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			Chapter 1

			The prospect of another school year living on ramen noodles and stale cereal did not appeal much to Bridget St. James. As a history graduate student at Central Connecticut State University, she already lived off too much caffeine and energy drinks. The thought of non-frozen or canned food was all the motivation she needed to search for a part-time job, not that she didn’t already have enough on her plate. 

			Between her work on her thesis and teaching an introduction to history class to a bunch of clueless freshmen and bored seniors trying to get the last of their credits in before graduation, she wasn’t quite sure how she would juggle her time. But the teaching assistant’s pay was terrible, and her landlord raised the rent again on the two-bedroom apartment she shared with her adopted brother Wesley. Wes was already picking up more hours at the campus library, and classes hadn’t even started. 

			Brie sighed as she scrolled further along the campus job board site. 

			Slim pickings, she thought as she tapped to the next page. It seemed like the same positions at the same fast-food places kept popping up on every page multiple times. Not exactly what she wanted to do, especially since she knew from other people those places didn’t care about working around class schedules.

			Her focus landed on a promising ad for a barista. During her first year of grad school, she had worked at a coffee shop for a few months. Well, okay, it was more like a few weeks. To work at a coffee shop, you need a lot more chill than Brie was capable of. They fired her after she threw an iced coffee in some guy’s face when he got grossly suggestive about what he wanted to do with her. But at least she had the experience. 

			That job was a no-go, though. It was at the same coffee shop that had fired her years before. Doubtful they would hire her back. 

			Brie sighed. Maybe Wes could get me a job somewhere in the library, she thought. Probably not, though. Those jobs are super competitive, and her brother only got his position through luck. 

			She kept scrolling through her phone, only half focused on the postings. Ten pages through, she was well into last spring’s postings, which were mostly still for the same fast-food places. 

			A break in the restaurant jobs caught her eye. It was posted back in April but still said it was open. 

			“Part-time shop assistant for an antique store,” Brie read aloud, even though she was home alone. That sounds promising. She clicked the ad; it expanded with a few details. Part-time only, hours flexible. No phone number—just an address that wasn’t far from her apartment. 

			Taking a pen from where she had shoved it between the back of her head and her hair tie, Brie quickly scribbled down the address on a post-it pad on her desk. She then pushed the pen back into place next to three others, likewise stuffed into her ginger ponytail. 

			“Any luck?” a voice asked from behind her. Brie jumped in her seat. She was so engrossed that she didn’t hear him come home. “Sorry, didn’t mean to freak you out,” Wes said again. 

			Brie turned to see her brother standing in her open doorway. Wesley St. James, her adopted brother, and best friend, filled the space with his tall, athletic body. His black hair was shaved on one side while the rest hung to the top of his ears on the other side. There was no mistaking that they were not genetically related. Where Wes was deeply tan due to his Latino heritage, Brie was so pale she looked like she was haunting the place. Her fiery curls blazed next to his dark locks. Wes also wore the same band shirts he had owned in high school and refused to throw any out, no matter how ratty they got. 

			The one thing that they shared was the love they had received from their adoptive mother, Maddy. She was gone now, but she raised the two misfits like they were her own, and as a token of their love for her, they both changed their last names to St. James. Even if they didn’t look it on the outside, Brie and Wes were siblings through and through. 

			Brie held up the lime green sticky note she had just written on. “Yeah, I think I’m going to try this place out. It’s an antique shop. Posting is from a few months back, but I imagine it’s not the sexiest place to work.” 

			Wes shrugged. “If it means you can afford to buy real food instead of pizza rolls, who cares how boring it is? Want me to go with?” Her brother was like that, always willing to do anything for her. Wes would give her his right arm if it would even moderately improve her life. He kept it shy of being overbearing, but sometimes Brie buckled under the weight of his concern.   

			“Nah, it’s just a few minutes from here. And I should probably shower first and not look like a starving college student.” She stood from her slightly crooked desk chair and stretched. Yeah, I definitely don’t want to show up to an interview wearing a too-large shirt that says “Witch, Please” with shorts so small they are just shy of being underwear. 

			“Shower, Little Witch, you smell,” Wes said with an exaggerated waving of his hand before his nose. 

			“Oh, screw you.” Brie gave him a playful shove as she walked past him toward their shared bathroom. “Just for that, I’m staying in there as long as possible, so there’ll be no hot water left,” she called as she shut the door behind her. 

			“Joke’s on you, I don’t care if you’re in the shower; I’ll jump in too if it means avoiding a cold shower,” he said through the door. From the other side, Brie laughed and locked the door. 

			An hour later, Brie stood before the full-length mirror in her room. Her ginger waves fell loosely down her back, no pens this time. She ran her hands down the knee-length, A-line, emerald dress she wore, debating whether she should put a cardigan over the thin straps. It was August and super hot; the cardigan would make her sweat. Then again, she wanted a job at an antique store that probably was owned by some old person who would take one look at the crow tattoos on her forearms and throw her right out of the store. Still, if she wore it, she would show up sweaty, which would be gross. 

