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	The Phone Call

	“Uh, hi. I’m Ro—uh, Roland. Roland Gray. Sorry, I’m nervous… I’ve never called a podcast before. But it’s happened—again—and I could really use some advice. Or maybe a little magic? I won’t be greedy, though.

	“Here’s the thing—I’m a witch. A witch with wonky-ass magic. Oh, damn—can I say ass? Maybe not. I’m a witch with wonky magic. According to the nine covens I’ve been a part of in the past nine years, my magic doesn’t feel right. It throws them off. It makes them uncomfortable. It gives them the ‘heebie-jeebies’—and yes, that’s a direct quote. 

	“I thought maybe it was the area I was in, that maybe something about me just didn’t mesh with the energy in the Maritimes. My last coven leader put in a good word with a coven here in Ottawa, Ontario. I was upfront about my magic, and they assured me they could help and I would fit in. So I moved me and my dog up here.

	“The promised ‘help’ lasted only two months.

	“They sat me down earlier tonight to tell me I’m being expelled because my energy is throwing their balance completely out of whack. I’ve been trying so hard to fit in with the coven, so focused on them, I have no other connections in this city. No friends, no nothing. They said I could stay until I found a new place, but fu—uh, screw that. They want me gone. I’m gone.

	“I don’t really know if I have a question here—or, wait, maybe I do. Is this really a me problem? Can you tell? I’ve tried to sync my magic to every coven. I wish I could just fit in somewhere. Belong somewhere. Find my people. But I’m starting to think that’s just a pipe dream.

	“Anyway, if you have any advice, I’d love to hear it. But I think I’m done with trying to fit in for now. And I’m definitely done with covens.”

	



	


Minus 40 is the Same in Celsius and Fahrenheit

	Roland Gray pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders, but it didn’t do much to stave off the cold mid-February night. The windows of his car were frosted up since he’d turned off the engine a little while ago to save gas. He hadn’t anticipated it would be quite this cold when he’d stormed out of his latest failure of a coven with the intention that he and his fuzzy mutt would live in his car until he found some place he could afford. Alone.

	It got cold in Halifax, with the wind whipping off the ocean and stinging unprotected skin with bites of salt and ice. But this—this cold was unreal. He brought his phone out from beneath the blanket to check the temperature.

	“Feels like minus thirty-nine, BB.” Ro’s breath plumed from his lips as he spoke. Birch Bark’s black eyebrow dots rose up, an indication that he’d heard Ro, but he didn’t move from his tight spiral. His fluffy white tail covered his nose. It made Ro wish for the same type of protection.

	His toes were starting to go numb. The old VW Golf protected him and BB from the worst of the wind, but the glass seemed to radiate cold… and it was only 7 p.m. Ro might be impulsive and quick to make bad decisions, but he knew they couldn’t continue with his original plan of sleeping in the car. They wouldn’t wake up.

	Well, BB probably would. He was part husky, after all.

	At least he’d called the podcast while he was still warm. Right now he probably wouldn’t even get through half a sentence without his teeth chattering.

	“Okay. I c-concede my dumb idea was d-dumb. Let’s find a hotel.” 

	He went to open the web browser on his phone, but his stiff fingers fumbled the device. It tumbled to his lap, and when he righted it, he discovered that he’d accidentally opened a classified ads app, one that served up local ads based on your location. He huffed out a breath and started to close the app, but the first ad in the list caught his eye.

	 

	Must love dogs…and magic!

	Roommate wanted for queer-, magic- and pet-friendly home.

	 

	 

	He didn’t really want to try living with people again, but he knew from a search he’d done earlier that finding an apartment that A) would allow BB and B) was something he could afford was nearly an impossible ask. He hadn’t even considered whether he’d be able to find a queer-friendly or magic-friendly complex.

	The house was located outside Ottawa, which wasn’t a big deal since Ro’s occult craft business was completely online. The bedroom came with a queen-sized bed and a private bathroom, and the price quoted in the ad seemed ridiculously low. But maybe that was because of the distance from the city? 

	Regardless, Ro wasn’t stupid enough to ignore a sign from the universe. He brought up the poster’s contact information and pressed Call.

	[image: Rating 3 Star with solid fill]

	On the drive to the house, Ro had painted a picture in his brain of what it would look like. Probably old, probably run down—it only made sense, given the low rent. He’d still take it, regardless. Unless he saw bugs. Or mice. Or if it was exceptionally dirty. Or… well, maybe he couldn’t be that picky, as the saying about beggars and choosers went. But, goddess, he wanted to find a home, not just a place to stay.

	He rolled his eyes at that fantasy. If he’d proven one thing in his life, it was that a home wasn’t in the cards for him. He’d settle for a stable place to stay.

	The house was well off the road, hidden behind a veritable forest up a long, winding drive. With every foot he eased the Golf down the lane, Ro’s trepidation grew, until he… turned a gentle corner and saw a house straight out of his dreams.

	It wasn’t run down, or in any sort of disrepair. It was new—or newer, at least, with sleek modern lines that still managed to look homey and welcoming. Ro figured it was due to the wood and stone that had been worked into the construction—it evened out all the glass and black steel. It had two stories but sprawled across the enormous lot. A detached garage was set kitty-corner to one side of the house, with three stalls and what looked like a loft above it. Lights were embedded into the overhangs, making sure all sides of the place were well lit and appealing.

	Ro pulled the Golf into place behind a Jeep and a massive pickup truck of some sort, the kind that seemed to populate rural areas like rabbits. He clipped BB’s leash onto his collar, because there was no way he was leaving him out here in the frigid cold, part husky or not. Together, they trotted up to the front door, and before he had a chance to even find the doorbell, it opened.

	A short Asian woman stood there, a wide smile on her round face. Her dark hair, streaked with magenta, was twisted at the back of her head, with part of it fanning out. “Are you Roland?”

	“Ro. Hanna?”

	“That’s me! Gods, come in before we all freeze.”

	“It’s okay if…” He gestured to BB.

	“Absolutely! It’s too cold for anyone tonight, even a furry boy like you, yes,” she cooed at BB.

	Ro didn’t hesitate, and Hanna moved to the side to make room as he and BB entered the foyer. The heat in the house was such a contrast to the glacial temperature outside, it nipped at Ro’s frozen nose and ears.

	He did the handshake and jacket hand-off dance with Hanna and looked around the room. Just like the exterior, the interior was a comforting mix of old and new. Lots of rustic wooden and leather furniture, balanced by warm throw rugs and blankets draped here and there. There was a huge fireplace in the middle of the house, beyond which Ro could see a massive, ultra-modern kitchen with concrete countertops and stainless steel appliances. The art on the walls varied from realistic paintings of landscapes to pictures of smiling people on what were clearly adventures of some sort.

	Ro let out a sigh, and tension he hadn’t been aware of melted from his shoulders.

	“Right?” Hanna said quietly. “It has that effect on everyone.”

	“Magic?”

	She shrugged. “Maybe. I think it’s more of a good vibe coming from the people here. We’ve made a family of sorts.”

	As she turned to lead him into the house, Ro bit his lip. If they were looking for a new family member and not just a roommate, maybe he should stop wasting both of their time right now. He wasn’t going to be the right fit.

	BB had started after Hanna, and tugged on his leash with a whine. Ro followed his dog’s lead. Maybe he wouldn’t be the family member they wanted, but if he could stay in this house for even a little bit—all he could count on, really—he’d take it.

	 


BB’s Dad

	Miller Moore leaned back in his chair, cocked his hands behind his head, and stared meaningfully at the ceiling, as though he’d find the source of his next plot twist in the shadows cast by the overhead light. Wait—shit, was it dark? A glance at the windows revealed that yes, he’d once again worked past sundown. And missed dinner, his stomach reminded him with a slight cramp. It was tough to stop writing when he was on a roll, but still. He should show his face occasionally so his ragtag group of roomies didn’t forget he existed.

	He glanced over at the king-sized bed and snorted at the sight of Hogan, his mastiff, lying on his back with his legs spread-eagled. “Stay classy, Hog.”

	A scratch at the door prompted him to stand—which prompted him to stretch, because ow. There was a reason sitting at a desk for ten plus hours was a bad idea. The scratch came again, and Miller bet it was Kiki or Jacki looking to cuddle with Hogan. They were little sluts, those two. Cats, man.

