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      Blast Off with us into the Magic and Mayhem Universe!

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

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

      Well, let me explain…

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

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

      For all the stories, go to https://magicandmayhemuniverse.com/. Grab your copy today!
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      If your magic is as tragic as your love life, it's time to practice safe hex.

      Brita Davis, a witch with a talent for hexes, has had it up to her frizzy hair with her mom trying to set her up with every Tom, Dick, and Warlock. And the Cauldron Festival celebration has ignited her mother’s passion once again for matchmaking. And when the warlock she’s supposed to hook up with brings an entourage of Shifters as security with him, Brita is certain she wants nothing to do with the self-important jerk.

      However, she can’t seem to get one of the Shifters off her mind.

      Cas, a werewolf on an assignment from the Council, can’t let something like lust, love, and the mating scent get in the way of his job, but Brita makes it hard for him to do the task he was hired for—very, very hard—by her mere presence. Besides, she’s bossy, sometimes she’s a little mean, and her magic has attracted the attention of some very dangerous people.

      Still, protecting Brita is turning out the be the only job he really wants.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      I have to thank my favorite cookie and one of my besties in the universe Robyn Peterman for allowing me, once again, to play in her sandbox. I adore you, darling!

      And I have to thank the other Robbin in my life, my sister for always making time for you. I love you to the moon and back times infinity.

      Next, I want to thank my readers. Without you, I wouldn’t have the same purpose. You rock!

      And lastly, thank you to hot, black coffee. I owe every word to you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Eight words the Witches Rede fulfill:If it Harms none, Do what Thou Will!" quote from the Wiccan Rede
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      "Goddess, oh, Goddess, oh crap." I'd awakened in a dark cellar, my medieval dress ripped and wet, my hair chopped off, and red marks all over my arms. I'd really screwed the pooch ten ways to Samhain. Was this one of the Council's torture chambers? Would they send me to jail? Or would they simply execute me? I had to escape. I snapped my swollen fingers, willing myself home, but nothing happened. I called upon my magic to manifest to my hands. Again, nothing. Not even a spark. Panic made me shake. I had no magic. It was gone. I looked around the room. Did I know this place? Maybe. I looked at the boxes I was propped against. It was two cases of vodka. My captors like to put it away apparently.

      Wait. No. I wasn't captured. I remembered something... I had been captured, and I'd escaped. But how? I stood up and felt woozy. I touched my head. A huge bump was protruding from my forehead, which went a long way to explaining my muddy memory. I'd escaped, but without magic, and I'd had to find a place safe where the warlocks wouldn't find me.

      Okay. I remembered it was warlocks after me. What else could I remember if I rummaged the vacancies in my brain?

      Vodka. Another several cases of beer. Wine coolers. The Trash Bin Bar & Grill. That's right. I'd broken the lock on the cellar doors and crawled in. It was starting to come back to me, but not enough. Was it Baba Yaga's handsome bobble-headed freaks? I'd heard they could be tenacious when tracking down rogue witches. Was that what I was? A rogue witch? I needed to get to my mother. She could help me. Since my magic was gone, she could use hers to get me out of Cauldron. Goddess, she'd been so damned excited about the festival.

      I staggered to a set of stairs leading to the cellar doors and pushed my way out. I was shooting for quiet, after all, my father was a Shifter. I shouldn't need magic to move quickly and without sound. But I did. I was a noisy, totally screwed, powerless witch. At this rate, I might as well be human.

      Unfortunately, warlocks with magic were stealthy bastards, which is why I didn't see the fashion Ken doll waiting for me on the other side when I walked past a large dumpster and was zapped in the ass with a jolt of hot pink magic.

      Before I could do more than shout, "Ow!" he smashed my forehead head into the rough brick wall of the building. I shoved off the wall with all my strength, turned, and caught the blond-haired cretin by the balls and gave them a hardy squeeze.

      “Ah!” the man cried out. “Stupid cow. Let me go, or I'll explode your head off.” Two more warlocks stepped out of the shadows. One with black hair and the other with lavender-blue, which had to be magicked, because no one was born with that hair color.

      “We won't hurt you if you cooperate,” the black-haired one said.