			She went back and forth for several more minutes, pulling the cardigan on and off several times. 

			“You put that thing on one more time, and I’m going to burn it,” Wes said, appearing at the doorway. “Leave it off and go.” 

			Brie took a final look in the mirror before she tossed the offending garment on her bed. She picked up her silver and striped orange messenger bag from the desk and shoved her printed resume inside. 

			“Here, take this,” Wes said as he handed her a rough unpolished red stone. “Garnet for career luck. Put it in your pocket and rub it before you go in.” 

			The garnet felt warm in her palm and had a comfortable weight. She slipped it into the pocket of her dress, letting its weight settle against her hip. “I swear, rocks would constantly weigh me down if I let you do this as much as you wanted. Like a sink to the bottom of the harbor without any chance of escape kind of thing.”

			Wes laughed. “Then it’s a good thing I’m giving you good luck stones instead of just plain old rocks. Now, get out of here and get a job.” He gave her a playful shove toward the door. 

			“I’m going, I’m going,” she said as she grabbed her house keys from the brass hook next to the door. 

			The walk over to the shop was quick, ten minutes tops. It was a blindingly bright, scorching hot day in August, and this part of New Britain was starting to fill up with students again. Brie passed more than a few moving trucks with people yelling at each other to pivot a couch or bed through a door. 

			At least living with my brother means I don’t have to move every year, Brie thought as she passed two guys yelling at a third for taking too long of a break. 

			She checked the map on her phone to see that she was only half a block away. The residential area began to give way to more shops and businesses. Suddenly, there it was: the antique shop. 

			It didn’t look like much from the outside, a little rundown, even compared to many of the other businesses on the street with their neon signs and vibrant paint. On one side sat a shuttered business with a “for lease” sign; on the other, a brightly lit flower shop with artfully arranged bouquets in the window. Above the door, an old wooden sign read “Spirit Antiques” in faded gold paint. A more modern blue plastic sign on the door’s center glass panel was flipped to Open.

			An odd assortment of knickknacks rested in the one large display window: gold pocket watches, silver letter openers, and old brass lighting fixtures attached to the top of the display. And sitting on the bottom left corner of the window was a little fluorescent flier that said, “Help Wanted. Inquire Within.”

			Looking through the glass panel of the door, it hardly looked like there were any lights on inside the shop, making Brie question if the place was really open for business. But the faded wooden door swung open when she turned the handle. A little bell tinkled overhead as she entered; although the shop wasn’t brightly lit, it had an inviting, warm glow about it.

			Stepping into the shop felt like entering into a space frozen in time: An antique shop that might very well be an antique itself with its worn yet sturdy mahogany counters and polished glass display cases. The floors were dark hardwood with lighter worn paths leading up to the counters. Crowding the space were shelves upon shelves crammed full of items from decades, maybe centuries, past. 

			The organization of the shelves was haphazard at best with seemingly unconnected items shoved next to each other. An entire shelf of faceless dolls made of cloth and straw sat next to another shelf full of an assortment of candelabra in an array of patinas, including one so tarnished that only a hint of silver was visible beneath the black. Everything in the shop looked aged, as if it had been sitting there for ages, yet the entire place was spotless. No dust settled on the shelves from what Brie could see; the floors had no dirt or scuffs beyond the well-worn paths.

			Whoever owns the place is a clean freak, Brie thought as she walked up to the counter at the far back of the shop directly across from the door. A large mahogany counter was clear of everything but a newer model computer looking incredibly out of place among the relics on the shelves. Behind the counter, a simple wooden door stood slightly ajar; peeling gold letters in the middle identified it as the “Storage Room.” No one was behind the counter; the whole shop seemed empty except for Brie. 

			“Hello? Anyone here?” Brie’s voice seemed to echo loudly through the whole shop; she hoped it would carry through to the storage room. Several seconds passed, no reply came, and nobody stepped through the door. She waited,  repeatedly reminding herself not to fidget with the strap of her bag. 

			Brie’s gaze turned down toward the counter, searching for a bell or something that could alert a worker to her presence. Other than the computer, the counter was clear. She called out again and waited; maybe they just hadn’t heard her the first time. 

			Another full minute went by, and nobody came. Should have called first, Brie thought as she turned from the storage room door, taking a step toward the door. Oh, right, no phone number listed. 

			“We’re open by special appointment only. Come back another time,” a voice said behind her. 

			Brie shrieked, the sound reverberating around the room. She had not heard any footsteps nor the sound of a door opening behind her. She turned to face the counter again with a deep, steadying breath. The man standing there was easily a foot taller than Brie, maybe six and a half feet tall and slim. He styled his blue-black hair  in an undercut, the longer ends slicked back just a little. His light brown skin seemed to capture the soft glow of the room, giving it golden undertones. Jewel-green eyes pierced her face from under a drawn brow. The man was dressed head to toe in black, except for a small golden torch stitched into the breast pocket of his button-down shirt. The lack of lines on his face made it difficult to determine his age from sight. 