	“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Miller grumbled, and opened the door.

	It wasn’t a cat or two at the door, but a fluffy, black and white husky-sized dog he’d never seen before. Hogan realized that at about the same time Miller did, and flipped to his feet with a speed that would be surprising if Miller hadn’t seen him do it before. The newcomer went into a play bow, Hogan launched himself off the bed, and the chase was on.

	It sounded like a herd of elephants careened down the stairs, but at least the barking sounded like play barking. “Come catch me if you can” and not “I WILL EAT YOU, MOTHERFUCKER.”

	Miller was about to race down the stairs after the two dogs when a guy emerged from one of the empty bedrooms, Hanna right behind him. He was average height and weight, but his hair was anything but—long, thick, and chocolate brown, it sported various types of braids that made Miller think of the show Vikings. 

	“I’m sorry!” the kid said—no, wait, he wasn’t a kid, not with that scruff on his face and the lines around his mouth. “I thought he was closed in the room with us. I’m so sorry!”

	The last apology was cast over his shoulder as he zoomed past Miller and down the stairs, Hanna flying in his wake. The barking and the growling continued. He trotted down the stairs, not worried about the dogs, since Hogan sounded like he was having the time of his life. It had been a while since he’d played with another big dog. Sure enough, he found Hanna and the Vikings guy standing in the doorway, with the other roommates craning their heads around various corners to get an idea of what was going on. Miller could see over their heads—neither Hanna nor the dog’s owner was very tall—and smiled at the sight of the fluffy beast and Hogan roughhousing.

	The guy, noticing that Miller was behind him, made a move to intervene, but Miller stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “They’re fine,” he said, his voice still gruff from not talking to anyone but himself all day.

	“Oh. You sure? I didn’t mean… and you don’t even know me. Or him.”

	“What’s his name?”

	“Birch Bark. Or BB.”

	Miller raised a brow. He could kind of see why the kid—not a kid—had chosen that name, since BB’s coat was white with black marks all over. He liked it when owners took the time to give their pets an imaginative name.

	“The monster he’s playing with is Hogan.”

	The guy bit his lip. “They look like they’re having fun.”

	Yeah, they did, and why did he sound so sad about it?

	“Ro answered our ad for a roommate,” Hanna piped up.

	Miller grunted. “You put it out already?”

	“Just tonight. He called literally five minutes later. Kismet, don’t you think?” Hanna did something with her eyebrows, maybe something that was supposed to encourage Miller to… do… something. Fuck if he knew what.

	Eh, whatever. “Hogan likes your dog. Welcome to the house.”

	The guy, BB’s dad, stared at Miller, wide-eyed. “That’s it? Don’t you want to check my credit or references or something?”

	“An asshole wouldn’t have a dog that looked that good,” Miller said with a jerk of his chin in BB’s direction. “And if you can’t afford what I’m charging for rent, you have much larger issues.”

	“I do. I mean, I can. But…” BB’s dad chewed on his lip again, and he seemed to deflate. “Look, maybe I should just go.”

	Miller squinted at him. “You make no sense. You came here looking for a room, right?”

	“Yes.”

	“And I just said the room is yours, right?”

	“Yes.”

	“So why the fuck would you want to go?”

	BB’s dad looked up at the ceiling, reminding Miller of his own pose a few minutes ago, and sighed before meeting Miller’s gaze. “I’m a witch.”

	“Cool. So was my grandmother. And Hanna’s a water elemental. And Travers is…” He frowned at Hanna. “What’s the word again?”

	“He’s a psychometrist.”

	“That’s it. And Colby talks to plants, and Inaya talks to ghosts.” He nodded at the people in question as he said their names. “It’s all good.”

	“Okay.” BB’s dad drew out the word. “But their magic all works, right? Mine… is weird.”

	Miller looked at Hanna, who shrugged. “I don’t feel anything,” she said.

	“I’ve been looking for a coven since I was eighteen.”

	“How old are you now?”

	“Twenty-seven.”

	Miller let out a low whistle. “And you haven’t found one willing to take you in?”

	BB’s dad huffed out a dark chuckle. “Oh, I’ve found plenty. Three in Halifax, one in Peggy’s Cove, two in Fredericton, one in Edmundston, one in Moncton. The coven leader in Moncton put in a good word with a friend at an Ottawa coven, so I came up here, thinking a totally new area would solve my problems.” He clenched his jaw. “They kicked me out tonight.”

	Something about how BB’s dad held himself, tight and rigid, like that was the only way to keep himself from crumbling, called to Miller. He had a completely uncharacteristic urge to draw him into a bear hug until he either broke down and let it all out or just sagged into him, drawing in Miller’s energy. With a subvocal grunt, Miller pushed the strange desire aside. He was not a guy who offered comfort to strangers, no matter how compelling their story.

	“Covens can be assholes,” he said. “Gran had similar issues, and finally she said ‘fuck it’ and went solitary.”

	BB’s dad nodded.

	“Anyway, it’s not your magic that’s going to help you fit in here. It’s your dog"—Miller arched a brow at BB and Hogan, who had decided to take a break from playing and were cuddled together—“and your willingness to pull your own weight around the house. Especially since Hanna and Colby are moving out.” Miller ignored the pang in his chest as he said those words. He’d get used to the idea of them being gone eventually. Like maybe in five years. “And how you get along with everyone. Sound good? You want the room?”

	BB’s dad held Miller’s gaze for a few long moments, before looking to Hanna and the other roommates who were watching with welcoming smiles.

	“Y—” He cleared his throat. “Yeah. I’ll take it.”

	 


The Other Shoe Will Drop Soon, Right?

	Everyone was just so nice.

	Ro had expected that as the days passed, the shine would wear off his roommates’ welcome. But after a week, it hadn’t happened yet. No one had mentioned anything about his wonky magic, no one was suppressing shudders around him, nothing. It was like they really, truly didn’t care.

	It felt almost too good to be true.

	He was amazed, too, at how easily the roommates got along. They were all so different. Hanna was an accountant, and her boyfriend, Colby, was a biologist. He’d gotten an amazing job out west, which was why they were moving. Travers did something for some hush-hush government agency he wasn’t allowed to talk about. Inaya was a jeweler with her own shop in an upscale area of Ottawa.

	And then there were the animals. Besides BB and Hogan, there was Hanna’s chihuahua, Jujube; Colby’s beagle, Bailey; Travers’s two cats, Kiki, a Maine coon, and Jacki, a tabby; and Inaya’s Siamese, Tabitha. There was the occasional cat fight, and Jujube liked to bully Bailey now and again, but generally the animals got along as well as their people.

	It was a great place.

	The only wrinkle was Miller.

	“I don’t think he likes me much,” Ro confided to Travers as they worked to get dinner ready. One of the things Ro liked most about this house was that they all ate dinner family-style. It was a nice change from the “fend for yourself” mentality of most of the other houses he’d lived in. Even the covens.

	Travers, a lithe guy in his early thirties with medium-brown skin and curly hair gathered into a bun, made a pshaw sound. “Don’t worry about it. Miller doesn’t like anyone.”

	That wasn’t as reassuring as Travers probably meant it to be. “He likes you, and Hanna and Colby, and Inaya.”

	Travers looked up from chopping the vegetables. “We’ve all been here a few years. We’ve broken him down. And believe me, he doesn’t like us much. He tolerates us.”

	“He calls me BB’s dad.”

	“Yeah, well, I was ‘Kiki and Jacki’s dad’ for about a year.”

	“That’s weird. Isn’t that weird?”

	Travers shrugged. “That’s Miller. It’s how he views the world.”

	“Then why did he even open up his house to strangers?”

	Travers turned his attention back to the veggies. “Why do any of us do what we do? Necessity. He got divorced and lost his job, and didn’t want to lose his house too.”

	Made sense. Though the idea of Miller being married was… strange. In Ro’s head, Miller was the ultimate lone wolf. He seemed perfectly content to keep to himself, and Ro had a hard time imagining Miller sharing his personal space with anyone. No, scratch that—he shared his personal space all the time. There were five people living in his house, after all. It was intimacy Ro couldn’t imagine Miller sharing. 