      Only, they'd already hurt me. “Too late, asshole.” My forehead throbbed as blood dripped down into my left eye. The two men stepped toward me. I wiped my brow with the sleeve of my free arm while squeezing Blondie’s balls even harder. I narrowed my gaze on Black and Blue. “Take one step closer, and I will rip your friend’s nuts off.”

      A blur from out of the darkness smashed my side. Blondie screamed like a man whose nuts were being yanked off as I crashed to the ground dragging him down with me. A punch to my head made me let go. I scrambled to my feet and ran in the opposite direction of my house. Damn it. They probably had people waiting at my place and my parent's home as well. I took the first left down a Woof Street that let out between the Fox Theatre and Hibernation Hotel. Up ahead sixty feet, I could see the flashing Marquee light at the end of the proverbial tunnel. The festival. It was still going on. Which meant, I hadn't been gone long enough for anyone to miss me. However, if I didn't want to be whisked away to some witch version of Guantanamo Bay, then I needed witnesses. Lots and lots of witnesses.

      Forty feet. Almost there. Thirty. Just have to get to Howler Street, and I’m home free. The exhilarating thrill of escape excited me more than it should and blinded me to the shadowy figure that reached out from behind the darkness and wrapped me in his arms.

      “Noooo!” I screamed, struggling against my attacker. Only...he wasn’t attacking.

      “Stop kicking me,” the furry beast growled as he lifted me off my feet.

      “Then let me go!”

      “Shhh,” he put his hand over my mouth, his voice low and rough. “I’m trying to help you, but you’re not making it easy.” I bit him hard enough to break the skin. He didn’t even flinch. He yanked me to him tighter. "Normally, I'm not opposed to biting, but this isn't the time or the place. Now, stop struggling."

      I looked up at my captor, unable to keep the tears from my eyes. "I killed him. I hexed him dead." As I said earlier, totally screwed.
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      One day earlier...

      "Why are you making me go to the Cauldron Festival with a guy named Montrose Abadose. He sounds like a fungus," I said. I gagged, looked down at the bowl of Mom's witch's hair brew on her dark cherry vanity, and gagged again for a different reason. "Speaking of fungus, what is that? It looks like Simon licked the floor of a locker room and hacked it up in that bowl."

      A twenty-pound orange and white tabby cat perched on the end of my bed picked his head up from the duvet and said, "I would never lick a locker room floor."

      Simon was my familiar. He'd been by my side for as long as I could remember, and our relationship was more brother and sister than a witch and familiar.

      "I've seen you lick your balls, so it's nice to know there's a line you won't cross."

      He bared his teeth at me then flopped on his belly. "My balls are cleaner than your kitchen counters."

      "Yeah, because you lick them so much."

      My mother's familiar, a tiny eight-pound gray cat with black rings around her tail, rested next to him, licked her paw, and snickered.

      "Shut up, Ash." He swiped at her with open claws, but she moved before he was able to connect.

      "Nuh-uh-uh," the gray kitty said with elaborate staccato. "You didn't say, Simon Says."

      "All of you hush," my mom said, her southern accent strong with her irritation. She'd grown up in Georgia but met my father when she was in medical school. It's also where she'd met her "old friend" Melba Abadose. They'd been freshman dorm roommates, and the rest was history, according to mom. Sometimes to hear her talk, Melba was the second coming of Cerridwen, mistress of the cauldron, and the goddess for which our town was named, and in whose honor we threw the fall festival every year.

      Mom pulled the bowl of grossness closer to her. "It's mashed avocados, coconut oil, lavender essential oil, and coal tar that I bespelled. I was told it could tame any hair." She curled her manicured claws into the mixture and scooped another handful.

      "No wonder it smells like someone pooped in lavender." I groaned as she plopped it on top of my head. "You know that stuff isn't going to work. And neither is your matchmaking."

      "Now, Brita," my mom said as she forced a thick dark-green goop and her magic into my tangle of curls, trying to tame the massive tumbleweed of hair. "I'm not asking you to marry, Monty. But his mother is one of my closest friends since college, and I promised her we'd take good care of him while he's in town. Besides, you have to admit." She wiggled her eyebrows. "He's quite a looker. You both will make a striking Cerridwen and her bard for the lead float. If I could just get this hair of yours under control."

