead, but that day would come.

      
        
        “Mirrors are cursed while the true self is cloaked

        Bears don’t growl and frogs don’t croak

        Blood and mating have both been spurned

        In all shifter blood, a wrong change now burns

        Return this curse to its caster—return it three times three

        Return it to the one who tampered with life’s sacred tree

        As Gaia’s witch commands this day, so mote this spell be.”

      

      

      Hildy kept her eyes closed even when Charlie called out. She felt magic leaving her hands, but she repeated the spell three more times before letting her eyelids raise. When she looked in the cage, it was to see Charlie with his large hands covering nearly all of his face.

      “It’s gone. My snout is gone,” Charlie said in surprise, pulling his hands away so Hildy could see.

      “Interesting. Now shift to a bear and let’s see what happens,” Hildy ordered.

      Charlie turned into a sizeable blond bear with a brown stripe down his back. She smiled and nodded. “Great. Now shift back to human.”

      Charlie complied, but unfortunately, he ended up naked. His clothes had been torn off during his shift into his bear form and pieces of cloth were lying on the cage floor.

      Naked Charlie wasn’t hard on a woman’s eyes because the rest of him matched the eight-pack abs she’d seen before. Hildy’s only problem with the male scenery was that the handsome bear shifter made her miss Chuck even more. Great Gaia, she had it bad for Chuck.

      “Oops… I forgot about that little side effect,” Hildy said. She waved a hand and reassembled Charlie’s clothes on his body. When he was dressed once more, she walked forward and opened the cage door to let him out.

      “What did you do to make my pig snout disappear?” Charlie asked.

      “I’m hoping I gave it to a sneaky, evil witch, along with a few other pig parts. Now go get Chuck and the cubs and bring them here. Isobelle is going to be mad when she shows up.”

      “Why would she show up here?”

      Hildy laughed and felt the power of being right flow through her. It was some of the best magic in the world. She smiled wide. “She will come because she knows I’m the only person who can fix her now. Even the dark magic she uses can’t undo one of Gaia’s spells.”

      “Can you fix the cubs like you fixed me?”

      Hildy shook her head. “This fix is only a spell, not true healing. I’m winging it here and your fix might be temporary. Once Isobelle tells me what she did, I can find a way to fix everyone permanently.”

      “Wow, that would be amazing,” Charlie said.

      “Let’s hope it’s worthy of your ‘Wow’ and then some. Hurry and bring the family here, Charlie. I don’t think it’s going to take long for Isobelle to show up.”

      “Right. Going. Can I go as a bear? It’s great to be myself normal self again.”

      Hildy nodded and watched Charlie’s bear form rip his clothes to shreds again. The effort to clothe him had been a total waste of magic. She should have just left him naked.

      “Get dressed before you come back here. If I have to fight a witch, I can’t be wasting my magic putting clothes on naked bears.”

      Charlie roared once in agreement and took off running.
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      Utterly alone at her house for the first time, Hildy transported the cage back to the healing room in the basement, then turned to walk up her sidewalk. The sight that greeted her stole her breath.

      The sidewalk pavers were now level and laid correctly, the wrap-around porch was completely redone, and a porch swing with brightly colored pillows swung gently back and forth.

      Backing down the sidewalk for a better look, she saw the roof was also replaced and the shutters were repaired. In fact, the whole house was sparkling white. The house of horrors was now as beautiful as a house could be.

      Laughing with joy, Hildy bounded up the newly painted steps and looked around at the freshly painted porch in awe. She knew exactly who was responsible for the rest of her renovations.

      “Thank you, Gaia. It’s all beautiful,” Hildy said sincerely, seeing the enormous pots of blooming flowers flanking each side of the doorway.

      She walked back into the house and saw the stairs were now well lit with a small chandelier. It appeared her new benefactor had finished every detail that hadn’t been done.

      “Let there be light,” Hildy said with a giggle as she flipped a switch at the bottom of the stairs.

      She’d go up and investigate the bedrooms some other time. Right now, she needed to change clothes. She needed to prepare herself for a witch fight which she refused to have looking like an extra from the Flash Dance movie.

      In her bedroom, she stripped off her yoga clothes and pulled Morgana’s beautiful blue dress over her head. She left the headband on to hold back her hair but added her favorite stone pendant to her ensemble. The flame-colored agate looked great against the blue.

      “Too bad the dress isn’t a bit more modern,” Hildy said, admiring her reflection. The dress suddenly shimmered and changed forms. It grew partial sleeves and shrunk in length to stop just above her knees. “Oh, that’s much better.”

      Hildy looked at her feet and conjured a pair of matching blue boots to match the outfit. It wasn’t the greatest outfit she’d ever put together, but it was way better than wearing a blanket… or the used yoga clothes.

      Now she felt prepared. She did some meditation, burned some sage in her fireplace to clear the negativity from the house, and went to her bag to look through her magic tools. Since they were attuned for healing broken bones and mending body parts, she found nothing.

      Telling herself that the only power she needed was inside her, Hildy made another cup of tea and headed back outside to her lovely renovated porch to wait. No way was she letting the fight happen inside her now beautifully restored house.
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      An hour later, a bunch of bear shifters walked into her front yard. The three smallest ones ran to hug her when she walked down the steps to greet.

      “Got any honey muffins?” one asked.

      “Not today,” Hildy said. “Maybe I’ll make some tomorrow.”

      A chorus of dancing “Yays!” and fist pumps made her smile.

      “What did you do, Hildy? Hire a bunch of elves after I left this morning? I would have fixed it all eventually. You didn’t use your magic, did you? You know you’re not supposed to do that.”

      Hildy lifted a finger, pointed, and glared at the bear who assumed nothing was wrong. “I’m not sure I’m talking to you.”

      “Why?” Chuck asked, totally shocked over the news.

      “Why didn’t you wake me up if you needed to leave this morning? After last night, don’t I at least deserve a kiss goodbye or a note or… I don’t know… something.”

      “I did wake you,” Chuck said in his defense. “I woke you about seven times last night which is why I let you sleep in this morning. I figured I’d be back by the time you got out of bed.”

      “There were more than a dozen shifters in the basement screeching for me when it was barely light outside. I didn’t even get a freaking cup of tea before I went to work.”

      Chuck sighed. “I’m sorry. I would have brought you tea if I’d been here.”

      “Do you honestly expect me to believe that?” Hildy asked. She looked down when someone tugged on her dress.

      “Don’t be mad at Daddy. It wasn’t his fault we were being stubborn old bears,” a pig-nosed, sassy cub said by her side.

      While Hildy was smiling at the cub, a large woman with flashing brown eyes and a pig snout came up and punched forgetful Chuck solidly in his arm. The force of it shoved him sideways several steps.

      “I like her,” the woman said. “A healer has no time to worry about her man. You wake your woman up next time before you leave her bed. I swear you’re just like your father. I should have known one of you would get his bad habits. He’d bound out of bed and leave me laying there for the slightest reason. Makes a woman feel used.”

      Chuck glared at Hildy. “You know that’s not what happened. The kids are the only reason I would ever have left you this morning.”

      Hildy snorted and crossed her arms. “Really? You left me at Charlie’s the other day without saying goodbye. Sometimes I think I don’t know you at all, Chuck. Maybe if you hadn’t disappeared after the first time we…” She stopped when she heard a childish laugh and glanced down at three pairs of pig ears listening intently to her every word. Wait… pig ears?

      “Oh no,” Hildy said, bending to feel their pointy ears. “You’re changing again.”

      “But we don’t have piggy tails yet. We still have our hairy bear butts.”

      Giggling, Hildy smiled at all three of them. “Well, thank Gaia for that,” she said with great feeling. “And I just realized that I don’t even know your names.”