			Oh no, he’s hot, Brie thought as she stared at the man, her brain running slower than usual. 

			The man’s expression became just the slightest bit annoyed. “Can I help you with something?” His voice was black velvet to her ears; Brie shuddered all the way down to her core. She had never had a thing for voices before; that was new. It was easy enough to imagine spending all day staring at him. From his high cheekbones, full pouty lips, large, long-fingered hands all the way down his slim torso to the miles of leg clad in black, it was a sight she could drink in for a good long while. But then she remembered why she was here.

			“Oh, yeah. I saw your ‘help wanted’ notice and wanted to apply.” She mentally congratulated herself for managing to string a complete sentence together like a normal person. 

			“It’s part-time only,” the man responded, annoyance still coloring his features. 

			Brie smiled. Be amiable, she told herself. “That’s fine. I’m a grad student, so I can’t really do full-time right now.” 

			The annoyance lessened just a tiny bit. “I need someone for evenings only. The shop has many regulars, and I accommodate their schedules. Will that be a problem?” He raised a questioning eyebrow. Holy hell, are those eyebrows expressive and beautiful.

			How much business can an antique shop get that requires it to stay open late? she thought. But, instead, she let her smile widen. “No problem. All of my classes are in the morning, and the class I teach on Friday is at noon, so it shouldn’t interfere.” 

			“You will need to be here from six to ten Wednesday through Saturday. Those are the hours, non-negotiable,” he said, his pointed look clearly saying he knew she would refuse, his green eyes boring into her grey ones. Almost like he was daring her to refuse. After all, what twenty-something college student wanted to give up part of both their Friday and Saturday nights for work?

			One that was living off a teaching assistant salary and boxes of cereal, as Brie was currently doing. If it meant she got to spend the weekend with this man, well, it was a sacrifice she was willing to make. 

			“Totally fine with that. I’m not much of a partier anyway, so it doesn’t bother me,” she said. She really wasn’t. Actually, she didn’t have much of a social life at all these days. 

			Finally, the man smirked at her. It was small, more of a slight upturn of one side of his mouth. A very nice mouth with soft-looking lips, thought Brie before she could help herself. It had been a while since she had been with anyone. That look was spreading heat through her whole stomach. 

			“You start tomorrow, six o’clock sharp. If you have school work, you may bring it to work on during slow periods, though after eight, it usually isn’t. There’s no dress code or uniform. My only rule is don’t be late. Come on time or don’t come at all.” His voice indicated a dismissal, and indeed he started to turn back toward the storage room door. 

			Brie stayed rooted to the spot, dumbfounded.

			“Wait! That’s it? So I got the job? Just like that?” She couldn’t believe that was the entire interview. 

			The slight smirk still painted his face. “Just like that.” The man turned back toward the door, waving her off with a hand. Oh, that smile is more than enough to get her to agree with anything. 

			This isn’t how interviews are supposed to go, Brie’s voice of reason screamed in her head. People don’t just give you a job. That was enough to chill her lust for him. “Don’t you need to see my resume or, like, check my references?”

			“Do you have your resume?” he asked, the smirk slipping from his face. His long fingers drummed on the countertop; Brie’s eyes flicked down to stare at his hand for a moment. He continued to stand at the counter and waited while Brie finished rooting through her bag. 

			She pulled out the copy of her resume she had stuffed in the bag before leaving the apartment. She walked back to the counter and handed it over. 

			He took the resume, glanced down for half a second, then set it on the counter. “I have everything I need to know. Six o’clock tomorrow.” 

			“Um... okay. Cool. See you tomorrow, I guess,” she said, furrowing her brow. She turned back toward the door starting to walk out. 

			She was halfway to the door when it dawned on her. “Wait, I don’t know your name!” It seemed they had both missed several crucial steps in the hiring process. Even if the interview had been unorthodox, names were pretty important. 

			The man looked up at her. “I’m Ezra, and this is my shop.” 

			“Ezra. I’m Bridget, but just Brie is fine.” She gave him her biggest smile.

			“I know,” he said with finality, the smirk gone. Brie found herself missing the sight already.

			She turned to leave when Ezra’s voice sounded again. “An interesting name, not one I often hear anymore. If memory serves me correctly, Bridget was a Celtic goddess of healing and fire.” 

			Brie faced him. “Poetry, too. I’ve always loved my name. When I was a kid, I went through this phase where I wanted to learn everything about the Celtic goddess, but almost all I could find was about Saint Brigid.” Maddy always told her names have meaning behind them and that Brie would live up to her name. She never doubted anything Maddy said. 

			Ezra nodded his head. “Names have power. Until tomorrow, Bridget.” Then he disappeared through the door with heavy audible footsteps this time, and the door clicked shut behind him. 