      Since all witches and warlocks, thanks to the Goddess, were "lookers" as mom put it, it wasn't like him being attractive was some unusual prize. My mom was no exception. Even though she was fifty, she looked twenty with her baby smooth skin, peaches and cream complexion, straight, perfectly controlled blonde hair, and her large, but not weirdly large, blue eyes. I gave her a pleading look. "Please, don't make me."

      She poked through my hair more and changed the subject. "This hair of yours, Brita!"

      "You chose to marry dad. Don't blame me if I ended up with his hair." My mother was a witch, but my father was a wolf Shifter with curly brown hair. He kept it short for obvious reasons, and it was the only part about me that wasn't perfectly "witch." My mousy-brown mop constantly rebelled against magic and all man-made products. "I'll just put it in a ponytail or something."

      "I want you looking your best when company arrives."

      "I will run away," I threatened, and not for the first time. It had been a running joke between us for a long time, but now was the first time I was seriously considering the option. Mom had tried to get me to go to Salem with her over the years in hopes that I would find myself a nice warlock to settle down with. She'd even gone as far as making me a profile on a dating site called Witchmates. Their slogan had been, "Stop Witching Around. Make a Date With Your Magical Soulmate." I gagged again just thinking about it.  "Mom, what's this really about?"

      "Did I tell you that Monty's mother is one of my closest friends, and she knows Baba Yaga personally?"

      "Only a million times," I muttered. "Ouch," I said louder when she gave my hair a little yank.

      I gave my mom a heated stare, and she responded with a thin-lipped smile.

      "Why don't you meet Monty before making up your mind? Give him a chance." She ran her fingers over my scalp again, and I heard the crackle before I smelled singed hair.

      I jumped up from the seat in front of Mom's vanity and checked to make sure I still had hair on my head. "I swear, Mother--"

      She raised a sparking fingertip. "No cursing," she said.

      I clamped my mouth shut and flushed. "I wasn't..."

      "Weren't you?"

      "No." I'd learned at a young age that I had to watch what I say and how I say it. Most people can say things like screw off, go to hell, drop dead, or even a simple, what goes around comes around without any consequence. After all, they're just words, satisfying in the moment, but no more harmful than pelting someone with a marshmallow. The difference between me and what everyone else is that when I cursed someone, it actually happens. According to my mom, the most powerful witches had a natural talent for two types of elite magic, creation or healing. Only red-heads were healers, like my mom, while creator witches had a variety of hair colors, except red. Unfortunately, I was neither a healer or a creator, unless you count my talent for creating chaos in the form of hexes.

      For instance, I once told a boy who'd called me Scary-crow and equated my hair to straw, to go jump off a bridge. That night he'd walked to Tailwag Bridge and jumped. Luckily, he hadn't died, but the ten kids, including my older brother, who'd heard me say it to the kid, gave me a wide berth after that. And there were a few other episodes, a boy I liked kissed another girl, and I wished a boil on his butt, a girl who shoved me in the locker room lost all her hair. A bald fox Shifter is nobody's idea of cute. The hair grew back eventually, but my hex on her had cemented my status as a weird, loner frizzy-haired witch. If my father, Rosco Davis, hadn't been the town alpha and the chief of police, I'm sure they would have come after me with pitchforks and torches to run me out of Cauldron.

      "I wasn't going to curse," I said. Every once in a while, my mouth still got me in trouble, but I tried to keep my curses as non-lethal and to myself as possible. I grabbed a hair tie from mom's dresser. I pulled my slimy hair into a ponytail and raised my hands in triumph. "Voila! Hair problem solved."

      She raised a perfectly manicured brow. "Uh huh."

      A knock at the door had us both turning to look. My dad stuck his head in the room and addressed my mom. "Joanie, your guests are here." He didn't look happy. At all.

      "Guests?" I asked. "As in more than one?" I glared at my mom. "How many warlocks did you invite for me?"

      She pressed her hand to her chest. "Only one." She held up a finger. "On the Goddess's light. But you know how the town fills up for the festivities. Cauldron knows how to throw a party." What she really meant was that she knew how to throw a party, but she was affecting modesty. Personally, I hated all the strangers in town. It meant more work and, for whatever reason, more fires. Witches and warlocks sure liked to blow stuff up, and I wasn't too proud to admit I was one of the culprits. I worked at the fire station for my brother, and we'd had to put out two fires while I was training that I'd accidentally started because I was nervous.