      “I’m Farley. These are my brothers, Harrison and Garrison. Dad said he couldn’t rhyme all three of us. I don’t mind though. I like my name being different.”

      Hildy laughed as she straightened. “I think you all have great names.” She looked at Chuck and Charlie. “Take the kids to the basement and put them into one of the large cages. Your mother should stay down there with them as well. The doors are warded now to let me know when someone enters who isn’t a shifter.”

      Charlie called to the kids but they looked at Chuck for permission. Hildy looked at Chuck too. He stepped forward and put a hand on her face. “I never meant to hurt you by leaving. Last night was the most amazing night of my life.”

      Hildy sighed against his palm. “We’ll work it out later. Protect the children and your mother. That’s what’s important right now.”

      “Who’s going to protect you?”

      Laughing, Hildy moved Chuck’s palm to her lips and kissed it fully. “Silly bear. Didn’t me kicking your ass teach you anything? I’m planning to take care of myself. The Amazons trained me to fight, remember?”

      “But I’m your mate, Hildegard. I’m supposed to have your back. What if Charlie’s ex brings friends to help her and you’re outnumbered?”

      “I won’t be for very long. I’ve got friends coming as well.” Hildy kissed his palm again and was surprised when Chuck caught her close and kissed her mouth. His possessive kiss spun out until she was nearly spinning herself. Her addiction to the bear was worse now that she knew how the bear delivered on that sensual promise.

      She eased away and patted his massive chest. “You’re a sexy distraction I can’t afford at the moment, but I guess I’d feel the same way if I knew you were about to get into a fight. Hide the family, then come back.”

      Chuck smiled and nodded. She laughed when she heard Harrison demanding to know how long they’d be in the cage and Garrison telling his brother not to worry because he’d get them out if their incarceration lasted too long. Farley laughed at both his brothers and gave her a thumbs up as he followed them indoors.

      This was her new family, Hildy thought, smiling at where her thoughts had gone. She hoped the upstairs held at least three bedrooms. Her mind was on the future when she felt a magical wind lifting her hair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Glad she was more than halfway down her sidewalk, Hildy turned to see a woman with a pig snout glaring at her. Even with the new appendage taking up most of her human face, Hildy would have recognized the witch.

      “Long time, no see, Isobelle. Too bad it wasn’t forever.”

      “Did you honestly think I was going to let you get by with this?” Isobelle demanded, pointing to her snout.

      “Nice ears too. Have you grown a piggy tail yet?” Hildy asked, crossing her arms. “Your sons haven’t grown tails, but it’s probably just a matter of time. What spell did you cast on them, Isobelle? Because it’s all coming back to you—three times three—compliments of me and Gaia.”

      “You did not send this change to me. You’re not strong enough for such magic. I may have been frozen but I heard you give up your Baba Yaga powers.”

      Hildy’s mouth twisted with the irony. “Sorry, dudette, but you got it wrong—like totally wrong. I gave my Baba Yaga power to Carol but I got a different kind of power in exchange. Oh, wait… how would you know? You didn’t give up your power, did you? As I recall, the Goddess Morgana took it from you and gave it to Carol because you were unworthy to have it.”

      “That female is not my goddess. She has no power over me,” Isobelle said. “And I lost nothing. Watch and learn about my greatness.”

      Isobelle lifted her hands and chanted. Hildy lifted a brow when at least a hundred rodents of varying sizes appeared from the road and surrounding area. Well, it wasn’t like Keera hadn’t tried to warn her and the cats.

      “That’s your big magic? I’m not impressed. Here kitty, kitty, kitty,” Hildy called.

      Isobelle laughed at her until Hildy’s familiars appeared already in attack position. They looked around in alarm and then back to their witch.

      “Youse called us?” Fat Bastard asked.

      “I need your help with them,” Hildy said, pointing at the rodent army. “Invite some friends to lunch. I’ll provide a round of catnip for everyone after.”

      “Catnip. Ooo-la-la… it’s party time. Youse got it, doll patootie,” Fat Bastard said. He looked to his buddies. “Call dem cheatin’ Sunday parlor cats from the card games too. Those losers owe us anyway. Might as well collect our earnings in help.”

      Hildy laughed at Fat Bastard’s strange seriousness, but she and Isobelle both had to cover their ears when twenty yowling cats suddenly appeared out of thin air.

      “A few cats against my rodent army? Are you kidding me?” Isobelle threw back her head and laughed hysterically.

      Hildy bit her lips when George suddeny appeared on the lawn along with three confused females. George looked at Hildy. “Did you bring us here for some particular reason, Ms. Shifter Whisperer, or was you just practicin’ your poofin’?”

      Hildy chuckled, slightly embarrassed. “My cat familiars sent out a magical distress call to other… um… cats in the nearby area,” she explained to a bewildered George. “Sorry. I guess Fat Bastard accidentally included you guys too.”

      George’s green eyes glittered as he yowled. “Well, Mr. Bastard was right about me being a cat, and I say, what the hello kitty am I waitin’ for? I’m always in the mood for a midday snack. Mice and rats were never my thing, but if it helps you out, I’m in.”

      “No, George. Don’t shift!” Hildy yelled, but it was too late.

      “Lordy. This recklessness is why we kicked him out of our lair,” one of the females said with a whine in her voice. “George is sexy and brave, but that mountain lion is dumb as a box of hair. I can’t be birthing mountain lion babies with his bad habits.”

      Hildy sighed at the trouble Isobelle was causing everyone. At least this time, George kept a mountain lion head which she saw he was using to dispatch mice in great volumes. As for the rest of him though? She couldn’t tell what the rest of George’s body was trying to become.

      The female shifters looked at the strangely George and sadly shook their heads.

      Hildy cringed at the battle happening in front of her. Her brave and somewhat pathetic cat posse had managed to push the rodents into the nearby woods. But many of the cats, including her familiars, were now limping from rodent bites. Blood covered nearly every inch of what once was her pristine front yard.

      “Some big deal shifter healer you are,” Isobelle said with a laugh, waving a hand to George who disappeared into the woods. “What was wrong with the mountain lion? He looked pretty ridiculous to me.”

      Hildy turned to glare at Isobelle. “George looks no more ridiculous than you do. With Gaia’s help, I managed to turn you—a non-shifter—into the same creature you spelled your children and their father to become. So what else you got, witch? Or are you ready to call back your wicked spell?”

      Isobelle lifted her hands to the air. The skies darkened and the wind lifted her hair. Isobelle called out for power in strange words a human tongue could barely form.

      Hildy watched the cowardly mountain lion females run behind her house. At least now she had less to worry about.

      She braced her feet apart and spread her arms out to each side of her body.

      She did not fear anything in Gaia’s world—not wind, not storms, and not the darkness. She was part of the Earth now.

      “Bring it,” Hildy ordered. “Your plan to defeat me didn’t work last time. It won’t work this time either, Isobelle. Good wins over evil—always—no matter how long it takes. This is a lesson you’re going to learn even if it takes me the rest of my life to teach it to you.”

      Isobelle laughed. “How stupid are you? You’ve already lost. I’m the one your mate had children with—not you. I believe that makes me the biggest winner of all.”

      A wicked smile lifted Hildy’s lips. “No, actually, that makes you the biggest loser because my mate is a triplet. Sorry to break the bad news to you, but you seduced Charlie, one of my mate’s brothers. Chuck and I changed his virgin status just last night. But you did create an amazing set of bear cubs with Charlie. They look exactly like you right now. Don’t you want to be a piggy-mom to three adorable piggy-bear cubs? They’re adorable.”

      “They were supposed to carry the spell to others and then turn into swine themselves. I intended for them to live out their sad little lives as pigs after they helped me ruin your life and career.”