	Not—not that he had any right to imagine Miller sharing intimacy with anyone. Even if it was way too easy to envision those broad shoulders bare. Miller had the common coloring of a redhead, with peaches-and-cream skin splashed with cinnamon freckles across his nose. You almost couldn’t see them because of the big, round glasses he wore, but they were there…

	“Ro?”

	“Hmm?”

	“The pasta’s boiling over.”

	Ro jerked fully back into the here and now. “Shit!” 

	He was so occupied with rescuing the pasta, he barely noticed Inaya appearing in the kitchen doorway with someone he didn’t know. “Hey guys, this is Megan, an old friend of mine from college. Cool if she joins us for dinner?”

	“No problem. You know we’ve always got enough for a football team,” Travers answered with a chuckle. “Or we usually do. Ro wrecked the noodles.”

	“Fuck you. I did not.” Ro’s answer had no heat. He’d gotten used to how his roommates liked to tease. It felt like an insider kind of thing. Like he was being welcomed into a family.

	He’d take it. Even if he wasn’t quite sure he trusted it yet.

	Dinner was simple—pasta primavera with a side salad and buns someone had picked up at the grocery store. They all sat around the huge, rustic table in the dining room, like they did every night. Miller was in his usual spot at the head of the table for once—he hadn’t lost track of time in front of his computer. There was no hierarchy to the rest of the seating arrangements. Everyone sat where there was room, depending on who got to the table first. The dishes were passed around and everyone served themselves, as Travers talked about the latest video game that had grabbed his attention, and Hanna and Colby shared the news that their moving date was finally firmly set for next week, and Inaya and her friend talked about memories from their days in school, and Miller grunted occasionally to acknowledge he was listening. The dogs lay in the hall, patiently waiting for their turn to come in and take up the role of organic vacuum cleaners after dinner was done, cleaning up any scraps that had fallen to the hardwood floor.

	Ro just took it all in, absorbed it, and wondered when he would finally feel comfortable enough, part of the “family” enough, that he would want to contribute to the conversation.

	“Does anyone want another bun?” Megan held out the basket.

	“I will,” Ro said and reached for it. As he took it, their fingertips touched, and Megan shuddered.

	“Oh. It’s you.” She withdrew her hand so quickly Ro almost lost his hold on the basket. “I didn’t realize—I thought maybe it was the house, or magic in the land that was disturbed or something.” 

	Ro put the buns down, suddenly no longer feeling hungry for more bread—or for anything.

	Megan hugged her arms close to her body and shook her head, her disgust plain on her face. “God, it’s like fingernails on a chalkboard. How can you stand it?”

	“Stand what?” Miller’s eyes were laser-focused on Megan, and Ro wasn’t sure what emotion his stoic expression was hiding.

	One of Megan’s hands waved in Ro’s direction. “Him. Can’t you feel it? How wrong he is?”

	Ro looked down at what remained of his meal. It might as well have been ash, for all the appeal it held now. He’d known this would come up eventually. It always did. But since no one in the house had said anything, he’d assumed they didn’t feel his wonky magic. They weren’t a coven, after all. There was no need to fit together as a whole, as a single entity, to do magic. He waited for someone to defend him, to prove he did belong—finally, for once.

	“Eh, you get used to it,” Colby said and shoveled another forkful of pasta into his mouth.

	Ro jerked to his feet, making the table shake and the dishes rattle. Without another word, he darted from the room. The soft click of nails on the hardwood in his wake told him that BB was following.

	At least his dog’s loyalty would never waver.

	 


Miller Needs to Practice Conversing

	“Gods dammit,” Miller muttered. He shot a glare at Colby.

	“What?” Colby demanded.

	“You couldn’t have been a little more supportive?”

	“I—” He looked at Hanna. “What did I do?”

	She rubbed his arm. “We’ll talk about it later, honey.”

	“And you.” Miller turned his attention to Inaya’s friend, whatever the fuck her name was. “You come into my house, and enjoy our hospitality, and you repay one of the people who made your dinner by looking at him like he’s the shit on the bottom of your shoe?”

	Her eyes widened. “I—I didn’t—”

	“Damn right.” He turned his attention to Inaya. “I think it’s time for your friend to leave.”

	“Yeah,” she agreed with a sigh. 

	That taken care of, Miller rose from the table and headed toward the back door. The slam of it a moment before told him that BB’s dad—Ro—had escaped for the backyard. Maybe he needed to walk around the property to clear his head, but Miller didn’t think being alone right now was the right thing for him.

	“C’mon, Hogan. Let’s go for a walk.”

	The night was crisp—nah, not crisp. Bloody cold was what it was. But not as cold as the dead of winter. He could smell moisture in the air, dampness that hopefully heralded the approach of spring. Or maybe it was wishful thinking. As he got older, the winters seemed to get longer, a side effect no one told you about. Probably because they couldn’t sell you anything to fix it.

	The powerful light on the porch illuminated a good chunk of the property that extended from the back of the house to the forest a few hundred meters away. Miller’s lot line reached into those woods, but he was confident Ro and BB hadn’t ventured into them, not in the dark. Ro hadn’t struck him as unintelligent. Quiet, yes. Unsure, definitely. Beautiful? Oh gods, yes.

	Miller groaned at the direction of his thoughts. He’d been trying to put his new roommate out of his head for the past week—and he’d been mostly kind of successful. Sort of. As long as he stayed in front of his laptop with his mind consumed by the story he was working on. But every time he took a break, his thoughts strayed to long, thick, amazing hair. Piercings and gauges he’d never thought he would find attractive, but worked for Ro, giving him a rebellious look that suited him. Those pale, pale blue-green eyes, so light as to be almost colorless. That body that was lithe, but not skinny, not weak. Everything about Ro ticked off so many boxes for Miller. Surprisingly, because Elliott had been Ro’s opposite in every way.

	Miller shoved thoughts of his ex-husband out of his head and focused on locating Ro. It wasn’t difficult. Ro and BB weren’t trying to hide, after all. They were just slowly walking the perimeter of the cleared area of Miller’s backyard. Well, Ro was plodding along. BB was bouncing through the snow and trying to get Ro to play with him.

	“Go on, Hog.” Miller gave Hogan a nudge and the mastiff didn’t need any further encouragement. He raced across the yard, and as soon as BB saw him, he barked happily and started running.

	Miller trudged over to Ro and took it as a win that Ro didn’t try to avoid him or shout at him to go away. Instead, Miller was able to settle in beside him, matching his stride to the smaller man’s, and they walked in silence for a while. Away from the porch light, the half-moon lit up the snow and, as Miller’s eyes adjusted, everything seemed brighter.

	“So…” Miller started after they’d been walking for a few minutes. “You’re pretty quick to take offense, huh?”

	Ro jerked his head in Miller’s direction. “I beg your pardon? She—”

	“I’m not talking about Inaya’s friend, whatever her name is.”

	“Megan.”

	Miller grunted and let the name flow through one ear and out the other. “It doesn’t matter. You didn’t pop up from the table until Colby said something.”

	“Because—because—”

	“You wanted him to defend you instead.”

	All the fight seemed to rush out of Ro, leaving him deflated. “Yeah,” he admitted. “I’m not sure why I thought he would. No one ever has.”

	That admission made Miller’s heart clench. “No one? Ever?”

	“My mom died when I was four. Then my dad just… left, about a year later. I ended up in foster care until I aged out. I haven’t lived anywhere longer than a year. So, yeah. No one, ever.”

	Miller grabbed Ro’s shoulder, halting him. “You have a home here.”

	Ro shrugged off his hand. “You’re just saying that out of pity.”

	“God, you’re stubborn,” Miller muttered. But he supposed Ro would have to be, to keep going, to keep searching for a place to belong. “Look, I’m not saying anything out of pity, okay? You fit here.”

	“Do I? Colby doesn’t seem to think—”

	“That’s right, Colby didn’t think before he spoke. And if you’d stuck around, you would’ve seen Hanna glaring at him, Travers glaring at Inaya’s friend—”

	“Megan.”

	“Whatever. And me throwing what’s-her-name out of the house.”

	“You did?”

	Miller narrowed his eyes. “You think I’m going to side with a stranger over you? She was rude and inconsiderate. I don’t like people like that.”

	“You don’t like people.”

	“True.” Miller cast a glance at BB and Hogan, who were still having a blast playing in the snow. “I don’t know about you, but my feet are cold. Sit on the deck with me for a bit?”