      "They aren't all warlocks," my dad said. "The majority are Shifters." He scowled. "They have entered our town without even asking for my permission. It sets a bad precedent." He said this every year.

      "Oh, Rosco," my mom said. "I am sorry. Monty said he was bringing along security. I just assumed it would be witches and warlocks."

      I snorted a laugh as I scraped some of the mashed avocado mixture from my ponytail and flung the excess in Mom's small trash can. "I think now's the perfect time to meet this guy." I pranced back on forth on my toes. "Don't you agree?"

      "You are not meeting Monty like this, young lady. Just sit that butt down on the stool before I zap it."

      I made a circle with my fingers gesturing around my face, hair, and body. "This is as good as it gets."

      "You're a beautiful girl, Brit," my father said. "Just the way you are."

      "You go on downstairs and make our guests feel welcome, darling," my mom said. "We'll be there in a hot minute."

      My dad wiggled his eyebrows and grinned. "Every minute is hot with you, doll."

      "Ewww!" I looked at my parents. "You know your sexcapades is what forced me to get my own place when I was twenty."

      "I can't help it if your dad is a lusty beast," Mom said.

      "I can't hear this." A hacking sound drew my attention. Simon had coughed up a furball. "My sentiments exactly." I stood up. "This is as good as I'm getting tonight. If his Majesty Monty doesn't like me, then he can sit on a wand and twirl."

      "Ahhhhhhhhhh!" A loud scream echoed through my parent's house.

      "Brita Jean Davis!" Mom exclaimed. She only used my whole name when she was seriously unhappy with me.

      "I didn't mean--" But her and my father were already racing downstairs. I followed after, barely able to keep up. In the living room, four men were circling a fifth spinning man with a thin stick protruding from his backside as his outstretched feet knocked a lamp off the side table.

      "Get me down!" he yelled.

      I clamped my hand over my mouth as my mother gave me a harsh glare.

      "Do it now," she mouthed.

      "I take it back, undo this attack, hex no more on this stupid bore," I said under my breath. No sense in drawing attention to the fact that I'm the reason he was riding a reedy piece of wood.

      The warlock crashed to the floor right after the wand disappeared from his ass, thank the Goddess. The four men with him hauled him to his feet.

      "What in the Goddess name?"

      "I'm so sorry," my mother said. "I have no idea what happened." She projected pure, innocent shock, a look she'd perfected after years of acting like something I said hadn't caused a disaster.

      He shot razor daggers at me as his men, all spitting on the floor and while one held up what looked like an amethyst escorted him from the house. All except one. The tallest of the four, a guy nearly as broad as my father, gave me a smirk and slight shake of his head. His startling green eyes, the color of clover after a hard rain, made my skin buzz. He was too rough and tumble for a warlock, which meant he had to be a Shifter. He gave me a slight nod before following after Monty and the others.

      When the door closed, I plopped down on the couch and rested my head against the back. "Well, that went well for a first meeting." I forced a bright shiny smile.

      Mom groaned. "You're staining my couch."

      I got up. A greasy blackish-green stain marred the cream-colored upholstery. Simon jumped up on the arm and said, "It looks like someone wiped their ass with the sofa."

      Ash jumped up next to him. My mother put her hand on the gray cat. "Let what's seen at once be clean," my other incanted. Her aura brightened as the skid mark dissolved, and the couch was pristine once again. She pursed her lips. "Go home, Brita. I'll figure out what to do about Monty, but it's probably best if you don't see him until the festival tomorrow."

      "Or, I could just not see him at all." I shrugged. "I mean, I can't embarrass you if I'm not there."

      "You will show up on time and presentable," Mom said. "Give Monty a chance. At least, be cordial."

      My dad came up from behind me and put his large hands on my shoulders. "Your mother is a freight train, Snickerdoodle," he said, using the nickname he gave me as a baby because he said I smelled like the cinnamon spiced cookie. "Get on board or get run over."

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. My protest was only half-genuine, though. The green-eyed Shifter intrigued me, and I was curious to find out more about him. "Fine. I'll be the epitome of cordial when it comes to Montrose Abadose."