      “Too bad. So sad. Their father’s amazing bear genes fought off your evil. Good thing for you though since I tied your pig evolution to theirs. Not even your darkest power can break Gaia’s power over you now. Either you help me fix everyone, or you’re going to turn into a pig. It’s your choice.”

      Isobelle’s scream of rage shook the forest and the ground they were standing on.

      Hildy snorted. “If you mess up my recently renovated house with your tantrums, I’ll make sure the Baba Yaga locks away a demonic toad instead of a human witch.”

      “You hold no true power over me. I am mistress of my fate.”

      “Haven’t you kept up? I work for the Great Mother now and Gaia does have the power. But I don’t need to bother Gaia with this. Here’s a little something a dragon mage taught me.”

      Hildy held out her hand and magic shot like a laser out of her palm.

      “Vespertiliones prohibere!”

      The command echoed as it hit Isobelle and froze her in place. The woman’s eyes turned to flames as she glared at Hildy. Last time her cats had saved the day by sending Isobelle’s magic back to her. This time it had been all Hildy’s power and she was proud of stopping the woman who’d harmed so many people she cared about.

      Unfazed by the viciousness in Isobelle’s eyes, Hildy calmly walked toward her solidified enemy. “Just like old times, isn’t it? I hope the Goddess Morgana was watching. She probably needs a good laugh.”

      “Hildy, for Goddess sake, don’t touch her. That witch has demon cooties and you know Isobelle’s dark magic still works through the freezing spell. Morgana kept me from touching her last time this happened.”

      “And Isobelle escaped last time to do this to me this time,” Hildy snorted and shoved Carol’s arm. “It’s about freaking time you showed up.”

      Carol pushed Hildy’s arm back. “Stop ranting. I was in the middle of a werewolf shifter fight and barely saved your cat’s asses from being eaten. It wasn’t like I wasn’t trying to get here.”

      “Okay. I guess the Great One gets a pass this time for making me a lower priority,” Hildy teased. She looked at frozen Isobelle and sighed. “Before I zapped her, she admitted she’d done something, but never gave any details. I’m no better off than I was before she showed up. She wouldn’t stop bragging long enough to have a real conversation.”

      “Isobelle outclasses us in the dark arts. That’s why I called an old friend. He’s well-versed in dark magic and it’s ill-effects now. He barely saved his mate and his kingdom from it.”

      Hildy saw Chuck and Charlie come out onto the porch. Carol turned and her eyes lit with interest. “My, my. There’s nothing more appealing than a set of shifter twins who look as good as those two.”

      “Down, girl,” Hildy ordered. “They’re two of a set of three, but Chuck’s officially mine, and the one with him is the father of Isobelle’s cubs. Have some couth. You don’t want to follow the wicked witch. ”

      “Goddess, no, I don’t want to follow that skank. Wait… there’s a third one? Is he mated? That would make two of them still technically available. I promise I won’t keep them long,” Carol whispered.

      “Stop,” Hildy said, rolling her eyes. “Chas is mated to a polar bear. She’d probably maul you for looking at him.”

      A naked George chose that moment to limp back into the bloody yard now filled with gross rodent parts everywhere. He didn’t pause as he moved slowly by.

      “Think I tore a calf muscle in whatever animal bottom I was sportin’. It took everything I had left to change back. If it’s all the same to you, Ms. Shifter Whisper, I’m gonna head to the basement and wait until you get done here.”

      Hildy nodded. “Be there as soon as I can, George. You can let the bear cubs out their cage now.” They both watched a naked George carefully climb the steps of the porch.

      “He has quite a nice ass. What is he?” Carol asked. “I can’t get a reading.”

      “George is a mountain lion. Like the others, his shifting is messed up. I’m surprised he was able to change back to human. I’ve had to help the worst of those suffering from the problem.”

      Chuck came out and glared at the frozen Isobelle. “I remember her. She’s the woman who chained me to the tree the day of the Baba Yaga test—her and that dragon guy.”

      “Nothing wrong with that summary,” Hildy confirmed, smiling at the bear she adored.

      Charlie walked slower toward them and sighed as he looked at Isobelle. “That’s her. That’s my Issy. What in the world did I ever see in her?”

      “Only what she spelled you to see,” Carol said firmly. She looked at the agonized bear. “Don’t let what she did ruin your life. Isobelle doesn’t deserve to have that power over you or your children.”

      Charlie didn’t answer because there was suddenly a loud buzzing above their heads. It sounded like a hundred bees descending on them. The bears instinctively fell to the ground and covered their heads.

      Carol laughed. “Guys, it’s okay. It’s not bees. It’s just fairies.”

      Two regal crown-wearing fairies dressed all in purple landed next to them and grew to full height. Behind the royal couple, an entire fairy army appeared with strange weapons clasped in their hands.

      Hildy reached down and pulled Chuck to his feet. Her bear might as well gawk standing up.

      “King Nathaniel,” Carol said formally, smirking as she bowed her head.

      “Stop with the king stuff,” Nathaniel ordered. “I’m practically your uncle.”

      Hildy giggled. “Let’s not say uncle. Carol and I used to make bets with each other about how hot you were under your brown warlock robe. The Jezibaba used to get after us.”

      Hildy and Carol laughed when Nathaniel’s face turned pink.

      “Have you met my queen?” Nathaniel asked.

      Leelu came forward and bowed her head. “Trust me, ladies. He’s even better under his clothes than you probably imagined.”

      “Leelu, don’t encourage them. They’re pranksters,” Nathaniel said.

      Carol and Hildy laughed full out and both put a hand on Nathaniel’s arm.

      “Sorry,” Carol said. “We’re just happy to see you looking so… happy.”

      When Nathaniel turned his head, they both winked at Leelu who looked down to hide her smile.

      “What can we do to help—we can’t stay long,” Nathaniel said as he gestured toward Isobelle’s frozen form. “That witch is full of dark magic. It’s already cost her some of her human life. What has she done to deserve her fate today?”

      “Daddy!” The kids came running down the steps and Chuck ran back trying to stop them.

      Charlie was two footfalls behind Chuck, but both bear fathers were too late to block out the sight. The cubs had already spied the frozen form of Isobelle.

      “Wow,” Farley said. “It’s her, Harrison. Just like you said.”

      “Her? What her?” Chuck asked.

      Harrison nodded and pointed. “She visited us—now and again. She gave us birthday treats last time we saw her and the next day we grew pig snouts. We didn’t tell you because we didn’t want you to worry. She was mostly nice until that last time.”

      “Is she our mother?” Garrison asked.

      “Why? Did she tell you that?” a stunned Charlie choked out.

      Three identical nods brought reality into sharp focus for all the adults. Isobelle could have done anything to the cubs and no one would ever have known.

      Chuck looked at Hildy. She could tell he had no idea what to do. Hildy smiled back at him. “Tell them the truth, Chuck. The cubs need to know. The choice of what to do about it will always be theirs. Nature works like that.”

      “Okay,” Chuck answered, kneeling to be on their level. “The answer to your question is—yes. She’s your birth mother.”

      “But she’s not a good person,” Charlie added, kneeling too. “That woman tricked…” He stopped and rubbed his nose.

      Chuck swallowed hard. He looked at his sons and did what was right. “Her name is Isobelle and she had you three with Charlie. There was a mix-up when she sent you here and I got you instead. I’m still your father and will always be your father, but Charlie is your father too. I know it’s complicated.”

      “Not really,” Harrison said, patting his father’s worried face. “You’re saying that at a molecular level it was Charlie’s DNA contribution that created us. I already told Garrison and Farley that I thought Charley was our actual father. It was the pig snout. You didn’t have one and Charlie did—until Hildy fixed him.” Harrison looked at Isobelle. “Looks like Hildy gave it to our evil mother instead.”