			Brie left the shop, puzzling over his response, really puzzling over the whole interaction. Just like that, she had a part-time job with no idea of the pay or what was actually expected of her. All she knew was that the antique shop kept odd hours and was owned by a ridiculously handsome man. Not to mention the added bonus that it is only a few minutes’ walk from my apartment building. Brie wasn’t going to question a good thing this time. 

			At least, she hoped it was a good thing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“So you didn’t even ask how much it paid?” Wes stopped his chopsticks halfway into the takeout container. 

			Brie shrugged. “I guess I just assumed it was minimum wage. It’s only a small shop; I doubt it could afford more than that.” 

			Wes furrowed his black brows. “And that doesn’t seem a bit weird to you? Pay is usually something that’s discussed, and you said he barely glanced at your resume.” 

			Brie chewed her dumpling in slow contemplation. The coffee table in front of them was laden with Chinese takeout containers from the restaurant on the ground floor of the building next door. It was one of their splurge foods, and Brie’s new job seemed like occasion enough for it. 

			After telling Wes about her bizarre job interview, he seemed less enthusiastic. Wes was the pragmatist of the two. He never did anything without thoroughly thinking it through. In contrast, Brie was impulsive and prone to thinking in the moment, not before. An odd shop with basically no hiring standards definitely fell into the category of things Wes avoided. 

			“Oh, totally weird. But like, we’re used to a little weird.” She waved her chopsticks around to indicate their living space. 

			On top of the typical clutter of two grad students crammed into too small of a space, they managed to shove a massive overstuffed bookcase against one whole wall of the living room. Nestled against old textbooks and research materials was an extensive collection of books on the occult and pagan traditions. Crystals in a wide array of shades stood in place of bookends. 

			The bookcase and the non-school-related books were part of their inheritance from their adoptive mother, Maddy. Even before the two came to live with her, Maddy had acquired a large collection of books, crystals, and magical items over the years; she shared it freely with them when they were teenagers. The education on pagan traditions she gave them was thorough. Both had read every book she had, knew the uses of various crystals, and could identify magical plants by sight. More than anything, she made sure they knew they were loved. 

			Maddy died while Brie was finishing her bachelor’s, and Brie and Wes had to go through her house before they selling it. They couldn’t throw out the old bookcase with Maddy’s books and magical objects. So they lugged the bookcase and all its contents with them through graduate school. It was a constant reminder of the mother who brought them together. 

			The rest of the apartment was taken over by plants, drying herbs, candles, and more crystals. A small altar sat in a corner near the threshold to the kitchen. Even with Maddy gone, they kept her traditions, even if they weren’t active in the local community. They preferred to practice together. 

			“It’s not weird; it’s comforting. And a whole hell of a lot safer than some random shop with a tall, dark, and handsome proprietor,” Wes responded before shoving a whole dumpling into his mouth. 

			Brie frowned. “I never said he was handsome.” Though he absolutely is, she thought. But Wes didn’t need to know that.

			Her brother pointed a chopstick at her. “You didn’t have to. I could tell by the way you talked about him. You literally described his face first and then his body. You nearly forgot to get his name. His name, Brie! Babies know to ask for a name first. And who agrees to take a job with absolutely no information unless they have been seduced by a handsome face and pretty eyes?” Wes rolled his eyes and picked up the container of rice. 

			“That’s not why I agreed to take the job. Is he nice to look at? Absolutely. Are his eyes gorgeous? Totally. But money is kind of the motivating factor here,” she huffed as she grabbed the rice from Wes’s hands. 

			This time Wes snorted. “Which, again, you don’t know how much that’s going to be, so that’s a dumb excuse.” 

			Brie threw a wrapped fortune cookie at him, which he dodged easily. “I’ll ask about it tomorrow if it’ll make you happy. But even minimum wage is better than nothing.”

			“Okay, fine! But I’ll feel better if you at least bring some mugwort with you or something for protection. I’ll make you a sachet.” His tone sounded more serious than before, the playfulness gone. 

			Brie rolled her eyes. “Nettle would be better, but I get what you mean. You really are a rock head. Sure, you make me a protection pack, and I’ll take it with me tomorrow just to make you happy.” 

			“Thanks, Little Witch.” Wes reached over and ruffled her ginger hair, making the strands fluff up into a mess.

			“Whatever, mom,” Brie responded, giving his shoulder a shove. 
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			It was a quarter to six when Brie arrived in front of Spirit Antiques. She had barely gotten a block away from her apartment when the sky opened up and poured on her the rest of the way to the shop. She cursed herself for not thinking to check the weather on her way out as she stood to shake loose water from her body under the building’s overhang. 

			Not that it helped; she was thoroughly soaked. It was going to be a soggy and uncomfortable first shift. 

			With the gray sky outside, the shop looked even darker through the window than it did the day before. Yet the blue, plastic sign said “Open.” The little bell above the door tinkled as she walked across the threshold. 

			This time, Ezra stood behind the counter typing away on the computer. It looked so out of place amongst the old artifacts on the shelves. Brie scanned the shelves; she made a quick judgment that nothing in the shop was younger than fifty years old. Most of the pieces on display looked far older than a hundred or so years. Not exactly surprising for Connecticut.