      "Go home, Brit." My mother caressed my face. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow is a big day."
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      I did not go home. Not straight away. Instead, I took a short detour to the Trash Bin Bar & Grill. After the day I'd had with my parents, I needed a drink or four to take the edge off. Bobby Lintz, a wereraccoon and one of my brother's high school buddies, owned the place. It had a backroom full of pool tables, a dartboard, and a shuffleboard. Games to fuel a Shifter's need for competition without inciting violence. Still, fights broke out. You couldn't live with the two-natured and not expect the occasional brawl.

      It was Friday night, my first night off after a forty-eight-hour shift at work, and I wanted at least one evening of fun before the festival celebration.

      "It's the goddess Cerridwen," Bobby shouted from behind the bar when I walked in, and several customers raised their glasses to cheer me inside.

      I walked over to Bobby. "Thanks for that, pal."

      "Anytime." He was a shorter fellow, about five-seven in height. His eyes looked like he was permanently tired, which had more to do with his animal than the amount of time he spent working every day. He put a peach wine cooler in front of me and smiled. "You'll do great tomorrow. Relax."

      "Thanks, Bobby." I grabbed the cooler and headed toward the game area. Martin Scotts and Jerald Wright, two of my work buddies, were shooting a game. I placed three quarters on the side of the table. "I got winner," I said. I sat at an empty table near the game and watched as the matchup went on.

      "Hello, princess," a man said from behind me.

      I glanced back to see the startling green eyes of the guy from my parent's living room.

      "Hello," I said back. "What are you doing here?"

      "Can I sit with you?"

      "Sure. It's a free country. Sort of." I looked around the bar to see if Abadose was here as well. I felt a little guilty about my inadvertent curse, and I wasn't very good at lying when it counted. "Where's the rest of your little party?"

      "At the Hibernation Hotel."

      Jack and Melissa Smooth, a bear shifter couple, owned the hotel. It was log cabin rustic with a lot of charm, or so I'd heard. "Is it a nice place? I've never stayed there."

      "I'd be happy to show you my room." His lips formed a half smile that melted my panties.

      "What kind of girl do you think I am?"

      "I don't know," he said. "But I'm trying to figure it out."

      "Aren't you afraid you're going to piss off your boss? After all, I'm supposed to be his date this weekend."

      "How do you know he didn't send me to find you?"

      "Did he?"

      The guy shook his head, his dark hair spilling over his eyes. "Nope."

      "You know who I am, so I think it's only fair you tell me who you are?"

      "Cas," he said. "As in Casanova."

      I snorted. "Like the great Latin lothario?"

      "Sure," he said. "Just like him."

      It felt as if Bobby had cranked the heat in the room because suddenly, my back and my boobs were sweating. "Is it me or is it hot in here?"

      The warlock's lackey smiled. "It's you. He said. You are definitely hot."

      He likes me! my inner-vagina monologue shouted. But my skeptical brain worried he was poking fun at my expense. So instead of flirting back, I said, "I don't make out with roadkill." Insults were my preferred method of birth control.

      "Excuse me?"

      "You're hideously disfigured with all those weird bulges on your body," I told him. "You must know this about yourself."

      "You mean my muscles?" He laughed, and damn, the sound stirred up all my sexy bits.

      "Go back to sleep," I muttered to the traitorous, throbbing parts. "Is that what you call them. Someone has put in way too many hours at the gym. I like my men skinnier."

      "Let me guess, you only date giraffes?"

      "Exactly. And since this isn't Africa, and you don't have a long neck, I think it's safe to assume that you're not my type."

      "Uh, huh. I think your increased pulse, respiration, and hard nipples are saying I'm exactly your type.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. "It's cold in here."

      "Is that why you're sweating?"

      "You want to get punched, right?"

      He raised his hands in surrender. "Hey, remember. Casanova here. I'm a lover not a fighter, darling."

      The scars on his arms and lean muscles built for speed and power, told me he was full of shit. At least where the "not a fighter" part was concerned. "You lie a lot."

      He sipped his beer then said, "That makes two of us."

      "What have I lied about?"

      "Me not being your type." Cas's eyes softened, he leaned forward, closing the distance between his lips and mine. I trembled at his game of chicken trying not to be the first to swerve.