      “Were they ever kids at all?” Charlie asked his brother.

      “Not really,” Chuck supplied with a sigh. “Picking the right colleges for them is going to be hell.”

      One of the cubs cleared his throat. “We don’t have to go live with her, do we?”

      “Go live with who, Farley?” Chuck asked.

      Farley put a hand on his father’s shoulder. “We want to live with Hildy and eat honey muffins. We want her to be our mother. We don’t want to go with the frozen lady. She wanted us to turn into pigs instead of bears. That’s not right, Dad.”

      “Well, you see…” Chuck stopped and scratched his head.

      Garrison crossed his arms. “You kept the basket we came in, Dad, and we saw the note. We know she gave us away and that you took us in.”

      “Don’t I get a vote? I’d love to be your mother,” Hildy called out to interject herself into the conversation. She smiled at her shocked friends and whispered “excuse me” as she walked through them to get to the kids. “Gaia knows, I’ll never be a normal parent because I’m a Shifter Whisperer, but I can promise to love you and make honey muffins now and again.”

      Harrison shrugged. “I’ve taken a lot of notes in the last year. What would you consider normal in this town, Hildy?”

      Hildy laughed at the little Einstein bear. “Absolutely nothing and no one, Harrison,” she answered honestly.

      Then Hildy stooped to the ground and held out her arms. The three cubs ran into them.

      “Who knows?” she said as she kissed their chubby cheeks. “Maybe if Charlie gets busy soon, you three might end up with two mothers as well as two fathers. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      “I know—we can help,” Farley said with real excitement. “We can find the perfect person for him. Garrison has done some calculations—whatever those are.”

      Hildy laughed when Charlie ran a nervous hand through his hair. “Perfect,” she answered, standing back up. “Now let me get back to business. I still have some work to do out here. You guys stay with your dads until I finish.”

      “I love you more than life, Shifter Whisperer. What can our family do to help you?” Chuck asked, climbing to his feet.

      Hildy giggled. “Find me a giant bag of catnip and check on George. Maybe your mother can bake some honey muffins. I’m probably going to need some comfort food when this is all over.”

      “You’re the best mate a bear could ever ask for,” Chuck said before he laughed and kissed her.
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      Hildy waited until Chuck, Charlie, and the kids disappeared into the house before turning to Nathaniel. “It was a potion, not a spell,” she told him, glaring again at the frozen Isobelle. “The kids said Isobelle’s been visiting them all along and that she brought them treats each time. After the last ones, they grew their pig snouts. That’s how they figured out she was a bad person.”

      Nathaniel put his hands behind him and walked to the porch while he thought.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but Nathaniel looks smoking hot in those King clothes. Please tell me you burned those brown warlock robes of his,” Carol whispered to Leelu, making the fairy queen giggle with delight.

      Nathaniel came back and stopped to look at Hildy. “Okay. Here’s my best guess about what she did.”

      “Your guess?” Hildy asked.

      Nathaniel nodded. “With the dark arts, everything is always a guess. I suspect your dark witch used a simple confusion potion and somehow directed it to work on shifting abilities with her dark magic. She also made sure it was highly contagious which is how it initially spread. The dark arts excel in contagions.”

      “What’s the cure?” Hildy asked.

      “There isn’t one,” Nathaniel said.

      Hildy’s mouth dropped open before she gasped. “What do you mean? There’s always a cure. This is not a natural situation. There has to be a cure.”

      “There is a ‘sorting out’ potion that might counteract the confusion one, but a great deal of magic will be required to direct it now because all the shifters in the entire world have been affected.”

      Hildy nodded gravely as Nathaniel continued.

      “I suspect your dark witch spread it to her children—and their biological father—intending for them to spread it around Assley. It will require a lot of power to counteract it. I suggest you call Zenos and let him do the casting of the sorting spell. The firebird will regenerate if it requires too much. You will not.”

      “No,” Hildy said firmly. “Zenos recently regenerated and his dragon mate suffered severely waiting for his return. I can’t put Celeste of the Smoke Horde through that again. That’s not the right answer.”

      Hildy paced away and glanced at the kids now back outside and sitting on the porch with their two fathers. She didn’t envy Chuck and Charlie having to answer their questions. Grateful all they expected from her was honey muffins, Hildy looked back at Nathaniel.

      “I’ll do it,” Carol announced. “I’m the Baba Yaga. If anyone should sacrifice their power in a spell, it should be me.”

      Hildy walked to her friend. “No. Your job is to put Isobelle somewhere where we can get to her if she decides to talk or feed her to those demons she bargains with. The Baba Yaga is needed to keep the good guys winning, Carol. I finally got trained to do my job right. Don’t ask me to do yours. If anything happened to you, I would have no choice. The power will come to me. Morgana told you that.”

      Carol sighed and nodded. “Okay. I get your concern. Don’t worry about Isobelle then. The witch is going into the highest security level of the magical pokey where she won’t be able to call her demon buddies for help.”

      Hildy looked back at all her friends. Outside of Chuck, they were the best part of her crazy life. “Fixing this is my job. I’m the Shifter Whisperer. Gaia has blessed me with all her power. I’ll be the one casting the sorting spell.”

      Nathaniel nodded in acceptance. “Okay. I’ll collect the potion and bring it back as soon as I can. Next time I’ll magically transport here, providing I can sneak away from the fairy army. They insist on following me everywhere.”

      “What will the potion maker want in return?” Carol asked.

      “Nothing,” Nathaniel said. “There’s a werewolf witch whose quite adept at creating potions. I’m going to see her about putting it together. It might take several days.”

      “A werewolf witch?” Carol repeated in surprise. “Why hasn’t she registered with me? That combination is unheard of. I know I would have remembered if I’d heard of her.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, the Baba Yaga hasn’t heard of her,” Nathaniel said firmly, narrowing his eyes. “Luna is a rarity, a gift, and a personal friend. I’m sure the Baba Yaga has nothing to fear. She has my personal word that the werewolf witch’s gifts will not affect the magical balance in the world.”

      Carol waved a hand. “Understood. You know I trust you, Nathaniel, but don’t tell me any more. The werewolf wars keep escalating and a werewolf witch would be an unfair advantage.” She shrugged with the worrisome burden of it all.

      “I know,” Nathaniel said. “We’re all working on peace, Carol. Luna’s pack is especially doing so. She is part of the solution, not part of the problem. She lost her parents to a turf war. She wants a different life for her mate and children.”

      “Looks like Zenos was right after all. Destiny has us all by the gonads,” Hildy grumbled.

      “Please don’t speak that dragon mage’s name. The last thing we need is an irreverent magical showing up,” Nathaniel warned.

      “Speaking of irreverent magicals… I’m going to take our witch popsicle to solitary. I’ll be back to watch over the sorting spell.” She rounded before Hildy could argue and pointed her finger. “A spell of this magnitude is witch business—which makes it my business—even if it is being used for the greater good. I’m going to be here, Hildegard. Live with it.”

      Hildy tightened her jaw. “Fine. You can be here, but you will not interfere.”

      Carol put a hand on her chest. “Witch’s honor—I will let you do the casting.”
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      The cats were drunk on catnip and passed out in their beds. One glance at the clock told Hildy that she had sat at her kitchen table for a couple of hours now with her cold cup of tea in front of her. Her mind was too full to try sleeping, so she hadn’t, even though she felt depleted after her fight with Isobelle.

      When she heard the front door open quietly, she didn’t rouse from her seat. She knew who it was. She smelled him and felt him.

