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Angelica

––––––––
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THE WHITE SATIN OF my wedding dress was cool to the touch, and beautiful whispering between my fingertips. Even as I rubbed the material, trying to wake myself up from this nightmare, I couldn’t seem to bring myself to hate the dress. I loved it. I’d chosen the dress for what was supposed to be the best day of my life. And yet it wasn’t—not anymore—but it wasn’t the fault of the dress.

A knock at the door had me looking up and wiping my eyes, smearing my very expensive makeup. “Who is it?” I asked hesitantly.

“Angie? It’s me, Dani. I’m coming in, okay?”

I couldn’t help the grateful sob that echoed in my throat at hearing my cousin’s voice through the door. “You came!”

The door opened and my beautiful baby cousin crept in, dressed in a gorgeous blue dress that hugged all her curves. “Of course, I came,” she said with a soft smile. “Wild horses couldn’t have kept me away.”

I sniffled and reached for her hand.

She came to sit down beside me, the fabric of her dress spilling onto the carpet. 

“Yeah... you and your two plus ones. You know you’re the only person in the world who could get away with asking for two extra seats as a wedding,” I said with a crooked smile.

Dani pulled a tissue out of her bag and dabbed at my cheeks. “That was only because you wanted to meet my guys,” she countered with good humor.

“Of course, I did!” I agreed. “Who’s heard of a poly marriage with two men!”

One man and four wives... sure, we’d all heard of that, historically speaking. But one witch and two wolf shifters? Since when?

Dani chuckled. “You might not believe it, but it’s actually pretty common in my area now.”

“That’s nice,” I whispered before the tears welled up in my eyes again before spilling like a shimmering waterfall down my cheeks. It was nice my favorite cousin had found her ones, and nice her town was accepting of them. 

But for me... there’s nothing. 

And there never would be. 

Not now. 

Jason had been my last chance at happiness. I was sure of it, and my world had crumbled around me as a result.

“What’s happened, sweetheart?” Daniella prompted, her gaze full of empathy and understanding. “I’m here to help.”

I inhaled slowly and carefully, then lifted my phone up and opened it for Dani to read. I didn’t want to tell her. I couldn’t. Saying it out loud would mean it was definitely one hundred percent real.

Dani looked at the screen and read the message I’d read a million times over already.

Angie. I can’t do it. I’m sorry. You’re just not who I want to spend the rest of my life with.

Those words cut so much deeper than any others ever could have. He was trying to look like the good guy, but I knew what he really meant. He wanted someone ten years younger, at least fifty pounds lighter, and completely submissive. Preferably a woman who’d be happy to be a stay-at-home wife.

I wasn’t one of those women and never had been. I’d always been independent, wanting to chase my dreams. Though I might have considered giving up my job if he’d asked, but he never had.

“That bastard,” Dani hissed, her eyes flashing with power.

I nodded, gulping loudly. “Ah... yep. That about sums it up.”

“And he waited until today to tell you!” she exclaimed. “That slimy toad. Do you want me to turn him into a frog? I can totally do it!”

I turned to look at my cousin. She appeared more powerful than last time I saw her. There was just something about her aura that’d changed. “You can?” I asked tentatively out of curiosity.

Jason was a warlock, but not a very powerful one. Would her magic work on someone like him?

She snapped her fingers. “Just like that,” she emphasized.

I smiled for the first time in hours. The image of Jason hopping around in a sad, squalid pond, chasing flies for the rest of his miserable life made for an amusing thought. “Thanks,” I said finally, “but he’s not worth it.”

Dani sighed heavily and grimaced. “So, what do you want to do, darling?”

I bit my lower lip to stop myself from crying. “I just want to hide in a hole, to be honest.”

“We can do that,” Dani said. “I’ll tell everyone to go home, and you can come stay with us for a couple of weeks until you find your feet again. You’d arranged time off for a honeymoon, anyway, right?”

I nodded. Jason and I hadn’t planned on doing much, though, maybe just some day trips. We’d been saving up for IVF, since no amount of magic had been able to help get me pregnant. We hadn’t wanted to waste a ton of money on a vacation we didn’t need. Or at least, that’s what he’d said anyway.

Perhaps he’d known he was going to leave me at the alter all along.

“Well... it’s settled. You’re coming home with me, then.”

“You don’t have—” I began to argue.

“I want to,” Dani insisted, squeezing my hand with a smile so kind it melted my heart. “A few weeks at our place, relaxing, reading, and lounging by the pool... you’ll feel heaps better in no time.”

It’s not like I had a better offer, and if I was honest with myself, I would feel better being around Daniella. She always glowed like the sun and had a naturally calming aura around her, even with her immense levels of power.