	In his second winter in the house, Miller had invested in a space heater for the deck. He led Ro to the seats nearest the heater and turned it on. In moments, it had warmed up enough that their breaths no longer frosted the air on each exhale. As the dogs continued to chase each other around the snowy yard, Miller let himself relax back into the Adirondack chair and consider his newest roommate.

	“My grandmother was a witch,” he said.

	Ro jerked slightly, and Miller realized he probably could have led into this conversation a little more gently. “I think you mentioned that. On my first day.”

	“Right.” Miller had a vague memory of that too. “So yeah. I’m not a witch.”

	Ro blinked at him. “I’m not sure whether I should congratulate you or apologize.”

	Miller grunted. “Neither.”

	“Okay.” Ro drew the word out. “I’m not sure what your point is.”

	Maybe his sister was right—maybe he should get out more, if only to practice having conversations with people. “I’m not a witch, but I have witch blood, and I’ve got one talent.”

	“Creating magic with words?”

	One corner of Miller’s mouth quirked upward. “Ha. No. That’s another sort of talent and a hell of a lot of work.” He leaned forward, his elbows braced on his knees. “I can tell the sort of witch someone is.”

	“That’s not… insignificant,” Ro said after a moment of silence.

	Miller knew it wasn’t, which was one of the reasons he didn’t advertise it. It was like being able to see into people’s closets—sometimes you saw clothes, sometimes you saw sexual identities, and sometimes you saw skeletons. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’ve never figured out your specialty, have you?”

	Ro shook his head. “All the covens I was in kept saying I would just know, but I never did.”

	“And they couldn’t tell, because all they felt was discordance. Right?”

	“I—I think so.”

	“So.” Miller held out a hand, palm up. “Do you want to know?”

	 


Once You Know, You Can’t Not Know

	Ro eyed Miller’s hand as though it held a viper. This was everything he’d ever wanted—to know why the hell his magic was so screwed up—but at the same time, he was terrified. What if his magic was really bad? Something evil? He couldn’t not know that, once he knew.

	But not knowing at all… that was so much worse.

	Before he could second-guess himself, he placed his hand in Miller’s.

	He had time to register the muted warmth of Miller’s palm, and how Miller’s thumb brushed his—by accident, it had to be. Then Miller said, “Oh cool. Hearthwitch.”

	“Hearth—what?”

	Miller pulled his hand away, but not quickly, not like he’d been burned. Almost slowly enough to be reluctant. “It’s a witch whose strength is keeping the home running harmoniously.”

	Ro blinked slowly at Miller, feeling a bit like someone had slugged him in the gut and he was just learning how to breathe again. “I’m… the witchy version of a housewife?”

	“Well, that’s a little more misogynistic than I was expecting from you.” Miller arched a brow.

	“Sorry, just—what the fuck? I’ve never even heard of a hearthwitch. What does it mean?”

	“It means you need a home. You need a place that’s yours, where you can feel safe and secure, so your magic can settle.”

	It explained so much. And yet hardly anything at all. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

	Miller shrugged. “They probably didn’t know. Hearthwitches aren’t common, not anymore.”

	“So my magic is going to be uncomfortable until I get a place of my own.” Ro huffed out a breath. “Great. That’s not happening anytime soon.”

	Miller grunted. “Not necessarily. You like it here?”

	“Of course I like it here. The house is gorgeous, the grounds are perfect, and the people are…” Ro broke off, remembering who he was speaking to. “Uh, great.”

	“You got a problem with someone in the house?”

	“No!” Ro said quickly, sitting up. “Not at all. Seriously. Everyone… everyone is great.”

	“I’m hearing a ‘but.’”

	Oh shit. Now he’d stepped in it. Ro swallowed and contemplated how he could get out of the verbal corner he’d backed himself into. But did he want to? His self-preservation instincts, the ones that wanted to protect the core of him from any further damage, said to defer, deny, deflect. He was scared of trying to open himself up again, only to be rejected. He’d already been through that more times than any human could be reasonably expected to endure. 

	But there was a part of him, a tiny part fed by hope, that thought maybe this time he’d found his people. 

	Hope was a terrible, tenacious thing.

	Miller sighed. “Is this about what Colby said? It wasn’t—”

	“Do you like me?”

	“Do I— What?”

	“Do you like me?” Ro bit his lip. Well, he’d started it. Might as well continue. “I mean, you’re really quiet, so it’s hard to— And you always frown when you look at me. Am I doing something wrong?”

	“I have resting bitch face.” Miller said it so deadpan, it took Ro a second to see the humor dancing in his hazel eyes and the twitch of one corner of his mouth. “And I’m well aware that my default setting seems to be locked on grumpy. I’d say I’m working on it, but that would be a lie.” Then Miller smiled, and it… it changed everything.

	His entire countenance lightened. Lines crinkled at the corners of his eyes, tension seemed to seep out of planes of his face and the span of his broad shoulders, and Ro had the feeling he had just been gifted with a glimpse behind walls few people ever received. 

	“Okay,” he breathed.

	“So I’ll make it clear,” Miller went on. “I like you. You fit here. I’d like you to consider this your home as long as you want to stay.”

	There was an odd… click inside Ro’s chest at those words. Like the turning of a key, with the tumblers of a lock falling into place. Ro had thought Miller’s smile had changed everything, but this… this could be so much more. “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it.” He couldn’t stop his voice from wavering.

	“I know you don’t know me all that well yet, but I don’t say things I don’t mean. I want you to make this your home, Ro.”

	Ro swallowed hard, his throat aching. “I’ve never—never had a home. That I can remember.”

	Miller stood up and held out a hand. “Then let me be the first to say welcome home.”

	 


Hearthwitch

	Simply being named hearthwitch didn’t make the knowledge of how to be one fall into place, Miller knew. But at least Ro had a direction now. Miller loaned him some old tomes on magic, the sort that were probably originally handwritten by one of his ancestors before some other enterprising ancestor typed them out. They weren’t the easiest to read, but over the next few days, whenever Miller saw Ro, he had his head bent over one of them, muttering to himself and nodding like what he was reading made sense. 

	And little things began to change around the house.

	Miller couldn’t wield magic like a true witch could, but he could feel it—at least the vibe of his house. Usually the house’s energy was… content. There was little discord between the house’s inhabitants, including the animals, and there was only the occasional flare-up of disagreement or annoyance. But he’d never realized how little magic there was in the place until he woke up one morning about three days after his talk with Ro and the house was all but purring. 

	It felt so good. The house had always been a haven, safety and comfort all wrapped up in a serene composition, but now it was like that feeling was jacked up to a hundred. When he ventured downstairs, he discovered the slight aroma of sage and eucalyptus throughout the main floor, and at each of the four corners of the house, small, unobtrusive altars to the goddess Hestia, the ruler of hearth and home.

	Miller smiled at the sight, but said nothing to Ro. He wanted him to continue to follow his instincts when it came to exploring his magic as a hearthwitch.

	Over the next few days, bundles of herbs and crystals appeared at each of the doors into the house. When Miller saw his roommates return home after work, he was amazed at how they seemed to let their burdens drop at the threshold. Tension melted away, smiles grew larger, and even the animals seemed affected by the new sense of the house as a sanctuary. Jujube stopped bullying Bailey, and Hogan and BB could often be seen snuggling together next to the fireplace—which was almost always burning now—after playtime in the yard.

	Miller found his own productivity amplified too. Instead of struggling to meet his word count goal over the course of a day, now he hit it before lunch. Which left him with spare time in the afternoon, and invariably he spent it in Ro’s company.

	This afternoon, he found Ro in the kitchen, baking something that smelled fantastic.

	“Hey.” Ro greeted him with a smile. “Writing done for the day?”

	“I might try for another chapter later, but yeah, I’m taking a break for now.” Miller settled on one of the stools at the kitchen island and inhaled appreciatively. “What’s in the oven?”

	“Ginger molasses cookies.” 

	Miller arched a brow. “I thought you didn’t want to be a ‘witchy housewife.’”

	“Eh.” Ro shrugged and his eyes unfocused for a few seconds. “Travers needs them.”