			“Try not to drip on any of the merchandise, please. Some of this stuff does not react well to water,” Ezra called without looking away from the computer. 

			“Sorry,” Brie sheepishly responded as she wiped her feet on the mat directly inside the door. It would do little good since she was still dripping, but at least it would keep her from tracking wet footprints through the shop as she walked up to her new boss. 

			“I’m in the process of digitizing my ledger book, so that’s what I’m having you work on going forward,” he said without preamble. “I will add customer interactions once you get more acquainted with the store and its clientele.” There was no inflection to his voice. Ezra finally looked up and acknowledged her, taking in her sopping appearance. A ruby-colored t-shirt stuck to her curvy body and cutoff shorts that were now so thoroughly saturated by the storm they were practically a second skin. Her battered brown boots squelched with each step. The wild mane of ginger hair she had swept up into a ponytail was now plastered to her head; the ponytail dragged down. The only thing dry about her was the waterproof messenger bag slung across her body with her school stuff inside. Little was left to the imagination, her clothes clinging so close to her body. 

			Meanwhile, her impeccably dressed new boss was  in all black: black jeans and another black button-down shirt with a small golden torch embroidered over the breast pocket. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled to his elbow, displaying his toned arms. He was also completely dry. Brie couldn’t stop herself from drinking in the sight of him. 

			His gaze roamed over her, noticeably catching on her chest before moving upward, a slight blush appearing on his cheeks. Then he seemed to remember himself. “I can’t have you out here looking like I tried to drown you; you’ll scare away the customers. Wait here.” He indicated a spot behind the counter for her to stand. Brie opened her mouth to call him rude, but then thought better of it. After all, it was her first day, and snapping at the boss was a one-way ticket to getting fired fast. Plus, he wasn’t wrong; she did feel half-drowned. So she swallowed her retort and moved to stand where he had indicated. 

			Ezra disappeared behind the only door, the one behind them labeled Storage Room and pulled it shut behind him. Brie stood behind the counter shivering, her hands nervously fiddling with the strap of her bag. Her mind wandered to the nettle-mix sachet at the bottom of her bag. Wes had insisted again before she left, and to appease him, she bundled up the nettle with a few other herbs before tossing the whole thing into her bag. 

			She swept her gaze around the room again to keep herself occupied while she waited for Ezra to return. Some of the contents on the shelves looked like actual junk, bits of metal that would serve a purpose only as scrap. Other bits looked pristine, like the small Victorian gilt mirror that appeared so polished and shining it could almost be brand new. 

			After only a few minutes, Ezra slipped back through the door with a bundle in his hands. “Here,” he said as he handed a pile of clothes over to Brie. “You’re small, so these will be too big, but at least it’s something dry. You can change in my office. Number one on the panel.” He indicated a small brass panel next to the Storage Room door. There were six large buttons, each numbered. He turned away from her and went back to the computer. 

			Brie stood in the same spot, confused. She looked over at the panel, then the door.

			“Just hit the button and open the door. It’s not that difficult. And hurry up, I’m expecting a customer soon. I want to get you started before they show up.” Ezra’s voice had an edge of irritation in it, enough to spur Brie into moving her feet without questioning. Hot and grumpy, just how she liked her men. So much work, but usually worth it for the sex. Not that she was having much of that lately.

			She tentatively reached out and pushed the One button on the brass panel. A small ding sounded from the door. Holding the bundle of clothes with one hand, she turned the doorknob to the Storage Room with her other hand. 

			Where she expected to find piles of junk and excess merchandise, instead was a sizable wood-paneled office with dim lighting. A large fireplace and mantel took up considerable space on the wall to her right; a cheery fire already burned in the grate. A deep burgundy leather couch took up a portion of the left wall directly across from the fireplace. Shelves lined the whole room, stuffed with books and trinkets in various states of wear. At the far back wall, directly across from Brie, sat a heavy redwood desk completely cluttered with papers, books, and an odd assortment of paperweights. Two padded chairs sat in front of the desk, and a high-back, worn-leather chair sat on the other side. The room had only two windows, both covered by heavy drapes. 

			Overall, it was a dark, yet cozy, room. 

			Brie walked to the leather couch and placed the dry clothes on the cushion while she stripped off her wet things with no small amount of difficulty. Goosebumps appeared on her arms as the warm air hit her damp skin and she shivered. She debated whether to take off her wet underwear for a moment but decided against it. Going commando and braless on her first day seemed like a bad idea, no matter how much more comfortable it would be.

			Before pulling on the dry clothes, she stood in front of the fire, letting it heat her body up a little. It took only a minute for Brie to feel warmer and drier. Back at the couch, she pulled on the borrowed clothes. The black sweatpants were way too long, so she rolled the waist down and folded the legs up to her knees. The t-shirt was also black and so large that it went down to her mid-thigh. They were clearly Ezra’s clothes; she couldn’t stop herself from giving a small sniff of the shirt collar: woodsmoke and vanilla. 