“Okay... thank you. That would be great.”

“So, I’ll go tell everyone the wedding is canceled,” Dani asked, rising to her feet and smoothing out her dress.

I inhaled sharply, fear twisting my gut. “Do you think I should do it?” I didn’t know, but somehow this felt like something I should do.

Dammit, I didn’t know. I felt so uncertain and lost, which was an unsettling and unfamiliar feeling for me.

Dani pulled me with her so we were both standing now. “I think you should get super drunk and have a party to end all parties! And why not, right? The venue and food are already paid for. I’ll just send the celebrant on his way, after all, his services are no longer needed.”

I smiled and nodded. “You’re right, and I paid for most of it. I might as well try and enjoy it.” Of course, I had. He’d never really wanted to marry me.

Dani grinned. “Okay! Then let’s get this party started. I’ll sort out the ceremony stuff and speak to the venue manager. They might let us start the party a little earlier than expected.”

We’d only allowed two hours between the wedding and reception, and we were already an hour in. “Okay... and let them know I can pay extra if necessary.”

Dani winked at me. “You let us worry about that, cuz. Triple income, no kids, remember? It’d be our pleasure.”

I huffed out a laugh, then tried not to cry. “Thank you, Dani. I don’t think I would have known what to do if you hadn’t showed up.”

“Hey,” Dani stepped back in to hug me tight. “I love you. Shit happens. We’ll fix this okay?”

I hugged her back and nodded. “Okay.” 

“Alright, first things first! How about we change this beautiful dress to... red or purple?” she asked, waving at my white bridal gown.

“Make it red,” I said, beginning to envision what she was saying.

Paint the town red...

I’d paid for an incredible party, with great food, music, and drinks galore. Why should I sit in a room and cry because a man I should never have trusted in the first place had let me down... again?

Dani snapped her fingers, and my gorgeous, long white dress was suddenly a deep, ruby-red.

“Do you like that shade?” she asked. “Or how about this one?” She clicked her fingers again and the dress became a lighter, happier, cherry-red.

“I like the first one,” I admitted, and once more the dress was changed back to the deep red hue I loved so much.

“Do you want it shorter?” Dani asked. “Or some sparkles or something else?”

I couldn’t help but smile at my baby cousin. “Since when did you get so powerful?” I asked.

Dani’s smile was full of wisdom, “Oh, I’ve got a story or two to tell you,” She said before she flicked her wrist and adorned my dress with delicate, shimmering rhinestones that caught the light just perfectly.

There was another knock on the door. It was my half-sister, Melissa. “Can I come in?” she asked.

I walked to the door and opened it, forcing a smile to my face. “Hey,” I said. 

Melissa, dressed in her beautiful lilac dress, jumped back, eyes wide. “Wow,” she breathed, “you look amazing.”

“Thanks,” I said, wiping the last of the tears from my eyes. “Let’s go, sister. We’ve got a party to attend.”

“You don’t want me to announce everything?” Dani asked from behind me. “It might be easier if you don’t feel like facing them all so openly.”

I shook my head, as tempting as the offer was. “No, but thank you. This is something I need to for myself.”

Dani smiled, appreciating my courage. “That’s very brave of you, Angie. Just let me...” She wriggled her fingers. “There you go, makeup fixed.”

I hugged her tightly and stood tall. I might be almost forty, fat and not the one for Nathan, but that didn’t mean he was going to destroy my day or me. I had family that loved me and would support me, and a kickass party awaiting me that I’d paid for all by myself. I had to make lemonade out of this big, fat lemon, because he wasn’t going to win. Not today, not ever.

I walked out of the bridal suite with my head held high. Grabbing the skirt of my now glorious red dress, I lifted it elegantly and walked down the church aisle alone. No music was playing, and yet every guest turned their gaze on me, their expressions an array of confusion and wonder. This was supposed to be the best day of my life. I’d planned on leaving this church a married woman, but instead this was my new reality.

“Hi, everyone.” I turned toward the crowd of family and friends and waved a little. “I regret to announce that Nathan has decided to call off the wedding, so there’ll be no marriage happening here today.” A general chorus of shock, dismay, and sadness echoed through the historic building at my announcement. 

Nathan’s parents got up without so much as a backward glance and rushed down the aisle, leaving the friends and other family members on Nathan’s side. Then they also began to depart in an orderly fashion. 

I wanted to tell them to stop and wait, but my throat locked up, and my cheeks flared with heat and shame. None of them had even offered a word of support or sympathy in the wake of this tremendous upheaval in my life. It was abundantly clear they never cared for me and only came because they were related to the man who was supposed to be my husband.