      And there was no use in pretending any longer that such recognition didn’t mean what it did. Chuck was her mate.

      She needed to embrace that fact while she still had time to do so.

      “I thought the kids would be with you tonight,” she said, sagging over her table. “They’re welcome here but I haven’t had time to figure out all the arrangements. I haven’t even been upstairs but I think Gaia fixed it for me.”

      “The cubs decided to go back to Charlie’s. They said I needed to be with you. Plus, mom offered to make them honey pancakes for breakfast.”

      When she laughed, Chuck sat down at her table. The chair disappeared underneath him.

      “We need to get you one of those giant chairs like you have at your place,” Hildy said.

      “Or bring that one over here. Did you mean what you said about being their mother?”

      Hildy nodded. “If I survive casting the sorting spell—yes.”

      “I don’t want to lose you, Hildy. I love you. I always have.”

      “I don’t want you to lose me either,” Hildy teased before she sobered again. “But I can’t promise anything, Chuck. I hate this twist of fate, but I have to be the one who fixes this. It really is my job.”

      “I know. You don’t have to defend your decision to me, just let me help you bear the burden—no pun intended.” Chuck picked Hildy’s hand up and kissed her fingers. “The fairy king said it would take a couple of days to make the potion. Can I spend that time with you?”

      Hildy nodded. “I’d like that, but I’m probably not going to be a lot of fun tonight.”

      “Being with you is always fun for me. Just getting to look at you is better than eating a whole jar of honey.”

      “Get out. You’re a bear. I know that’s not true,” Hildy said, snorting at the flattery.

      “Okay, maybe better than half a jar. Seeing you in that dress makes up for the other half.”

      Hildy looked down. “It belongs to Morgana. She saw it was elven.”

      “Is elven like Prada?”

      That made her giggle. “Not even close, but it’s still quite beautiful. Carol dated an elf prince when we were in high school. Iren was a great guy. We saved his life once.”

      Chuck held up a finger and then rose. Hildy watched him walk away but was too bemused to ask where he was going. He returned seconds later with a couple of giant shopping bags.

      “I’m not a prince, but I am a good guy. It’s all been cleaned, pressed, and properly folded. Now you officially have some of your clothes back. Wanda and Dee Dee are collecting the rest and bringing everything that had to be hung on a hanger. They’ll be dropping the other clothes by in the next day or so. The town wanted you to know they were behind everything you’re doing to help them.”

      Chuck held out one of the bags and let her peek inside. Hildy smiled and giggled. “Hello,” she said to her pretty clothes. “I’ve missed you.” She looked back up at Chuck. “Thank you for rescuing them. It’s the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

      “Come on. You’re getting weepy over a kind gesture, and I can’t handle that. It makes me want to kill something,” Chuck said, heading out of the kitchen again. “Let’s get you into a bath. I’ll condition your hair while you’re soaking. When you’re a furry bear of a man, you learn the value of detangling lotion. I’ll comb it through for you.”

      “Did you sneak in beauty school between your other degrees?”

      “No, Ms. Smarty-pants. I’ll have you know manscaping has been a part of my life since I was a teenager. My father made a trip all the way from Montana to teach the three of us how to look like a normal human. Mother insisted he be the one. My father is a mountain bear, so it’s quite the stretch for him to de-hair himself.”

      Laughing at Chuck’s manscaping story, Hildy stood and her dress disappeared. Chuck raised an eyebrow at her instant nudity and slowly smiled as he checked her out.

      Hildy rolled her eyes at the questions in his. “Stop leering. I didn’t get naked on purpose. Morgana warned me the dress would return to her one day. I’m glad it at least waited until now.”

      Chuck chuckled at the explanation. “Shifters don’t care about nudity, but I care about yours,” he admitted. “I don’t want anyone seeing you naked except me.”

      Hildy giggled. “That works out perfectly. I don’t want anyone seeing me naked but you either.”

      “But what I’d really like right now is to see you covered up to your neck in bubbles in that big old spa tub Morgana conjured up. I’m hoping one day soon we can be in together, but tonight you need some pampering.”

      “Pampering?” Hildy giggled again. “There may not have a been a female in your life, but I’m thinking the kids have taught you well.”

      “Actually, I learned to pamper from my mother. She’s been grooming me to be a supportive mate since I a kid. She knew Charlie and I weren’t going to end up with bear mates. We never had any interest. Going to school with all those witches and warlocks only cemented my attraction to humans. Then you showed up… the rest is destiny.”

      “I’m fascinated now. What does your bear mother consider to be good mate pampering?”

      Chuck set the bags of clothes on the floor by the closet and went to the bathroom to start the water running. “I figured we’d talk about silly things to help you relax. You can tell me stories of what it was like growing up with the infamous Baba Yaga. I need to get to know her better. She’s changed a lot since the last time I saw her. She accused me of wanting to eat you back then… and not in the good way.”

      Hildy laughed as she followed her bear into the bathroom. She couldn’t lose all this. She’d just got it. She’d just got him. Chuck was a darling most of the time. And Chuck did the hard things even when it wasn’t easy to do them—like dragging his shifter king in to see her for healing. Like saving her clothes even when she’d left him.

      “I’m sorry I got mad about you leaving this morning. Deep down I knew you probably had a good reason. I was disappointed and handled it badly.”

      Chuck shrugged one shoulder. “Mom was right. I should have woken you up and told you goodbye. I’ll remember that in the future. You know I haven’t had any practice at being a boyfriend. I’ll get the hang of it soon. How much harder can it be? I learned how to be a father.”

      “Yes. You sure did. You’re a great one too.”

      Hildy took off her boots and climbed into the tub. She sank gratefully into the soothing water. Why hadn’t she thought of this hours ago? This was heaven. She looked at her enormous boyfriend who was now sitting on a teak stool beside her tub. The concern in his gaze warmed her as much as the water.

      She smiled as she looked at him. “You know, Chuck, I think waking me up seven times in one night counts as plenty of boyfriend practice. Plus, you were outstanding in bed, even the first time.”

      Chuck laughed and knelt behind her to wash her hair. “Last night was just a preview. Wait until you see what a great mate I’m going to be.”

      “After you get done with your pampering, I may not be as tired as I thought I was,” Hildy said, smiling when her bear chuckled.
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      Hildy woke the next morning with conditioned hair that was finally behaving and a lingering smile from being rocked to sleep with great sex. Chuck was surprisingly gentle for his enormous size and had excellent timing. The last orgasm had sent her to sleep with her bear still loving her.

      Sure, her problems still existed today, but at least her mood had significantly improved.

      She was watching Chuck sleep when she heard her cats moaning. She dressed and went to the living room to find them holding their kitty heads with both paws.

      “You poor things,” she said, pushing their headaches away with a light stroke across their heads. They’d come through for her yesterday. She wondered what witch the cats would be assigned to if something terrible happened to her.

      “Weeze don’t want nobody else,” Fat Bastard said, reading her mind.

      Hildy glared. “I thought we’d decided that you weren’t going to read my mind anymore.”

      “Youse said that… yes. But I do not recall weeze being in agreement. However, me and the boys have been very careful only to do it if weeze was terribly worried—like today.”

      Sighing at their sincerity, Hildy stretched out on the floor and let the cats all rub against her. “I don’t mean to worry you with my worrying. I’m simply making peace with things. It’s the adult thing to do and the proper witch thing to do. I’m planning to succeed with the spell, but I know things don’t always work out as planned.”

      A shirtless bear with a perfectly manscaped chest appeared in her living room doorway. His body was the kind every female would drool over—just as she was drooling now. “Good morning. The cats woke me with their hangovers.”

      “Everyone feeling better?” Chuck asked. He sat on the floor too and smiled when the cats rubbed against him. “The cubs think these guys are the best sitters ever.”