			I could almost wear it as a dress, she thought as she pulled the loose fabric to the side and tied it off into a knot at the waistline. At least she wasn’t wet anymore. Luckily, Ezra was slim enough that she didn’t have to worry about holding the pants up all night. 

			As she turned to face the fire again, Brie noticed a small drying rack that she was sure wasn’t there before, but still, she draped her wet clothes over it and placed the whole thing in front of the fire. 

			Sockless, she pulled on her wet shoes. It wasn’t ideal, but it wasn’t like she could walk around barefoot no matter how lax Ezra was with the dress code. With some difficulty, she managed to pull her hair from the ruined ponytail and shook out her long tresses with no pens to worry about as she ran her fingers through her hair. Once she finished detangling her wet hair, she gathered it all up into a braid and threw it over one shoulder. 

			Emerging through the door in her dry clothes, she found Ezra speaking with a gaunt Asian man in a tailored three-piece suit. A crimson pocket square stood out in stark contrast to the charcoal gray of the suit. The customer was so exceedingly pale that if he closed his eyes, he would look dead, except for his lips, which were almost as red as his pocket square. His eyes were so black that his pupils were nearly invisible. 

			The door shut behind her with a slight click. The sound drew the attention of Ezra and the customer. 

			“Who is this, Ezra? I didn’t expect you would have a snack ready for me in addition to my purchase,” the pale man said, his tone flat and uninterested. 

			His voice sent a cold chill up Brie’s spine, and she felt her skin prickle into goosebumps. She definitely didn’t like the way he looked at her, like a hunter eyeing its prey. 

			Still, she wouldn’t let anyone intimidate her.

			“I’m not a snack,” Brie said as she glared at him. She’d heard plenty of foul things from men about her appearance since she hit puberty. Maddy had taught her to never ignore words that made her uncomfortable. 

			“You live in this world, too, cher. Ain’t nobody allowed to make you feel less than,” Maddy would say to her, always giving her a chuck on the chin. 

			Three-Piece-Asshole, as she now called him in her head, gave her a wicked grin that showed off brilliantly white teeth. “And she’s feisty, too. It’s better when they put up a fight.” His voice remained flat, almost bored, but it did nothing to diminish the threat behind the words.

			Brie never considered herself a coward; however, Three-Piece Asshole’s smile sent a flash of fear through her. It was instinct to hunch in on herself and clutch the messenger bag she had brought with her as she thought of the nettle buried at the bottom. The only comfort she had, and it felt woefully inadequate.

			But then Ezra stepped in front of her, shielding her from view. 

			“She’s my new assistant, Albert. You’ll do well to leave her alone,” he said with finality; Brie could see around him just enough to witness his words wipe the grin from Three-Piece-Asshole’s face. 

			Albert sniffed loudly. “Just as well; she reeks of your scent. It’s enough to spoil my appetite. Hmm–” Albert stopped and sniffed again. Brie peaked around Ezra just an inch or so and saw a small smirk return to Albert’s face. “Nettle, how quaint. Seems you have yourself a little hedgewitch, Ezra. Adorable.” Though his tone said it was anything but. 

			Brie watched as her new boss’s hands curled into fists. “You got what you came for, Albert. Leave my assistant alone and get out.” Should I feel a thrill when he calls me his assistant? Probably not, considering the situation. 

			Albert said nothing more. With a parting sneer in her direction, he turned on his heel and was gone. The bell tinkled his departure. 

			Ezra whirled around to face her. She looked up and up to see his face since he was so close. Damn, I am going to have a sore neck just talking to this guy. But there was so much to see on the way up. His button-down shirt sculpted to his body. And while he wasn’t overly muscular, he was definitely very toned. 

			“First thing you need to know is that if Albert Hsu comes in when I’m not around, you must get through that door quickly. Use the number two button; you’ll be safe there.” His voice was commanding. This wasn’t concern; he was demanding.

			Brie felt a mix of confusion and fear course through her. “Does he hate women or something? If he’s dangerous or whatever, why don’t you just call the cops on him or ban him from the store?” It is a reasonable thing to do if someone is potentially a risk, she thought. 

			Ezra ran a hand through his hair. “It’s complicated. He’s kicking a habit right now, and it makes him moody, to say the least. He’s a good customer, and he won’t bother you if I’m around.” 

			“And if you’re not around?” Brie worried that if this guy was some recovering addict, he might just go berserk on her one day. Isn’t Ezra concerned about what that guy would do in his shop? 

			“You will use the number two button on the door. But he’s been doing well for several years now. The worst you will likely deal with when it comes to Albert is his attitude. Now, let me show you what you’ll be doing first.” He quickly changed the disturbing subject by walking back to the computer. An ancient ledger book sat next to it on the counter; Ezra pulled it closer to him, the whole interaction with Albert Hsu forgotten. 