Well, that stings more than I’d like to admit...

Dani stepped up beside me and called out, her presence offering me strength. “In case anyone still wants to come to the reception, it’s still on. Tonight, there will be food and drinks and a party for all, courtesy of Angie. So please consider joining us!”

“Both sides are welcome!” I managed to croak out. “Just because Nathan and I aren’t getting married, doesn’t mean we can’t remain friends on good terms. Please, stay and dance with me.” 

The rest of Nathan’s side of the ceremony smiled, waved, and left. 

At least they were less rude than the initial walkouts.

A few of his friends, especially those I knew well, chose to stay. They nodded and sat down, showing their support in a way I’d never expected.

“Well,” I said loudly, wiping away the new tears that fell, “I think we could all use a drink!”

Dani laughed and linked her arm with mine. “Let’s do it!”

And, we did. The reception was only outside and around the corner. And as we walked together, my friend and family, my broken heart was full.

Today, instead of getting married, I became single once more. And instead of eating minimally and behaving myself, I drank way too much and danced until my feet blistered. Considering the circumstances, everyone seemed to have a great time, and I was enormously relieved my finances hadn’t been entirely wasted. At least we’d had a party we’d remember.

But when all was said and done, I still went home to my empty house and cried my eyes out. What else was there to do but lie down and grieve when your heart had been broken yet again?
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Angelica

AFTER THE RECEPTION party, I’d hidden my phone away. Despite the fact I wanted to feel loved and supported, I couldn’t stand the barrage of messages people kept sending. They were mostly words of support and words of pity. “There’s plenty more fish in the sea” seemed to be the most pervasive message. 

Yeah, pity the fat chick. Nothing new there...

With a brutal hangover and the rise of the sun, I couldn’t avoid the reality of my situation any longer—I was forced to read over all the messages. If they didn’t at least register as being read, my family and friends might feel offended that their attempts at encouragement and support were falling on ungrateful, deaf ears.

But it wasn’t that I was ungrateful, though surely they had to know I didn’t believe there were more fish in the sea? It’s not like I even had a sea. Whatever I had was much more like a mud puddle. 

Who’s going to jump into my puddle?

I was almost forty, a big girl, and I wasn’t sexy. And just to add insult to injury, as far as I knew, I was infertile too. 

Yep... Quite the catch, aren’t I?

Three knocks sounded on my door, startling me from my pitiful reverie. The click of the keycard being used caught my attention and I frowned. Crap... I gave Dani my spare key. 

Dani pushed open the door to my hotel door, a warm smile lighting up her pretty features. “Hey, Angie. Are you ready to get going?”

I looked around the honeymoon suite and sighed. The freaking huge bed had mocked me all night long, even through my drunken stupor. I glanced down at my overnight bag and grimaced, pushing the unwelcome thoughts away. “Yeah. I guess so. I don’t have a lot of clothes or anything though, and my house is a good two hours’ drive away.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Dani grinned. “You can borrow anything of mine you like.” Dani was gorgeous and about the same size, even in the breast department. 

“Thanks, Dani. I appreciate that, or I can always buy myself some new clothes. It might be fun”

Dani slipped her arm through the loop of mine. “Or I can conjure up whatever you want. I’m getting pretty good at physical magic, if I do say so myself.”

“Then you’ll have to teach me some,” I said, a small spark returning to my spirit for the first time since yesterday’s events. “I struggle with complex spells.” 

Dani grinned at me once more. “Oh, I can do more than teach you,” she said. “I’ve got the solution and will tell you all about it on the way home.” 

We have a five-hour drive ahead of us, so why not? 

“Sure, that sounds great.” I checked out of the hotel and tried my best to ignore the sobering looks of pity from the staff behind the front desk. I know they only meant well, but I was quickly tiring of being the pity party in the room.

“Let’s go,” I said to Dani. “We’re all done here and it’s definitely time for a holiday.” I had two weeks of annual leave saved up, and might as well use it, rather than return to my empty house full of unopened wedding gifts that I was going to need to return.

We walked out of the hotel’s glass doors, arm in arm, and a large black truck was waiting for us.

“Hop in,” Dani said. “We’re in the back. The boys don’t really fit comfortably with their long legs.”

I smiled at the two tall, gorgeous men in the front seats. “Hey guys,” I said as brightly as I could manage. I hadn’t officially met them before, and yet their auras immediately warmed me. If Dani loved them, then it went without saying that these were good men I could trust.

“Hey, Angie,” the driver said. He was older than his brother and his smile told me immediately who he was. “I’m Travis.”