      “Cuz weeze are,” Fat Bastard said. “And dey is getting real good at playing cards. I see great things in their future.”

      Chuck laughed but frowned at Fat Bastard. “Don’t be teaching the cubs to gamble. They’re enough trouble to keep track of as it is. How about tuna for breakfast? You guys earned it.”

      The joyful yowling made her and Chuck both wince in pain.

      They shared a mostly quiet breakfast then a bunch of shifters showed up for healing. In the basement, they found poor George lying in a cage and snoring still. They’d forgotten all about him yesterday.

      “I’m a terrible person,” Hildy said when she saw him.

      “I’m a terrible friend,” Chuck said in echo.

      “What are youse talking about? Dere’s nothing wrong with the cat in the cage. George is our new hero,” Fat Bastard said. “He indulged a little too much with the catnip I brought to him last evening. Who knew dem mountain lions could get so mellow?”

      “Gaia, forgive me,” Hildy said with an eye roll. “You guys stay away from George. Just because he came when you called does not mean he’s a cat like you are. George belongs in the wild. His instincts are way different than yours.”

      After his wounds were healed, George hung around for lunch. It didn’t surprise her one bit when the three cowardly females showed up at the end of the day asking to take him to dinner. George was a great guy. That harem would be lucky if George had babies with them.

      “Hey, George,” Hildy said as he started to leave. “I need a caretaker around here—someone who’ll keep the shifters in line until I can get to them. You want a job?”

      “You talkin’ a regular nine to five gig, Ms. Shifter Whisperer? Or are we talkin’ business as usual with shifters comin’ all hours of the day and night? You got mountain lions sleepin’ off catnip highs down here. That’s no way to run a healin’ business.”

      Hildy laughed. “Real funny, George, but I’m not hiring a comedian.”

      “I’m just joshin’. You know I’d love to work for you. Since Charlie wants to help Chuck for a while, I was going to be lookin’ for new employment anyway. They got some things to work out.”

      “As do we all,” Hildy replied. She smiled. “Come around when you can, George. We’ll hammer out the details—after the spell is cast.”

      “I’ll see you in a couple of days, boss,” George said, grinning as he left.
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      It turned out not to be two days after all. Early the next morning, Nathaniel in his warlock robe quietly appeared at her front door with the sorting potion in his hand. The werewolf witch she’d yet to meet had told Nathaniel the potion was easy to create. Luna said activating it was the super hard part because the energy required to do so was vast. Since the shifting problem was vast too, Hildy wasn’t surprised by the potion-maker’s warning.

      Nathaniel had hugged her and said he would ask Morgana to speak to Gaia about what she was about to do. He wanted everyone to be on alert and had already begun passing along the word to the packs that Hildy would be attempting a fix.

      After he left, she and Chuck sat in her living room talking about what she had to do. She turned the vial of potion over and over in her palm. “Part of me wants to get it over with now. The other part of me wants one more night with you.”

      “Babe, I want to be with you every night. Let’s get this over with and figure out our living arrangements. I have faith in you. With magic as strong as yours, everything will work out.”

      Hildy nodded. “You’re right. It will all work out. Could you do me a favor while I get dressed? Go into town and tell everyone of shifting age who have experienced problems to come to my house. I want them here when the change happens so I can see it.”

      “You do know that includes about everyone in Assley but me,” Chuck said.

      Hildy laughed. “Then I guess it will be the first big party I throw at the house. Bring the cubs too. This affects them as well—maybe them, most of all. Tell everyone to be here at noon and not a minute sooner. This is an old-school casting. I need time to prepare. I’m only going to get one shot so it has to right.”

      Chuck kissed her hard and only let her go when they heard the telltale sounds of shifters falling down the ramp in the basement. Shortly after, they heard George’s voice working to soothe them.

      Hildy sighed. “I hired George to help me. He and the cats get along well. They behave better when he’s around.”

      Chuck smiled. “George is a great guy, but not so great at fixing things, although he did do good on the shifter ramp covering the stairs.”

      Hildy hugged her bear tight. “When I came here, I didn’t even want this life. Now I want all the craziness. I especially want you.”

      “Babe,” Chuck said softly, lifting her face to look at his. “You’ve always had me. That’s never going to change. Focus on what you have to do. I’m not going anywhere.”

      But after Chuck kissed her again and left, Hildy found herself worried more than she ever had about anything. Her confidence left the moment Chuck walked out the door.

      Using him as an emotional crutch wasn’t going to cut it though.

      She needed to go into this willing to risk everything—even spending her life with him.
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      Her casting area was cleansed of negativity, and her cauldron was consecrated and bubbling when two enormous red dragons landed in the road by her house. Nathaniel had obviously tattled to more than just the Goddess Morgana.

      Hildy smiled and walked to greet them in witch-wear she knew the Jezibaba would approve of. She wore shiny black boots and a red and black leather mini-skirt. She’d topped the skirt with its matching red and black leather cropped blazer and a white gauzy tunic that floated against her curves with every breeze.

      Around her throat, she wore an amulet of red jasper for grounding and protection. On her ears, she wore multi-jeweled earrings made with the full assembly of King Solomon’s breastplate stones. Everything she wore was both to guard her and to boost her courage. Now, if anything terrible happened, she would know she hadn’t died wearing nothing but a blanket.

      She waited patiently while they both transformed into their human selves. “You didn’t have to come. I’ll be fine. It’s just a sorting spell,” Hildy chastised, hugging them both.

      “A sorting spell?” Zenos snorted. “Nathaniel said yar fixing the shifter problem. The Dragon Council is in a tizzy over the strange goings-on. How they went from hating shifters to caring about them is beyond my understanding, but ya should have told us ya were working on a fix. Elenora and I would have helped ya.”

      “Gaia is helping me,” Hildy said, knowing at least that one fact with absolute assurance. She looked at the Jezibaba—or Elenora the Dragoness, as she was known these days. “Isobelle, the other Baba Yaga witch, disrupted normal shifting with a confusion spell backed by dark magic.”

      “So you found her at last,” Elenora said sadly.

      Hildy frowned and shook her head. “More like she found me and set out to ruin my life. I’ll explain sometime, but it’s an unflattering story about a mistake I made. The bottom line is that I finally figured it all out.”

      “Did ya kill the bad lassie when she showed up?” Zenos asked.

      “No. Sorry to disappoint your bloodthirsty side, but I only froze her with your Ancient Latin spell. I needed Isobelle alive so she could tell me what she did. Nathaniel and Queen Leelu came and figured out the problem. Then Carol came and took her into custody,” Hildy explained.

      Elenora stepped forward and turned Hildy to face her. She looked her up and down. “You look great. Under the concern I hear in your voice for what you have to do, I see true happiness. I assume you and your bear have worked things out.”

      Hildy nodded. “Yes… and I learned a hard lesson about not over-reacting. That’s part of the longer story too.”

      Elenora nodded. “Communication and patience are critical to a relationship, but hell on a woman’s ego, especially one who hates to admit when she’s wrong.”

      Hildy giggled at the rare admission. “Speaking of mates… how is Professor Smoke?”

      “Arrogant and as annoying as ever,” Elenora replied with a grin.

      Hildy laughed. “Good. I don’t want anything else to change.”

      Zenos pulled her away from Elenora and put an arm around her shoulder. “Now tell me, lassie. What do ya have to do?”

      “Wait…” Elenora yelled. “Before you drag Hildy away, I need to fix her outfit.”

      “Fix my outfit?” Hildy asked in shock, looking down at her clothes. “This is the best I’ve looked in years. You saw my infamous blanket dress last time you came to the cave.”