      He reached up and twirled my gooped hair. To his credit, his expression only changed slightly for a quick second before he was back to bedroom eyes.

      "What are you doing?" I asked through gritted teeth, worried that if I moved I might accidentally fall against his lips with mine.

      "I'm not your type, huh?"

      "Nope," I said. "Not at all."

      He brushed his thumb over my chin. Reflexively, I licked my dry lips.

      Cas chuckled. "I'm everyone's type."

      I blew out a breath I'd been holding, trying hard not to bluster, because a) he was not wrong, and b) no way in hell I would ever let him know.

      "You want to make out with me now, don't you?"

      I did, but I didn't tell him that. "You're nuts. Have you tried this out on every girl in the bar? And has it scored you any lip action?"

      The guy grinned. "You're the first. I'm thinking I'm going to have to refine my technique."

      For a second, I considered the man's offer. Making out wasn't going all the way. Besides, I'd been celibate for two years since the werefox I'd dated since high school dumped me for his "soul mate," and I was beginning to feel like a reborn virgin. Whatever, though, his loss, not mine. The guy had been clingy and a bit judgy. Maybe I would give Mr. Green Eyes a quick tumble. After all, it wasn't like I would ever see him again after the weekend was over. It didn't even matter that he worked for the warlock here to woo me. I wouldn't be seeing him after this weekend either.

      I felt a tingle of magic in the room and automatically looked around guiltily for my mom. I didn't see her though. With all the strangers in town for the Cauldron Festival, there was no telling whose power I'd felt, though."

      From the pool area, a ruckus started up. "You tapped the ball," Jerald shouted.

      Martin shoved him. "I didn't touch it. It rolled on its own. It doesn't count, asshole."

      Uh oh. Jerald threw a punch that spun Martin in my direction. Four more guys got in the action and fists, and pool sticks were flying. A sharp pain on the back of my head made me yelp. It felt as if my hair had been pulled out at the roots. Casanova grabbed me up and carried me to the hall, placing his body between me and the action as all hell broke loose around the pool tables.

      “I didn’t ask for your help,” I whispered harshly. This close it was hard to miss the man's broad cheeks, square jaw, and wide, yummy kissable lips. On top of that, I could feel that he was dauntingly large, his shoulders were broader than most the guys I worked with, and he was professional football player tall. Dude missed his calling as a linebacker. On top of that, he smelled really good. Like a spring dew on new grass. "And I don’t want your help.”

      “What do you want from me then?” he asked. "I'm a full-service kind of guy." His deep voice excited me to the core.

      I clenched my thighs together in defiance, scrunched my nose at him and sniffed. “I can take care of myself.” He pulled me to his body, and, mercy, the scent of him triggered a deep need for hanky panky. “Stop,” I panted softly.

      He pressed his lips to my ear and whispered, “Goddess damned, you're beautiful.”

      I felt the definition in every muscle that pressed against me, including the one bulging against my stomach. Damn, tonight, I was going to have to burn my fantasy-soaked panties and take a really long, cold shower... once I ditched him, of course. I heard Bobby shouting down the fight. “I think it’s safe now. You can let me go.”

      The beer sign light reflected in his eyes, and it made them look like they were twinkling with mischief. "I'd really like to kiss you."

      My mouth watered. "I'd really like--" Nope. No. Not even. I would not make out with this guy. I would go home like my mother had instructed. "Goodnight, handsome."

      "I thought you said I was hideous."

      I smiled. "You are." I patted his chest, lingering with my fingertips over his hard muscle just a little too long, then snapped my fingers and reappeared in my own house.

      "Shyla!" I yelled for my roommate. "I'm home."
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      "So, tell me about the warlock? Is he a douche-nozzle like we suspected? He sucked, right? You're not interested in him, are you?" Shyla Connor, a curvy, brunette wolf shifter and my oldest friend rapid-fired questions at me faster than one of Baba Yaga's inquisitors.

      "I barely saw him," I said evasively. How in the world could I tell my BFF that I'd hexed a wand up my potential suitor's butt? Besides, the only guy on my mind was a certain egotistical Shifter. The cold shower hadn't put out the fire in my va-jay-jay the way I'd hoped, and I was considering kicking everyone out of the bedroom to take care of myself.