“And I’m Shaun,” the other one said. He was darker and broodier, but just as handsome.

“It’s nice to meet you both,” I said, fastening my seat belt. “Thank you for letting me come and stay at your new place for a few days.”

“A few days?” Travis chuckled, pulling out into traffic with ease. “Dani said you’d be staying two weeks, minimum.”

I stared at my cousin. “No, of course not. I couldn’t possibly intrude for that long.”

“Don’t be silly, hon,” she said, reaching over to squeeze my hand, her eyes sparkling with genuine light. “We have a huge house, and I’d love the company. Seriously, I’m totally outnumbered at home. I could do with some quality girl time.”

Travis snorted and smiled. 

Meanwhile, Shaun turned around to stare at his wife and roll his eyes before returning his attention back to the road.

I couldn’t help the giggle that filled my throat. Their dynamic was adorable. “Oh yeah, I can totally tell.”

“Plus,” Dani added. “Once I tell you about the genie spell, I’m hoping you’ll come to work with me.”

My stomach dropped and my eyes widened. “What about a genie spell?” I asked. “They’re banned.”

Dani’s smile fell. “Yeah, I know... but, you remember Tania, right?” 

I nodded, bringing her to mind. “She’s your boss?” 

“Yes,” she answered. “Anyway, her best friend used the genie spell last year to grant a single wish, but unfortunately he died shortly after.”

Sadness lumped in my throat, and I swallowed against the unpleasant feeling. “That’s terrible.”

“It really was,” Dani agreed, her lips pursed as she nodded.

But the question begged to be asked. “So, what was the wish?”

Dani’s dark eyes lit up again. “Well, Tania’s a powerlifter, like me, and she wished that all of us witches who are strong and big, would have that same level of strength reflected in our magic.”

I frowned at her as I tried to absorb what she was saying. “What do you mean?”

“I mean... the more I train, the stronger I get in my lifting... the more magic I have at my disposal.”

I still didn’t really get it. “So, you’re telling me to acquire more magic I have to what... go to the gym and work out?”

“Not just any gym,” Dani said with a grin. “Our gym. The magic doesn’t correlate to being thin. In fact, it’s the direct opposite. It’s about strength and raw power, so if you start lifting weights with me, I can guarantee we can boost up your magical power.”

That sounded super tempting. Instead of hitting the books, I could hit the gym. “I’m only here for a few days though,” I said

Travis cleared his throat. “Two weeks,” he corrected me. 

I laughed.

They’re really not going to let that go! At least it means they care and want me to take the time I need to heal and find my happiness again.

“Fine,” I agreed. “But I’m only here for two weeks.”

Dani grinned and wiggled her butt in her seat and shimmied her shoulders, doing a playful little dance. “That’s more than enough time to see a difference. I promise.”

I twisted my lips, feeling a touch skeptical. I’d never really liked the gym or working out. Especially when exercise for me was always linked to being thinner and trying to lose the weight my partners thought I should. Working out had never been for me, it’d been for others.

But maybe it’s time that changed?

“Trust me,” Dani said, gripping my hand and squeezing it. “You’ll love our gym. It is so much fun, and there isn’t a single person under two hundred pounds. You’ll be comfortable there, I just know it.”

Shaun snorted this time. “George would have to be over three hundred.”

“Definitely.” Dani nodded.

The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like something I should try. “Well, it’s not going to hurt, is it?” Even if this proved to be nothing more than yet another dead end on my way to finding something meaningful in my life, at least I’d be a touch fitter when I went home.

“Exactly,” Dani said. “Worst case scenario, you meet some cool people and learn how to lift some weights. That’s not so bad, right?”

“I think you’ll like it,” Travis added, glancing over his shoulder before looking back at the road. “Tania’s gym is filled with paranormals. There are shifters and witches and warlocks. It’s a good, genuine crew, not to mention a judgement-free zone.”

“Okay then,” I said, a little reluctantly. “It sounds like fun.” If Dani had to work, I may as well go with her. I didn’t want to sit by the pool for two weeks without her. I felt like that would be really rude. “So, what are you guys doing while we’re at the gym all day, then?” I asked.

Travis laughed. “We work from home mostly.”

“I’ve got to head off to Houston on Wednesday,” Shaun said. “But that’s only for a few days, then I’ll be back home.”

I leaned back into my seat and sighed with a measure of relief. “So, we have a plan.” I was staying for two weeks and enjoying some quality time with my cousin while her husbands worked and traveled around, doing their own thing. Maybe this time wouldn’t be as awkward as I’d dreaded.  

“We sure do. Say, have you heard from Nathan since he texted you in the church?” Dani asked.