      Elenora rolled her eyes and snapped her fingers to summon what she wanted. “The clothes you have on are great. It’s nice to see you looking so normal. However, you’re going to be calling on your witch powers as much as your healing ones from Gaia. You know you have to wear a witch’s hat to do that properly, Hildegard.”

      Hildy made a face. “I know it’s recommended for casting, but it’s so… pointy… and mine is such an ugly shade of black. I wanted to look my best today and…”

      “Cease the rationalizations, child… you will wear my Jezibaba hat. I enchanted it to give you some extra strength today. I want you to keep it for magic emergencies like this. Wear it out in the moonlight now and again to recharge it. Word to the wise—the hat likes dancing.”

      Nodding in gratitude, Hildy smiled. Great, naked dancing while wearing a witch hat was now part of her future. Could her life get any more insane? She closed her eyes and reminded herself that she needed all the power she could get. “Okay. I’m done arguing about my stupid vanity. Thank you for the hat. It’s an honor to wear it for this spell.”

      “You always were a smart woman,” Elenora said in approval.

      She shook the triangle of black material she held until it popped open. With grand ceremony, she set the black hat on Hildy’s head. Stepping back to admire it, Elenora waved a hand and a red silk ribbon double-wrapped itself around the band.

      “The sash now matches your outfit and that’s the best anyone can do with such an ugly hat. You at least rock it better than I ever did. Hopefully, you won’t need it often. I can’t believe I actually wore that thing. Seeing it on you makes me happier than ever to be a dragon now.”

      “Thanks—I think,” Hildy said to stop the discussion. She more important things to focus on. She reached up and adjusted the hat so she could see past the brim.

      “Don’t worry, lass,” Zenos told her, taking her by the arm to lead her back to the cauldron. “All anyone is going to be looking at today are those legs yar showing off. I say loosen yer tunic at the top and let yer girls flash a bit too. Make it a real show. Ya’ll be a star like no other when all that power comes round ya.”

      Hildy smacked his chest. “Do not say any of that crap in front of Chuck. He’s pretty easygoing except when it comes to his freaking shifter king or me. I do not have time or energy to deal with his bear shifter rage today.”

      “Right. We mustn’t poke at The Bear,” Zenos taunted as he shook his head. “I can’t believe you didn’t hold out for a dragon. A bear of all things, lassie…”

      “I can believe it. Dragons are nothing but trouble,” Elenora interjected from behind them, shooting a glare his way. “Don’t be distracting Hildy with your stupid teasing. I’ll tell Celeste you’re making mischief again.”

      Zenos snorted and glared over his shoulder. “Yar always blabbing to my mate. Ya take the fun out of everything, Elenora. I’m going to stop calling ya my kin if ya keep up this shite.”

      Hildy laughed at their fussing and led her friends to the edge of her circle.
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      “Nice hat, Hildegard. Good thing someone in Asssssssley returned your All Hallows Eve costume. Well, at least you got some of your insanely expensive clothes back too.”

      “Nice boob tube, Carol, but where are your boobs? I don’t see them,” Hildy shot back with a laugh. “Get out of my sacred circle. Your neon yellow outfit is disturbing the magic in my cauldron… and my eyes.”

      “Two words—Baba Yaga. And two more—don’t have to,” Carol said, pointing to herself.

      “That’s three words,” Hildy said sharply, instantly correcting her.

      “Four without the contraction and I don’t care. When you’re the Baba Yaga, you don’t have to care what anyone thinks,” Carol said with a grin.

      Zenos clapped his hands once. The loud resonating sound shushed everyone, including the assembled Assley shifters who looked at him in fear. His dragon side demanded the attention.

      “Quit yer bitching and get to witching,” Zenos ordered sternly.

      Their faces turned pink when even the Jezibaba laughed at the rhyming chastisement. Carol and Hildy glared at each other and then burst out laughing too.

      “Looks like some things will never change,” Carol said in a near whisper.

      “Don’t expect sympathy from me. I’m wearing the Jezibaba’s witch hat. She gave it to me—permanently,” Hildy explained when they sobered.

      “Goddess, better you than me,” Carol whispered under her breath again. “At least you’re rocking it. I’ve learned to avoid wearing mine.”

      “Thanks for nothing,” Hildy said with an eye roll, touching the brim. “Will you take care of…”

      “No,” Carol answered quickly, cutting her off. “So don’t screw up the spell.”

      Returning to Baba Yaga mode, Carol snapped her fingers and multiple bracelets appeared in her hand. “These are not cool rubber ones like I hoped, but they’re elven. They’re made of some metal they refuse to identify, but my understanding is that the metal amplifies magic. I don’t know what Isobelle used to amplify her spell because she still isn’t talking.”

      “How did you talk the elves into making something like this for me? They don’t owe me anything.”

      “Dude, I gave up my virginity to an elven Prince. That should worth at least a set of bracelets.”

      “You guilted Iren into making me magical bracelets? I have no words.”

      “It wasn’t because of our sexual past. Iren’s mate has made him forget all about me. He made the bracelets for you because he owes us both his life.”

      Hildy smiled at Carol’s rare show of humility while her friend and witch sister divided the bracelets and slid them onto her wrists. They immediately adjusted to fit her perfectly. “I love the way elven things do that, and I can already feel them working.”

      “Good. I wish I could lend you some of my power, but it’s not allowed.”

      Hildy nodded. “I wouldn’t take it anyway. Thanks for the elven bracelets, Carol.”

      Carol put her arms around Hildy and hugged her while all the residents of Assley drew in sharp breaths. “What?” she demanded, glaring into the crowd. “Get over it. We grew up together. Me hugging your healer doesn’t mean I won’t fry your asses if you cross me.”

      Carol pushed away and straightened. “Okay. Showtime, Shifter Whisperer.”

      Carol instantly disappeared from the sacred circle and appeared next to the Jezibaba who put her arm around her. Hildy laughed when the people of Assley started murmuring again about a dragon hugging the Baba Yaga.

      Her legacy of friends was as strange as her life in this quirky little town. She wouldn’t trade that life for anything—except to fix all the shifters in the world.

      I love you—never forget that, she sent to Chuck.

      I love you too. Get it done, he sent back.

      Hildy swept a hand over the cauldron and stirred up the magic brewing there. It rose in swirling green smoke that filled her sacred circle.

      
        
        “Elements of earth I need you. Come heed this witch’s call,

        Help me to heal the shifters who are magically enthralled,

        Let the Earth’s four winds carry this healing far and near,

        Great Mother send help to the one patiently standing here,

        Help me resolve the confusion of your creatures who shift

        And to banish the darkness causing his unnatural rift.”

      

      

      Hildy paused in the spell and dug the sorting potion from her pocket. She uncorked it, stepped forward, and added the potion to the contents of the cauldron. Tiny silver balls of light soon rose into the green smoke.

      To her, they were a bright promise of what could be. She recognized the healing in them. If the spell worked, those lights would multiply as much as needed and go out to find all the shifters in the world. Nathaniel was right. The werewolf witch was a gift to the world.

      Inspired, Hildy tilted the precious sorting potion vial and poured the single remaining drop into one of her palms. She tucked the now empty bottle into a pocket, took one step back, and crushed the shiny silver droplet between her hands. After she’d done that, she lifted her palms toward the cauldron.

      She felt the Jezibaba’s witch hat hug her head in anticipation and almost laughed. You could tell it was used to a witch going full-out with her magic. The elven bracelets tightened on her wrists and stole her attention before even one giggle could escape. Nothing stopped her smile though.

      This moment—this calling of magic—this was what she was meant for. Purpose and meaning ran through her blood as her palms tingled with her task. Even if this counter-spell cost her life, she was going to leave this world knowing that she’d undone Isobelle’s evil.