      Simon curled up in my arms, pressed his paw to my cheek and squinted his eyes at me. "Dear Goddess, it's ten o'clock at night. Please make her stop," he said, his voice full of irritation. Simon had been less than a pound when we were paired, and after all these years, he still liked to be held like a baby and rocked to sleep. And, like a baby, he was cranky when tired.

      "Shy, can we talk about this tomorrow? It's one of my few nights home, and considering the festival starts tomorrow, along with the circus of a parade my mother has planned for me, I really just want to go to bed."

      "Come on. You don't have to be at the station for three whole days. Skip the sleep. Besides, I've been sitting at the computer all day and night, working on a deadline. I need face time with my bestie."

      Shyla was an artist for a major publishing house. A human establishment, but since she worked from home and turned everything in over the internet, it didn't matter who paid her. "What was it this time? Alien lovers or vampire vixens?"

      She laughed. "Neither. It was a hot highlander."

      An image of Mr. Green Eyes in a kilt and nothing else flashed into my head. "Wowza."

      "Damn, straight," Shy agreed. "It was pretty sexy. The author loves it." She grabbed a pillow from the head of my bed and slumped down next to me, folding the pillow under her. "I don't want to talk about my stuff. I'm bored." She nudged me with her elbow. "Amuse me."

      Simon blinked up at me, flexed his paws so that his razor-sharp claws poked into my skin. "Make her leave, Brita."

      "Look, Grouchball," Shy said. "You've had her all day. It's my turn now."

      Simon's tail swished hard against Shyla's shoulder. "I'm her familiar. I get her aaalllll the time."

      Shyla smacked her lips. "He's so territorial."

      I scratched the long white fur on Simon's tummy. "Don't pick on him. He's sensitive."

      Boom! The thundering noise shook the house. Simon dug his claws into me before scrambling from my lap and scurrying under the bed.

      Shyla was on her feet. "What the heck, Brit?"

      "I didn't do it." We ran to the window. Flames licked the sky on the far side of town. "It's a fire!" I know I sounded more excited than I should, but this was a real blazer. I pulled jeans and a tank top from my drawers."

      "What are you doing?"

      "It's a fire," I said shrugging my pants on while trying to fit my bra at the same time. "I'm not going to let the guys at the station get all the glory."

      She crossed her arms over her chest. "You're hopeless." Shy threw up her hands. "Fine. I'm going with you. It'll be like we're having a girl's night."

      "Fire," I repeated while yanking on my boots. "I have to go, or they'll have it out before I get there. Do you want me to tell Lukas hello?"

      Shyla blushed as dimples accented her apple cheeks. Lukas is my brother, born completely wolf Shifter, no witch powers, and he was the object of desire for my bestie. Like me, he worked at the fire department as well.

      "Just go," she said. "I'll drive myself."

      "Suit yourself." I smiled, snapped my fingers, and I was out of my bedroom and standing next to large propane tank only ten feet from the super-heated fire in a large field of propane tanks. "Fuck me."
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      Shouting happened next, then a large something, felt like a Shifter-sized Mack truck, barreled into me and away from the gas as it exploded with another earth-shaking BOOM!

      The explosion sucked all the air from around us for a moment, and I couldn't breathe. When the flames kicked back, and the air became breathable again, I wrinkled my nose at the scent of burned hair and flesh mixed with something less pungent and more appealing, something that reminded me of my childhood. Sweet clover. Strange.

      "You can get off me now," I yelled to my rescuer over the calamity of shouts and sirens. "I'm fine."

      He didn't move. Instead, he seemed to get even heavier. I reached around his waist to pat his back. His t-shirt was singed, and he groaned as my fingers grazed several deep burns. I snapped my fingers, and I was no longer under him, but standing over him. It was Casanova from the bar. Why in Goddess's name had he been at the fire in the first place? I looked around for help, but our small brigade of firefighters was occupied with trying to stop the spread before more tanks exploded.

      Casanova's back looked even worse than I initially assessed. He had several third-degree burns and, even in the dark, I could see blood on the back of his head. While Shifters healed faster than humans, they still needed to see healers for major injuries, but first was first. I needed to get this guy out of danger. He looked to be about six-feet-four-inches, which made him a good seven inches taller than me, and he outweighed me by a one-hundred plus pounds.