			Brie walked to stand next to him. “So where do the other numbers go? On the door, I mean. Is it like mechanical or something?” 

			Ezra turned from the ledger to look at the wooden door behind them. 

			“Or something. One goes to my office, as you saw. Two goes to the Storage Room. Three is my personal apartment; Albert would have to be invited through there, which he is not, so it’s safe. Four is the back room, or I guess now the employee break room. I’ll keep it stocked for you. Five is none of your business,” he said the last more harshly than the others and with a pointed glare. 

			“And I haven’t decided on six yet. Two and four are all you will need unless I say otherwise.” 

			That didn’t exactly answer her full question. “But how does it work?” Are there going to be more questions than answers with this job?

			Ezra looked down at her, searching her face for a moment. “I will tell you now, Bridget St. James, there are many things in my shop that you may find unusual. The door is the least of them. Now, like I was saying, digitizing records.” 

			Over the next hour, Ezra showed her how to enter records from the ledger book into a program on the computer. It wasn’t the most exciting work. Actually, it was totally boring. But Ezra was adamant that the shop needed to pull itself into the modern era regarding its records. And really, Brie would listen to him read the phonebook if it meant she could hear his rich voice.

			“After this, we can start work on keeping a digital inventory. I’m sure you’ll find that more appealing, considering your dissertation on the importance of digitizing artifacts and manuscripts. I won’t lie to you, Bridget; this project will take a very long time. There are things here that I’ve completely forgotten about, and I’m always adding new inventory. In all likelihood, these projects will outlast your time here, but I hope you are still up to the task.”

			He waited for her reaction, eyes drifting to hers and quickly away, but Brie didn’t know what to say to that, so she just shrugged. It wasn’t like she expected the job to be exciting or that she would stay at it forever.

			“Okay, at least it’ll keep me busy. I know you said I could work on my classwork while I’m here, but that feels a little like I’m taking advantage of your time and money. If I’m here, I should be doing shop work.” That seemed fair, at least, though she might regret it once classes started.

			Ezra ran a hand through his dark hair. “Very well. Gods know there is plenty to do around here. I’ve been putting off this update for far too long.” The gesture made him look younger, and for a moment, Brie wondered what it would feel like to run her own hands through his hair.

			The chime of the bell drew her attention away from such thoughts.

			An elderly couple walked into the shop; both men wore matching brown leather fanny packs and white crew socks with sandals. They practically screamed antiquers into the room. 

			“Tourists come in occasionally. Try to get them to move along quickly whenever they do come in. They won’t find anything they want here,” Ezra bent to whisper a little too close to her ear, but his eyes didn’t leave the customers. 

			Brie didn’t look at him when she responded back in a whisper, though she was very aware of his closeness. “Why do you think they won’t buy anything?” She didn’t understand why it mattered if they just browsed. It wasn’t like the shop was crowded; it was just the two customers and them. 

			He straightened and looked down at her. She was forced to look up to meet his gaze. “Because they won’t find anything of interest. I’ve made sure of it. They come every time they return to New Britain and have yet to buy anything.” 

			There was that finality to his voice that Brie took to mean that was all the answer she was going to get. So instead, she focused her attention on the couple slowly making their way around the shelves. 

			“Well?” Ezra looked down at her with a raised brow, his face betraying nothing else.

			“Well, what?” she retorted, matching his look. 

			Ezra gestured toward the customers. “Are you going to do your job?” Haughty tone and a hand wave… Yeah, he is the bossy type, Brie thought with a smirk to herself. 

			“Oh, you meant for me to get them out now?” Not that she didn’t expect it eventually, but she figured Ezra would handle this first pair. And maybe she was messing with him. Just a little.

			Ezra crossed his arms. “Obviously.” He nodded toward the couple, clearly indicating that she better get moving. No smirk, but he wasn’t impatient either.

			Brie took a step, then another, around the counter. She turned to look back at Ezra, still standing in front of the computer, arms crossed. “It actually wasn’t obvious, especially since you mentioned ‘working up to customer interactions.’” She didn’t wait for Ezra’s response before she pushed away from the counter and walked toward the browsing couple. She did notice the tiniest of upturns on the side of his lips, however.

			“Can I help you find anything?” She plastered on a smile. Her customer service skills were a little rusty since teaching undergrads didn’t necessarily mean she had to be nice, let alone smile. But as it turned out, she could still make that fake smile. The couple seemed bewildered by her sudden appearance, as if they didn’t expect the shop to have actual employees. She would bet good money that Ezra just ignored them every other time. 

			“Oh, no, we’re just looking,” one of the men said as he squeezed his partner’s hand, pulling them both away from Brie. 

			“Um... we’re closing soon ... so if you... uh... yeah. If you could just ... get out?” It came out as a question. Nailed it, she chastised herself. Heat flooded her face; it was like she had completely forgotten how to talk to people.