The mood immediately dropped and so did my mood. “Ah...” I started, before trailing off and worrying my bottom lip, feeling immediately anxious.

“Maybe that’s not the best thing to talk about right now,” Travis said, reading my mood accurately.

“It’s okay,” I said, though it was a white lie. “I’m not sure how much I want to talk about him over the next two weeks, but I guess I’ll have to at some stage...most likely with a licensed therapist.”

“Sorry, hon.” Dani said. “I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but I think you’re better off without someone like that. I’m just sorry you got hurt.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” I lied again, not wanting to overshare or make Dani and her men feel uncomfortable. “But to answer your question, no. Once he called off the wedding, I think he blocked me. I tried messaging back and even called a few times and it kept going straight to voicemail.”

And that’s what had hurt even more. We’d been together for three years, and he couldn’t even find it in his heart to do the decent thing and explain his reasons to my face.

“He’s a rat bastard, if you ask me,” Travis said.

“A totally gutless cunt,” Shaun added, then turned to me. “Sorry for the language, but I just hate when women are mistreated. It really gets to me.”

I blinked at him, the pain in my chest spontaneously lifting. That was definitely what had been missing over the last twenty-four hours. Everyone had gone to great lengths to tell me how sorry they were, and they’d felt nothing but pity for me. It seemed almost as if they’d never thought I was good enough for him in the first place. But the anger? The fury toward the man who’d broken my heart? No one had expressed that to me except Dani’s men.

“Don’t be sorry,” I finally managed to say. I didn’t like the C word myself, but in this case... “I think that sums him up quite nicely.”

Travis chuckled. “I’ll say. So, who’s hungry?” 

“Me!” I said instantly and put my hand up.

He laughed. 

“Great. We love friends with healthy appetites. There’s a good brunch place just up ahead. Are you alright to wait ten minutes? It’ll be worth it.”

“Of course,” I said with a smile.

Shaun turned on the radio, and music filled the cab. 

Maybe I can do more than simply ignore all my anger and frustration over the next two weeks and I can begin to heal? 

I couldn’t imagine a more supportive environment to be in to do just that.

As if she’d read my mind, Dani reached over and grabbed my hand again. “Love you, beautiful.”

“I love you too,” I answered, then took a breath and closed my eyes. Yesterday had truly felt like my whole world was ending, but now? Maybe it just beginning. 
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Dominik

I SHOOK MYSELF OUT, trying to rid my fur of the mud and greenery I’d collected over the course of our morning run. 

My brother and fellow wolf shifter, Erik, stopped near me, shaking himself out as well, his golden canine eyes glinting in the fading light. 

It was already dusk, and the sun was falling low enough to cast only the faintest shadows across the lush and beautiful forest. I let go of my shifter form and allowed my humanity to return. In the blink of an eye, transitioning from four legs to two. Standing up straight, I stretched out my back and cracked my neck.

Erik shifted back too, and we ended up naked as the day we entered this world, standing in our cousins’ backyard.

“Damn, that was good,” I said, reluctant to let go of our day. “I really needed that.” It was once again Sunday, and we’d finally gotten a day off to shift, run, and be ourselves. 

“It was the best,” Erik agreed, rolling his shoulders and running a hand through his hair. “So, what’s the plan now?” 

“Travis said we can use the shower by the pool. I guess we wash up then head home.”

Erik groaned, clearly disappointed to see the day end as well. “Okay, sure.”

We both worked as general contractors, and the profession was physical and demanding, not to mention the hours were long. “You know, I think I might be getting too old to keep working like this.”

Erik laughed as we made our way around the enormous house and beautifully landscaped gardens, heading toward the pool and the showers his new wife, Dani, had magically installed. “Yeah. Just let me know when the mortgage is paid off and we can retire immediately.”

“Yeah, I will... in, like, ten years.”

Erik groaned and walked ahead of me, stepping into the large, outdoor bathroom that boasted a double shower. He turned on the water and his contented sigh had me bristling for relaxation.

I walked forward and turned on the opposite shower. Hot water pummeled my cold skin and massaged my poor, tight neck. Closing my eyes, I let the warmth envelop me. A sigh slipped from my lips, and I smiled to myself. It felt so good to get clean and soothe my aching muscles after an epic run. As I washed up, I let my mind wander.

Erik and I had set up our company far too early, taken on too many jobs, and almost gone bankrupt several times. Throw in two divorces, and we were easily ten steps back from where we wanted to be. Considering how hard we’d worked, the thought stung.

“Maybe we need to find a witch like Travis and Shaun,” Erik joked. “One who can renovate our house and conjure up piles of gold.”
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