	Miller smiled at the hint that Ro was so tuned in to his housemates. It was part of what a hearthwitch did—offering comfort when comfort was needed—but like the altars, Miller didn’t draw attention to it. “If they taste as good as they smell, I definitely need one too.”

	Ro rolled his eyes, then turned to the one-cup coffee maker, which was just spitting the last of the brew through the reusable pod into a mug. “This is what you need,” he said.

	The steaming coffee brought with it the rich scents of cream and cinnamon. It no longer surprised Miller that Ro knew how he took his coffee, or that he knew exactly when to get it brewing so it was ready when he finished work. What did surprise him was the shy smile suddenly on Ro’s face, followed by the lip-biting that meant he was nervous about something.

	“Um.” Ro cleared his throat. “I made something for you.”

	“Ginger molasses cookies?”

	“No.”

	“Banana bread?”

	“No,” Ro huffed with a growing smile.

	“Because your banana bread is amazing. I could eat it every day.”

	“No, just—” He retrieved something from one of the island’s drawers and held it out. “Here.”

	Miller accepted it, transferring it gently into his hands. It was a delicate construction of copper wire, crystals, and what looked like lava and carved wooden beads, arranged in concentric circles. He’d checked out Ro’s online occult store and knew charms like this were one of his best sellers, but this looked more intricate than anything he had for sale.

	“It’s beautiful,” Miller said, holding it up. The crystals sparkled in the light, and he caught a low aroma of lemon, peppermint, and a couple of other scents he couldn’t identify. “Essential oils?”

	Ro nodded. “It’s a productivity blend. If you have a diffuser in your office, I can share it.”

	“If I get any more productive, I’ll be done my word count for the day by ten instead of lunch.”

	“I wouldn’t mind more time with you.”

	Miller met Ro’s eyes at the surprise declaration, and for once, Ro didn’t bite his lip with nerves. He met Miller’s gaze head-on, and Miller’s breath stuttered.

	He hadn’t been looking for this. For anything, if he were honest. The past few years had been such a scramble. First Elliott leaving because he’d found a younger, more agreeable partner. Then Miller’s high-end tech job disappearing out from under him and the race to figure out how to stay financially solvent before his savings ran out. The switch to writing full-time instead of pursuing another desk job, the decision to rent out rooms in the house instead of selling the place, getting used to strangers inhabiting his space—something he still wasn’t completely used to. At no time had he considered seeking out another relationship.

	And yet… here was Ro. A stubborn man if there ever was one, with prickles on the outside that were really just an illusion to protect his tender heart from getting beaten down once again. He couldn’t deny the physical attraction that simmered softly beneath his skin when he was in Ro’s presence—an acknowledgment that went beyond lust for Ro’s lithe body, to a desire to get to know more about the enigmatic witch. 

	But did he really want that?

	Before he could answer—himself or Ro—his phone rang in his pocket. He pulled it out and groaned at the call display, but knew if he didn’t take the call, she’d just call back until he did.

	He held it up and hoped his expression of distaste spoke of his reluctance to leave Ro hanging. “I need to get this.”

	“Oh yeah, sure.” Ro gave him a small smile. 

	Miller saw right through it, and it made him hesitate. His phone stopped ringing. Maybe he could—

	On cue, the ringing started again. “Gods dammit.” Miller smoothed the charm so it laid flat on the countertop. “I’ll be back for this. And to finish our conversation. Give me fifteen minutes.”

	Ro smiled again, and this time it was a little more real. “Okay. I’ll hold you to that.”

	It took an effort to turn away from the promise in Ro’s eyes, but Miller managed. He jogged up the stairs toward his office, accepting the call on the way. “What?”

	“Good afternoon to you too, bro.”

	Miller’s lips twisted into something between a smile and a grimace. Honestly, it wasn’t bad to hear his sister’s voice, but her timing sucked. “Hey, Bree.”

	“That’s better. How’s the writing going?”

	Of all his family, he was closest to his sister. When he’d found himself divorced and laid off in the same year, she’d been the one to bear the brunt of his worries and to hear all of his dreams, and she’d somehow managed to be the voice of reason and encouragement, all at the same time.

	“It’s going really well. I think I’ll have this book ready for my agent in less than a week.”

	“That fast? What, are you taking uppers or something?”

	Miller chuckled. “That’s it, you’ve found out my secret.”

	Bree laughed too, then her tone grew more serious. “It’s good to hear your voice, but I am calling for a reason.”

	Uh-oh. Miller bet he knew what it was too. “Bree, I’m not—”

	“Just hear me out, okay? I’ve got a new client—”

	 “I’m not interested in selling.” She always had a new client who was looking for a house just like Miller’s. This was the danger of having a real estate agent for a sister.

	She huffed out a sigh. “Come on, Mill. You can’t tell me you’re enjoying having all those people in your house. This was supposed to be a temporary thing.”

	“I know, but—”

	“I understood your reasoning at the time. You got divorced, bought Elliott out of his half of the house, then got laid off, and it was too much upheaval to consider selling the place right away. But it’s been four years. Don’t you think you’d be happier in something smaller? By yourself?”

	Miller grunted, because… maybe. Guilt chased the thought. He liked his roommates, he really did. But the idea of having a house to himself and Hogan—he couldn’t deny the appeal. The quiet, the ability to walk around naked if he wanted—not that he’d done that a lot before having roommates, but the point was, he could if he lived alone. Except then he wouldn’t see Ro every day. Or maybe ever again.

	I wouldn’t mind more time with you.

	“Mill?”

	“I don’t know,” he answered truthfully.

	“Well, think about it, okay? We can find you another place, out in the middle of nowhere, even. One that’s better suited to just you and Hogan.”

	Miller made some noncommittal noises. Eventually Bree stopped trying to sell him on the idea of moving, and they switched to other topics. Even as he made his way back downstairs to keep his promise to Ro, thoughts crowded his brain against his will about the possibility of giving up the house. And the freedom of living alone.

	 


Goodbye is Always Hard

	On a Saturday two weeks after Ro moved in, Colby and Hanna moved out.

	Ro hadn’t expected to be so emotional about the goodbyes before they left, their belongings already well on their way to their new home out west, but seeing the person who’d first welcomed him into the house—his first home ever—prepare to walk out the door for the last time had his eyes misting up. What hit him hardest, though, was the next-level gruffness Miller had on display. He hardly spoke and spent most of the goodbye moments fussing over Jujube the chihuahua and Bailey the beagle, but Ro saw how hard he hugged Hanna and Colby when it came down to it.

	Miller loved his people, and this was tearing him up.

	He fled the foyer before Travers and Inaya said their farewells. Ro wanted to follow, but held back until the door closed behind Colby and Hanna, and Travers and Inaya, both subdued, made their way to their own corners of the house.

	He knocked gently on the door to Miller’s master suite and opened it without waiting for a response. He found Miller sitting on one of the window benches, his temple resting against the glass as he looked down on the driveway and Colby’s oversized pickup that was just pulling away.

	“You okay?” Ro asked softly.

	Miller grunted and shrugged one shoulder, still staring out the window.

	Ro hesitated for a second on the threshold, then stepped into Miller’s room and closed the door. For once, Hogan was nowhere to be found—he and BB were cuddling downstairs, their new favorite thing. He nudged Miller’s feet out of the way and sat on the other end of the bench, one foot tucked under him, the other on the floor.

	“Comfy spot.”

	Miller grunted again, and then, surprisingly, spoke. “I should sit here more often. Read a book.”

	Ro hadn’t even realized there were window seats in Miller’s room. In the evenings, Miller usually read books in the family room, surrounded by the rest of the roommates as they argued over what to watch on TV. There were multiple TVs in the house, so people could disperse and watch whatever they wanted, but no one did that. Reading in that cacophony couldn’t be easy, so yeah, it was puzzling that Miller didn’t take more advantage of these quiet perches.

	“Why don’t you?” he asked.

	Miller sighed. “I didn’t invite you in here.”

	“You didn’t object, either.” Ro lifted his foot from the floor and poked the side of Miller’s thigh with his big toe, a kind of so there. “You also didn’t answer the question.”

	Miller grabbed Ro’s foot and dragged it into his lap. As if that weren’t shocking enough, he started massaging it. Ro had the habit of walking around barefoot, so there was nothing between his skin and Miller’s soft but strong fingers. His head fell back against the wall, and he let out a groan. Since his confession of wanting to spend more time with Miller, they’d fallen back into something of a status quo—Miller joined him at lunch and during any breaks he took from writing, same as always, but they’d begun touching more. Building up to something. But this was the boldest either of them had been.