      Chuck would be safe. The bear cubs would be safe. Assley shifters and all the others in the world would be safe. She had to succeed. Failure was simply not an option.

      Uttering the most sacred word the Great Mother had gifted to her, Hildy called for even more of Gaia’s power and smiled when it came into her hands.

      Her hair lifted around her now clinging witch hat and she suddenly knew she would set this right. That was all she needed to know.

      Whatever it cost—it would cost. Those she loved were worth it.

      Her voice resonated with her certainty as she finished.

      
        
        “Let all magic within me direct the healing in this spell

        Let shifters be what Gaia intended, let them be made well

        Let no more confusion prevail against life’s sacred tree

        As Gaia’s witch commands this of you today—

        Release the sorting spell, so mote it be!”

      

      

      Inside the circle, time stopped for a moment, hovering in that split second that magic always took to decide whether or not to obey its caster.

      Outside the circle, Hildy vaguely heard shifters calling out as they shifted to their confused forms. Then a split-second later she saw what appeared to be an entire sea of naked people staring at each other in surprise. Their expressions were hilarious, so she laughed, or at least she thought she did. Sound was lost to her now. All she heard were the echoes of the elements answering her.

      Then a brilliant burst of green and silver magic freed itself from the cauldron and exited her sacred circle. The force of it knocked her to the ground as it spread outward on a near-deafening sound wave.

      Hildy watched the tiny silver dots that stayed behind land gently on the naked people in her yard. One by one she watched them shift into their normal animals. They looked great. They looked right. It was done.

      She smiled even though her cheek was currently pressed against dirt.

      “Thank you, Gaia,” Hildy whispered.

      Then she closed her eyes to rest.
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      Hildy woke to a small human nose about two inches away from hers. She screamed and then pulled the covers up to her neck when she realized she was completely naked under them.

      The nose and the body it belonged to were visibly yanked away from her bedside as she stared and tried to take in what was happening.

      “Farley, you scared her again. Dad told you not to wake Hildy up,” Harrison said.

      “I wasn’t waking her. I was just looking at her,” Farley argued. “She woke up on her own.”

      Hildy blinked and rubbed her eyes. “Tell me something… I’m not dead, am I?”

      Three sets of boyish laughter met her ears, but no straight answer. They might not be Chuck’s natural children, but nurture had won out over nature. She ordered her crusty eyes to focus. Three little boys—well, not so little boys—beamed at her.

      “Nice going, Sir Farts-a-lot,” Garrison said. “You definitely woke her.”

      “Shouldn’t you three be in school? You’re bigger. Did you grow again?” Hildy asked.

      “It’s Saturday, but actually, school ended last month,” Harrison answered. “You’ve slept for…”

      Hildy watched as Farley clapped a hand over his brother’s mouth. “Let Dad tell her. You heard what he said.”

      Garrison grabbed Harrison by the collar and started dragging him away. Farley yelled “La, la, la,” at the top of his lungs to keep Harrison from speaking.

      Farley also politely closed the door as they left which made Hildy snort at his politeness after scaring the beejeesus out of her.

      When peace descended in her bedroom once more, Hildy wrapped the sheet around her naked body and headed to the bathroom. How long had she been out? Her body felt strange, but not too bad considering what she’d gone through.

      She came back refreshed and looked for her bags of clothes by the closet. Not finding them, she opened the closet and saw it bulging with hangers full of Prada and some other clothing that looked new. Were all these hers?

      It turned out the dresser against the wall was budging too. In it, Hildy found the off-the-rack yoga clothes all clean and folded. She pulled on a pair of cropped pants and a sports bra but topped it with a loose blouse from the closet so she wouldn’t feel naked.

      In the kitchen, she found Chuck sitting at the table with his head in his hands. “Hi.”

      Chuck lifted his face. “Hildy?”

      In the living room, she heard the boys playing loudly with the cats. The little buggers hadn’t bothered to tell their father she was awake. She lifted both hands. “Guess all the noise and chaos mean I’m still alive.”

      Chuck didn’t get up. He just scooted his chair back and motioned her to him. Hildy climbed into his lap and put her arms around his neck. Chuck wrapped her up so tightly in his arms that it was hard to breathe.

      “Ease up a bit before you squeeze the wind out of me. How long was I asleep or unconscious or whatever it was? I saw you’d hung up my clothes.”

      Chuck clenched her tightly. “You were unconscious for a whole month when I stopped counting. I couldn’t handle knowing how long it had been.”

      Hildy hugged him. “Well… I’m back now. And I don’t even feel bad. I feel pretty great actually. I feel like I need some tea and some food.”

      Chuck kissed her face and her neck, reluctant to turn loose. “The kids spend their weekends with Charlie. If the kids weren’t here…”

      Giggling, Hildy put her face in her neck. “Are you guys living here now?”

      Chuck nodded. “I had to take care of you. It was the only way. We’d sort of talked about it…”

      She giggled and patted his face the way Harrison did before the spell. “Yes, Chuck. I’m okay with my mate and his children living with me. Are the boys sleeping upstairs?”

      “Goddess, yes,” Chuck said firmly.

      Hildy laughed at the relief in his voice and raised her face to smile at him. “Perfect. We’ll celebrate my being alive tonight. Did you soundproof the bedroom while I was recovering?”

      “No,” Chuck said. “Why would I do that?”

      Chuckling, Hildy gently slid from her mate’s lap. “Uh… no reason. I’m going to make some tea.”

      “Zenos has been coming to doctor you. Do we need to let him know? And Carol too… either her or one of her warlocks popped in the check every day.”

      Hildy dropped the teakettle in the sink and turned around. “Tell me you haven’t let the boys be around him.”

      “Uh… I…”

      Hildy pointed a finger. “They are not allowed around that dragon. I love him like a father, but Zenos is…”

      “Stop, Hildy. He’s the one who saved your life. Zenos used some ball of bright light to put your magic back into your body. You used all your magic up for that spell you cast.

      Hildy stopped what she was doing and came to the table. “Did it work?”

      “Yes—now that you’re awake and talking to me,” Chuck admitted, “but you almost died. The shifters were fine that day.”

      Hildy reached out and took his hand. “But I didn’t die. And what I did was the only way to undo what Isobelle had put into place. That’s why my magical friends came to help. I would have done the same for them.”

      Chuck ducked his head to think about it. “I’m glad the shifting problem got fixed. I am. It was just hard seeing you lying there for so long. I thought I’d lost you for good.”

      Hildy got up and went to sit in his lap again. “I’m sorry you were so scared. Hopefully, that will be the worst thing that ever happens in my healing career. Most of what I do will be normal and boring.”

      “Like what? Explain boring to me,” Chuck ordered.

      Hildy grinned. “You’ll drag Mac in for stitches or a ruptured spleen from some fight he brought on himself. George will lose the occasional ear when one of those women of his chews it off. See? Normal stuff.”

      She smiled when Chuck laughed.

      “And the nights will be ours. The bear cubs will be in college in the next two years at the rate they’re growing. Then you’ll be an empty nesting papa bear stuck living alone with a horny witch. We’ll sneak in quickies between my patients.”

      “Do you promise our life will be like that?” Chuck asked.

      “Solemnly promise,” Hildy said, crossing her fingers behind her back because… well, life didn’t always work out like a person planned. She was never going to allow herself to forget that. She was going to live each day to the fullest.

      She kissed her good-hearted, loving bear to seal the deal and made Chuck growl in pleasure. That was how happy endings got started in most stories, and she was absolutely, positively ready to start hers—even if it did mean living in Assley, West-effing-Virginia.

      

      
        
        — The End (for now) —
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