			The couple gave each other a quick look. “Ah, well, of course. Richard, it’s getting late. We’ll grab a cocoa from that cute cafe you love and head back to the B&B,” the one who hadn’t spoken to Brie said. The pair made a hasty exit with Richard giving Brie a last glance on the way out. 

			A laugh came from behind her, full-bodied and decadent to her ears. Well, it would have been if it wasn’t at her expense. “Smooth,” came Ezra’s voice through the laughter. 

			Brie whirled around, her face red with embarrassment as she glared at him. “You can shut it,” she said forcefully. 

			“I’m your boss, and while I would say I’m fairly lax, I don’t think you get to tell the boss to ‘shut it.’” The laughter was gone from his voice, but a hint of amusement remained. Brie had the choice to either push it or be cowed into respect. Brie was rarely cowed by anyone. 

			With her customer service smile back in place, if not a little mockingly, she replied, “Sorry. Shut it, sir.” If she was honest with herself, she didn’t even try to keep the smile from turning into a cocky smirk. Maddy always told her she was too mouthy for her own good, but then, Maddy would always smile at her when she said it.

			Even though Ezra didn’t exactly smile, a barebones grin formed on his face for just a second. “You’re going to be a pain in the ass, I can tell,” he said as she started to head back to the counter. Her smirk didn’t slip. 

			Just as she made it to the side of the counter, the door opened, and the bell tinkled again. A fragrant wind blew through the shop, followed by a young dark-skinned woman in dirt-covered olive overalls. Tight, red-hued black curls fanned away from her head like a dark halo. A silver ring hung from her septum, settled below a splash of freckles across her nose. Down her exposed right arm was a full sleeve tattoo in gorgeous detail with swirling stems and blooming petals. A smile that could rival the sun flashed as she walked in, reaching all the way up to her sparkling amber eyes. 

			“Ezra! Nice to see you. You have my order?” she called out, eating up the space between them in a few quick strides. Brie couldn’t help but stare at her. There are some people who just brighten up a room, and this woman seemed like one of them. Brie couldn’t explain it.  

			“Hello, Lily. The aglaophotis just came in this morning. Just a second.” Ezra turned and walked through the Storage Room door, leaving Brie and Lily alone at the counter. 

			Brie walked behind the counter. One of the legs of the too-long pants started to fall, and she bent down and rolled it back up again. When she stood up once more, Lily stood flush with the counter. The look she gave Brie made her feel warm and her soul stripped bare. It was both uncomfortable and pleasant. 

			Lily practically buzzed with excitement as she took in Brie’s features. “A hedgewitch! I knew it! I knew it! I knew it! I told him you would be.” She did a little dance in place, celebrating her own small victory that Brie didn’t understand.

			“Huh?” was Brie’s dazzling reply as she managed to finally stop herself from staring at the woman. 

			Lily bounced on the balls of her feet. “I told Ezra you would be a hedgewitch. I saw you in my dreams months ago, and I told him! He didn’t believe me, of course. Silly angel man rarely ever does.” All Brie could do was blink in confusion; she had no idea what this person was talking about. And “angel man”? Well, that was a weird pet name. 

			One calloused brown hand stuck out toward Brie. “I’m Lily, by the way, Lily Everett. I’m here all the time; Ezra really has the best stock within a hundred miles.” Brie took her hand, and that simple touch alone felt something akin to a hug as the two gripped hands. A fresh wave of scent—swamp milkweed, freshly turned earth, and peppermint tea—enveloped Brie, strong and comforting.

			“I’m Brid—” 

			Lily cut her off excitedly. “Bridget, yes, I know. I told Ezra—” But whatever she was going to say was cut off by Ezra reemerging through the door. He looked at the two women still holding onto each other’s hand.

			“It’s her first day, Lily. I’m easing her in,” he huffed as he set what looked like a potted peony on the counter. Lily dropped Brie’s hand, quickly turned her attention to the plant, and wrapped her hands around the plastic pot. 

			“Oh, you are gorgeous! You’ll be a perfect addition to my garden,” Lily crooned to the plant; she was already engrossed in examining the plant’s leaves and petals, forgetting entirely about Ezra and Brie.

			Brie bent her head to look closer at the plant sitting on the counter. Maddy had been a gardening fanatic and taught Brie all she knew. But what sat before her was something she had never seen in Maddy’s garden or anywhere else. “I didn’t think aglaophotis was a real plant. I’ve only heard about them in like mythology,” she said as she brushed a finger gently along a petal. 

			“You can’t find this beauty just anywhere. Only Ezra knows how to get them. He has connections with—” Again, she was cut off by Ezra. 

			“I’ll put it on your tab. I’ll have the moly next week. You’ll get a message when it’s in.” Brie didn’t miss the way his glance sharpened toward Lily as he spoke, as if he was trying to convey more behind his words.

			Lily waved him away. “Fine, fine. Brie, once I get this planted, I’ll bring you a starter clipping. Aglaophotis is great for protection and way more powerful than the nettle you have. Hedgewitches are so cute.” Before Brie
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