	“Like that?” Miller’s voice was low and rough.

	“Who wouldn’t?”

	“What was your question again?”

	Question? He’d asked a question? Ro squinted at Miller. “You think you’re tricky.”

	The corner of Miller’s lips twitched.

	“It’s all right. I already know the answer.” Ro leaned his head back again. “For all the grumbles, the gruffness, the antisocial tendencies… you don’t want to be alone.”

	“I do, actually.” Miller’s fingers dug into Ro’s foot harder, as though he could chase away the sting of his words with the comfort of his caress. “I’ve always preferred it. Growing up, Bree—my sister—she was the one in all the team sports. Ringette in the winter, soccer in the summer, rugby in the fall, anything and everything that had her surrounded by a group of friends. Me? I was the one curled up with a book, or tinkering with a computer, or playing games online.”

	“An introvert’s introvert.”

	“Bingo.”

	“People change, you know. Maybe you need less alone time than you used to.”

	“Maybe.” 

	Miller’s fingers danced up under the hem of Ro’s pant leg to rub his ankle—a spot Ro would never have categorized as erogenous previously, but now… 

	“Or maybe there’s just someone in particular who I don’t mind spending time with.”

	Ro burst out laughing. “What a line.”

	Miller gave him a full-on, rather sheepish smile. “Yeah, well… no one ever said I had game.”

	“Good thing you don’t need game with me.”

	“No?”

	Ro bit his lip and watched Miller’s lust-darkened gaze focus on the movement. “No.”

	For a second, neither of them moved. Then, suddenly, Miller surged forward, pushing Ro’s leg aside, and claimed his mouth with an urgent, powerful kiss. His lips gave no mercy, pressing hard and warm and wet against Ro’s, and Ro gave in without question. This is what they’d been building up to, with all the touches and the togetherness. It was like a switch had been flipped, and all the civilized veneer peeled away, leaving only attraction and need behind.

	In moments, they were on Miller’s giant bed, though if asked, Ro couldn’t have explained how they got there. Miller’s glasses were knocked askew, but he didn’t seem to notice. With a smile that he knew had to be radiating fondness, Ro rescued them and placed them on the nightstand.

	Miller’s hazel eyes twinkled, reflecting the affection Ro felt. “Thank you.”

	Ro speared a hand through Miller’s curly carrot-red hair, and tugged him down so his lips were in kissing distance once more. “You’re welcome.”

	More kissing, more touching, led to panting and moaning. They hadn’t even gotten rid of their clothes yet, and it was already the most satisfying encounter Ro had ever had. For the first time in his life, he felt connected to another human being—wanted, desired, needed. It was a heady feeling, and a frightening one. The idea that he could lose this, like he’d lost everything else in his life…

	No. Focus on the now.

	With a sigh, he shoved his fears aside. What they needed was more skin, less clothing. He pushed at the hem of Miller’s T-shirt, and that was the only hint needed. In moments, Miller’s shirt was off, revealing a wide, hairy chest that was on the edge of tipping from muscular to simply added weight. Ro’s swept his hands over the fuzzy planes of skin and some of the haze of lust faded from Miller’s gaze.

	“I, uh, need to exercise more,” he said, his tone subdued.

	“You’re perfect.” And he was. Obviously strong, but with a hint of softness. It really worked for Ro.

	“I used to be cut. Defined. I’ve kind of let myself go.” Miller grimaced, and that just wouldn’t do.

	Ro rose up, flipped Miller onto his back, and straddled his thighs. He grabbed the hem of his own shirt and stripped it off. As he’d hoped, Miller’s hazel eyes darked, going to a deeper green-brown, as he spotted what Ro had been hiding.

	“Pierced nipples too?” Miller reached up and tweaked the stainless steel hoop threaded through Ro’s left nipple. He hissed at the incredible sensation, that sharp spike of almost-not-quite pain that dissolved into warmth and tingles. Then Miller went for the other one at the same time, and Ro couldn’t help but grind his hard dick against Miller’s.

	“Good?” Miller gasped.

	“Some other time, I’ll let you—” Ro broke off as Miller’s deft fingers toyed with the hoops again. “I’ll let you play with them until I come.”

	“Really? You can come just from this?”

	“It takes time and dedication, but yeah.”

	“Fuck, Ro, you’re gonna kill me.”

	Ro gently swatted Miller’s hands away so he could lean down and nuzzle his nose into the hair between Miller’s pecs. It was wiry yet surprisingly soft against his cheeks, and Miller’s scent rose around him like a comforting cloud—spicy deodorant, gentle notes of classic soap, and something unique, something that was just Miller. Ro explored Miller’s chest until one of his perky, rosy nipples was in reach of his tongue, which he flicked against it.

	Miller arched as though Ro had electricity running through his tongue. Ro’s dick pulsed in appreciation of Miller’s responsiveness, and he had to close his eyes for a second to calm himself down. “Fuck, you’re gonna make me go off too soon.”

	“Yeah?” Miller panted. “Can’t have that. Need you inside me first.”

	“Shh. Shh. You keep talking like that and there’s no way…”

	Miller hooked his fingers into Ro’s athletic pants. “Then let’s speed things up a bit.”

	It took a bit of rearranging and some scrambling, but in moments, they were back in position—Miller on his back, Ro on top of him, but this time, it was only skin on skin. And goddess, Miller’s skin was so warm. Ro couldn’t wait to feel that heat surrounding him, engulfing him…

	Miller tossed a condom and a bottle of lube at him, and widened his ginger-furred legs with a smile. “Have at me.”

	Ro didn’t have to be told twice. He wasted no time in rolling on the condom and prepping Miller. One finger pushing inside of Miller almost made Ro lose it; two had him biting his lower lip, hard, as he concentrated on Miller, Miller, Miller, not how hard his own cock was or how desperately he wanted to stroke himself. Miller’s dick was thick and full on his stomach, flushed red and wet at the tip. It had drooled a small puddle into the ginger swath of fur under his belly button, and bounced with every stroke of Ro’s fingers inside Miller’s body.

	“I’m good,” Miller gasped. “Gods, please, Ro.”

	How could he resist a plea like that?

	Ro slicked himself up—one stroke, no more—and started the slow, tortuous process of sliding inside Miller. Miller grabbed his knees and hoisted his legs up, giving Ro all the room he needed to sink in, deeper and deeper, and to watch as he did so. So fucking hot. He kept his thrusts gentle, shallow, waiting for Miller’s body to relax fully. Finally, Miller groaned, and the resistance was gone. Ro slipped inside and cried out at being engulfed in the heat he’d imagined just moments before. Miller gave a grunt-moan and opened his legs as wide as they would go.

	“Wreck me,” he begged.

	Ro gripped Miller’s midsection, gave him a feral grin, and thrust. Hard. 

	Miller’s head fell back, his eyes closed. “Gods, yes.”

	Ro knew he was probably going to leave bruises, from how hard he was holding onto Miller, but he couldn’t bring himself to worry about it, and from the sounds Miller was making, he didn’t care either. His world devolved into nothing but sensation—the firm, searing squeeze of Miller’s channel around his hard cock, the scrape of hair on his overly sensitive skin, the sound of two bodies slamming together, the scent of sex and sweat that permeated the air.

	Ro’s orgasm hit him without warning and he froze deep inside of Miller, as deep as he could go, as his dick pulsed again and again. He couldn’t even make a sound, it was so good.

	“Yes, yes, yes.”

	He opened his eyes to find Miller frantically stroking himself—then shouting as his release hit him too, his body clenching so tightly, so wonderfully, around Ro that it sent another round of aftershocks through him. He reached down and held the condom in place as he gently pulled out of Miller and flopped onto the bed beside him.

	“We should’ve—” Miller broke off, panting. “We should’ve been doing that already for at least a week.”

	Ro brushed a strand of his long hair out of his face, then turned his head to grin at Miller. “We can always make up for lost time.”

	Miller returned his grin, and the expression transformed his grumpy countenance into something almost magical. “I like the way you think.”

	 


That Damned Shoe

	Ro smiled to himself as he put together a breakfast fit for a king—or two. He felt like a king this morning. A well-used, well-loved king. His body ached in very good ways, reminding him whenever he moved that he’d spent a vigorous night in Miller’s bed, stretching all sorts of muscles that hadn’t been used in way too long. The sex had been amazing—mind-blowing—but the intimacy had been even better.

	No one had ever held him in his arms and told him—with words and without—that he was worthwhile, that he belonged. Except for Miller.

	Ro placed the laden plates on the tray and set the two mugs of coffee beside them. He’d left Miller in bed, still asleep, and he hoped Miller had remained that way. He wanted to wake him with the aroma of eggs, bacon, and coffee, and maybe a soft kiss on the lips. Or maybe not—kisses might lead to other things, and then breakfast would get cold.

	BB followed him up the stairs, lured by the scent of food. As they reached the open door to the master suite, Ro paused. He could hear Miller’s voice, around the corner in his office area, and he sounded far more animated than usual. Another voice responded, and Ro realized he was on speakerphone. He was about to turn around and go back downstairs when Miller exclaimed, “Oh my gods, Bree!”

	Ro’s feet froze on the stairs as his stomach swooped. Bree was Miller’s sister. Was he… was he talking about the night they’d just shared? 

	“Congratulations, Miller! This is amazing news. You did it!”

	Ro put the tray on the floor before he dropped it and gave BB a look that the dog knew all too well. Don’t touch. 

	“I’m still shaking. It hasn’t sunk in yet. Six figures! High six figures. I can’t believe it.”

	“Your agent did a great job.”

	Oh. They were talking about Miller’s book. Ro let out a shaky breath, along with a nearly silent chuckle, and put a hand on BB’s head. Not that he wanted what was between him and Miller to be a secret. But it was still so new, so private, and they hadn’t really talked about what it meant. Ro wanted this to be more than one night. Were they on the same page? 

	“Between the advance and the profit you’ll get from selling the house, you’ll be in great shape to find something just big enough for you and Hogan.”

	Ro’s breath caught and the hand that had been stroking BB’s fur froze. What?

	“Hell, I could keep this place without roommates, even.”

	“You could do that, too,” his sister agreed brightly, as though Miller’s words weren’t a knife twisting in Ro’s chest.

	Miller wanted them gone.

	Hadn’t he said as much yesterday? Had it been a warning, one Ro had blithely ignored because he’d believed he knew what Miller truly wanted? How fucking naïve could he be? Maybe the sadness he’d seen in Miller’s eyes after Colby and Hanna had left had less to do with friends moving on, and more to do with the fact that he still had a houseful of roommates he didn’t want.

	But you made love, a little voice reminded him. Miller wanted you.

	Or maybe Miller just wanted to get laid. Fuck, how could he be so stupid?

	Ignoring the tears gathering in his eyes and the conversation that continued obliviously in the master suite, Ro raced down the hall to his room. BB followed, right on his heels, the fact that his human buddy was upset more important than the food they’d left on the floor. He wagged his tail encouragingly, though he couldn’t possibly understand why Ro was upset.

	Of course he couldn’t. Life would be so much simpler if Ro were a dog.

	He grabbed his bag out of the closet and began throwing stuff into it. He wasn’t going to stick around to be told Hey, I had a great time last night, but… or The sex was awesome but I need my space or You didn’t really think I meant you could stay permanently, right? He refused to be rejected again. This time, he’d be gone long before Miller could utter any words to break Ro’s already shattered heart.
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	The first sign something wasn’t right was the tray with lukewarm coffee and mostly-eaten, congealing eggs and crumbs of bacon on the floor outside of Miller’s room. Vaguely he wondered what animal had gotten in to the eggs…and then he wondered why the tray was there in the first place. He stared at it for a minute, trying to make sense of it, before heading downstairs at a run. What could have prompted Ro—because it had to have been Ro—to abandon the tray of food without saying anything to Miller? Was there an emergency? Was something wrong with BB? 

	Miller found Travers in the kitchen, sipping coffee with a scowl on his face. It only deepened when he saw Miller, and he put his mug down with little care for its contents. “Is it true?” he demanded.

	“Is what true? Have you seen Ro?”

	“He took off about twenty minutes ago.”

	“Took off? What do you mean, took—”

	“Are you going to evict us, Miller? Were you even planning on giving us any notice?”

	“Am I—” Shit. Shit, shit, shit. Had Ro overheard his conversation with Bree? He had to have—it was the only explanation. “No. Not evicting any of you.”

	“Ro sure seemed to think so.”

	“Proving the point that eavesdropping is not helpful. Gods dammit. Where did he go?”

	Travers softened, somewhat mollified by Miller’s firm denial. “I don’t know. He wasn’t making much sense, just saying that he was leaving and I should too before you kicked us all out. What’s going on, Mill?” 

	“Later. I need to get Ro back here first, then I’ll talk to all of you. It’s not bad news, though, I swear.” Miller dug his phone out of his pocket as Hogan trotted downstairs, looking mighty pleased with himself. Bacon thief. “Shit. Can you head upstairs to my room and grab the tray that’s on the floor?”

	“On it. You focus on finding Ro.”

	Which would be a hell of a lot easier if Ro would actually pick up. Instead, Miller’s calls went straight to voicemail. For the first time, panic edged through the annoyance at himself for even entertaining Bree’s suggestion for a single minute, and the annoyance at Ro for jumping to the conclusions that he did—not that Miller could really blame him. He’d been rejected too often, and clearly one night together wasn’t enough to completely chase away that insecurity. How could it be? But if Ro had his phone off, there was no way Miller could get in touch with him. Unless he figured out where Ro would go…

	Back into the city proper, maybe? He knew Ro didn’t have any friends in Ottawa outside of those in this house, and there was no way he’d try living in his car again, not with the weather as cold as it had been lately. Could he go back to the coven who’d kicked him out? Ask to stay for a couple of days until he determined what he was going to do next?

	It might be a long shot, but it was the only thing Miller could think of. He grabbed his jacket and his keys, and raced out to the garage and his SUV. The garage was insulated, but not heated, and the chill seeped through the protection of his coat. 

	Gods, please don’t let Ro decide to live in his car.

	He turned the SUV around in the wide portion of the driveway intended for it and spun his tires on snow and gravel as he hit the accelerator too hard. When he got to the road, he turned in the direction to go to Ottawa, murmuring soft prayers the whole time.

	The gods answered—but not in the way Miller was hoping.

	As he rounded a corner, he spotted a car in a waterlogged ditch. They were in the pre-spring days of the sun melting the snow during the day and everything freezing up at night again. The car was on its passenger side, almost upside-down, and as Miller got closer, he recognized it. 

	Ro’s car. If he had any doubt, the sight of BB on the side of the ditch, barking at the driver’s side window, confirmed it.

	The back hatch was open, and water had soaked the interior. The only good thing Miller could see was that the car hadn’t tipped over onto its driver’s side—that would have submerged Ro in the icy water and—

	I’m not going to think about that.

	Even so, BB had clearly gotten a dip in the water. His fur was dripping in some places, frozen in others. “BB! Come here, good boy,” Miller called as he dialed 9-1-1. He needed to get BB secure and safe—Ro would want him to make sure BB couldn’t run off and had a chance to warm up too. After another call, BB reluctantly trotted over, and Miller got him into the back of the SUV.

	“What’s your emergency?”

	Miller relayed the nature of the situation and the location as he ran over to the car. He slipped on the edge of the ditch but kept himself from tumbling down beside the Golf and into the icy water. His breath hitched as he realized that Ro wasn’t moving, his head hanging limply. “I think the driver’s unconscious.”

	Oh, gods, let it only be that.

	“Do you know him?”

	“Yes. He’s one of my roommates.” No, that wasn’t right, not after the night they’d shared. “My boyfriend, actually. It’s—it’s really new.”

	“Call his name, then. See if you can get him to wake up. Is he in the water?”

	“No, I don’t think so. I can’t see inside, but it’s the passenger side that’s in the water.”

	“Don’t get too close to the vehicle, sir. It may not be stable. The fire department is on the way.”

	“Ro!” Miller shouted, angling the phone away from his mouth. “Come on, Ro, wake up!”

	He considered trying to break the window, but the side of the ditch was slippery, and creating a new space for the bitter wind to seep through wasn’t a good idea. Hours seemed to pass as Miller yelled, and the dispatcher reassured him repeatedly that help was coming. Dimly, he heard BB barking from inside his SUV, but all of his attention was on the brown head of hair he could barely see inside of the car, praying, begging for it to move.

	He’d finally found someone to fill the missing pieces in his life that he’d been ignoring. This couldn’t be how it ended.

	 


The Start of…

	“Come on, now. I see those eyelashes fluttering. Open them up for me.”

	The soft, gently rolling voice tugged Ro fully back to consciousness. He squinted, a vague memory of him opening his eyes before and discovering stabbing bright light all around him making him cautious. This time, the lights were dim, just enough for him to make out the broad curves of the nurse hovering over him.

	“There you are,” she said with a smile. “How are you doing, Mr. Gray?”

	“Fine?” As soon as he spoke, he wasn’t sure if that was the case or not. He was in the hospital, so obviously he wasn’t fine. He tried to turn his head to take in his surroundings and winced as jagged pain ripped through his temples. “Oh. Ow.”

	The nurse chuckled as she checked his IV. There was a loud vibrating noise and a cuff he hadn’t noticed around his left biceps began to inflate. Neither the noise nor the sudden pressure did his head any good. “Sorry, honey. It’s got to be done.” She looked over at the other side of Ro’s bed, and her expression softened further. “Good. It didn’t wake him.”

	“Wake who?” Ro managed to angle his head just enough that he could see the chair beside his bed, and his breath caught in his throat.

	Miller sat there, looking incredibly uncomfortable with his large, broad body curled awkwardly into the visitor’s chair. His glasses were on the side table next to him, and his auburn curls were a mess—flattened in spots and standing up wildly in others. He was snoring, soft huffs of breath that Ro recognized from their one night together.

	Bits and pieces about why he was in the hospital shifted into something he could make sense of. Hearing Miller’s conversation with his sister, packing his things, storming out of the house… then, not paying enough attention to his speed and the road conditions, his vision splotchy from tears, and hitting a patch of ice…

	“BB!” He tried to jerk upwards, but fell back with a groan.

	The nurse put a hand on his shoulder and pressed him back down into the mattress. Then she raised the head of the bed. “Lie back, honey. Easy, now,” she coaxed. “That’s your dog, right? Your boyfriend said you’d want to know as soon as you woke up. The dog’s fine. He’s home. All you need to worry about now is getting better, okay?”

	The adrenaline that had spiked through him as he remembered hearing BB yelp as they crashed into the ditch faded away, taking Ro’s determination to keep his eyes open with it, along with the questions that arose at the use of boyfriend. “Okay,” he slurred, and then he was out again.
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	The next time he woke up, his brain felt clearer. He remembered immediately where he was and why, and who had been sitting beside him in the middle of the night. Ro turned his head… and saw Travers in the chair.

	“Where’s Miller?”

	Travers smirked. “He owes me fifty bucks.”

	Ro’s eyebrows drew together. “What?”

	“I bet him that if you woke up and saw me here, the first thing you would do would be to ask where he was. And…” Travers sat back and waved a triumphant hand.

	Ro almost started to shake his head, then remembered he might have a head injury, given how achy his brain seemed to be. “Yay. Congrats. Where is he?”

	“He went to get some coffee.” Travers’s smirk softened. “You know he saved you, right?”

	“Huh?”

	“As soon as he discovered you’d left, he chased after you and found your car in the ditch. He called 9-1-1—and good thing too. You were hypothermic, and you’ve got a fairly nasty concussion. Also, two black eyes.”

	Ro didn’t remember hitting his head against anything—but then, he didn’t remember much about the crash at all. “Great.”

	A sound at the door tugged his attention away from Travers. Miller stood there, a cup of coffee in each hand and his clothes wrinkled and ragged. He looked like crap, as though he were the one that belonged in the hospital bed instead of Ro. But then, Ro hadn’t actually seen himself in a mirror yet.

	“You’re awake.” Miller’s voice was gruff, and if Ro didn’t know him, he’d think he was pissed off. 

	But he did know him. And yeah, maybe it had been only weeks since he’d met Miller, and maybe overhearing that phone call had shaken him, but what the hell had he been thinking? Well, that was easy enough to answer—he hadn’t. He’d let his insecurities get the best of him. Again.

	“And you owe me money.” Travers abandoned his post and started for the hall, squeezing Miller’s shoulder before retrieving one of the coffees. “I’ll be in the waiting area. Good to see you awake, Ro.”

	When it was just the two of them, Miller took a step toward the bed, then stopped, as though he were unsure of his welcome. Ro waved a hand at the chair. “Sit.”

	Miller set the coffee cup on the side table, and Ro noticed the barely there tremble of his hand. Fatigue, worry, or nervousness? All of the above? Ro held out his hand, palm up, and let out a sigh of relief as Miller took the invitation to hold it.

	“You scared the shit out of me.” The confession seemed dragged from the depths of Miller’s soul.

	“I’m sorry.” Ro tightened his grip on Miller’s hand. “I didn’t mean—”

	“To get into a wreck?” Miller huffed out a soundless chuckle. “No one ever means to get into a wreck.”

	“No. I mean, yes, I’m sorry I wrecked my car, but I’m more sorry I ran. It was stupid.”

	“Maybe. But I think it was understandable, given what you heard.” Miller’s fingers flexed. “You did hear me and my sister talking, right?”

	Ro’s cheeks heated. “Yeah.”

	“Thought so.” Miller sighed. “You know about my ex leaving and me getting laid off and not wanting to sell the house. Hence, roommates.”

	“Yeah.”

	“I really didn’t want roommates, but I didn’t see any other way to make sure I could keep the house without exhausting my savings as I tried to make it as a writer. I might have complained about it—loudly—to my sister more than once. Every once in a while, she wonders if I’m ready to get rid of the place and go back to living by myself in something a bit smaller—because she’s my sister, yeah, but she’s also a kick-ass real estate agent.” Miller smirked. “And sometimes that aspect of her personality comes on a little strong with me, because she thinks I’m stuck in a situation I hate. But she’s wrong.”

	“Except you told me you wanted to be alone—so which is it, Miller?”

	Miller shifted his hand so he could stroke his thumb over Ro’s. “Someone who’s pretty damn smart once told me that people can change. I like my alone time, yeah. And I’ll probably always like dogs more than people. But Travers, Inaya, you, and even Colby and Hanna though they’re gone? You guys are my family. I don’t have roommates anymore. I have members of my family who live in my house. Our house.”

	Tears pricked Ro’s eyes and he blinked them away. “I should have stayed to talk to you.”

	“Yeah, you should’ve.” Miller bent forward to kiss Ro’s forehead. “It hurts to know that even now you don’t trust me.”

	“I—”

	“Shh, it’s okay. I understand why, Ro, I really do. You’ve been hurt so much, and so often, it’s hard to believe what I’m saying is true. But it is. You belong with me, in our house. So—” Miller’s voice caught. “Do you want to come home?”

	Ro bit his lower lip and whispered, “Yes.”

	 


…Happily Ever After

	“Hi, it’s me again—Ro. Uh, Roland Gray. I called about a year ago, after I’d gotten kicked out of my ninth coven for having weird, uncomfortable magic? Anyway, I just wanted to say… thanks. Calling the podcast was a totally spontaneous thing, and I never expected anyone to actually listen to my message, let alone play it on your show. But you did, and I’ll be forever grateful.

	“I’ve found the place where I belong. It isn’t a coven at all but a houseful of roommates who love animals and have all sorts of magic. One of them is my boyfriend—uh, fiancé. Sorry, that’s really new. He proposed just tonight by tying the ring to my dog’s collar. We were all sitting in front of the fire, reading and generally just chilling, and then here comes BB—that’s my dog—with this giant red bow on his collar and a red garnet ring dangling from the middle of it. It was such a Miller sort of thing, to find a ring with the stone of my goddess, and just… so perfect.

	“I never thought I’d find a home… but you made my wish come true.”
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	Thank you for reading Must Love Dogs…And Magic! 

	If you’d like to stay up-to-date on Jenn’s new and upcoming releases, please sign up for her newsletter: http://bit.ly/JennBurkeNewsletter
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