      I began to chant a strength spell as I tried to lift the unconscious man, my magic groaning at the effort. What the hell? I saw Lukas nearby with a water hose aimed in our direction. I waved to get his attention. His eyes bugged when he saw me. He handed off the hose to Rosalee, a werebear in our unit, and ran to me.

      "What in two kinds of hell are you doing here?" he demanded.

      "I saw the fire."

      "So, you pop yourself into the middle of it? You know better. Besides, you're off duty, Brit. When dad finds out about this--" He finally noticed the injured man and leaned down to feel for a pulse. "Rapid, but strong. Who is this?"

      "His name is Casanova. He works for mom's warlock buddy. I got here when the tank exploded. This guy shielded me from the blast. He saved my life. Now, I need your help to save his."

      "Can't you just use your magic to get him to the sick bay?"

      I grabbed the man's arm and snapped my fingers while I concentrated on sickbay. Again, nothing happened. "For whatever reason, I can't use magic on this guy. He's immune or something?"

      My brother shook his head. "I'd be the first in line for that vaccine." He whistled loudly, and Peter Meadows and Shirley Torrence trotted over. "Help Brit get this guy to the ambulance and get them both back to the station."

      Shirley and Peter grabbed Cas under the arms and lifted.

      "Careful, he has burns all over his back, and they're pretty deep." I pulled the gurney out of the back of the ambulance and dropped it low, my heart beating faster with each second that passed. "Get him up here," I ordered. "Face down."

      Shirley and Peter managed. The man moaned with pain, and it made my chest squeeze with a terrible ache. I put my hand on a part of his arm that wasn't charred. "I've got you, big guy. You're going to be okay." I hoped I wasn’t lying. I don't know why I cared, but I freaking cared. I couldn't use my magic to heal him, I wasn't that kind of witch, but even so, I cursed my failed magic for not allowing me to transport him somewhere where could get immediate attention. I raised the gurney up, and we got it into the back of the ambulance. I put oxygen on his face, because airway was always first, then grabbed a pair of bandage scissors and began cutting off his shirt. Goddess help him, he had jagged shards of metal from the propane tank lodged into his back and his spine.

      My instinct was to yank them out, but my medical training stopped me from doing something stupid and destructive. Instead, I dumped sterile saline solution, two bottles worth over his back, packed gauze around the protruding objects, and put burn sheet over him. Peter had already gotten into the driver seat. "Hold on," he said.

      Five minutes later, we were at the firehouse. The truck-port was empty since both trucks were at the fire. A classic firehouse pole leading to the second floor split the large space. The chief's office was on the first floor, along with the locker room and the medical room, the closest thing Cauldron had to a hospital. Peter and I rolled the man into the clean room. "He can't heal these wounds on his own," I said. "We need a doctor. We need my mom."

      "Or a healer," Peter said. "I heard there's a witch in West Virginia who can heal just about anything that hits us. They call her the Shifter Whisperer. She could probably fix him right up."

      I'd heard of the healer named Zelda from my mother. It was hard not to be famous when you were next in line for Baba Yaga. But I wasn't sure Peter was right about this guy. I wasn't able to use my magic on him. But what if it had been me? What if something was wrong with my powers? After all, I was half-Shifter, even if I couldn't take animal form. "Call my dad and tell him to bring mom. She'll know what to do."

      "Should I ask him to call for the Shifter Whisperer, too?"

      "Not right now." I needed to get an IV going on Casanova. Burns could send a person into shock, even a Shifter, and between the burns and the metal shards in his back, I didn't want to risk it. The inside of his wrist was burn-free, so I placed a large bore needle in the vein and hung a bag of Ringer's Lactate, a solution that would help replace lost fluid and electrolytes. Next, I took another pair of scissors and sliced up the back of his jeans, revealing a remarkably unmarred remarkable ass.

      The man mumbled something. A wave of relief washed over me. He was awake.

      I knelt by the head of the bed near his face. He blinked, his green-eyed gaze making me nervous. "What did you say?" I asked. "Did you want to tell me something?"

      He blinked again, then said, "If you wanted to get me naked, all you had to do was ask."

      My eyes widened as a half-smile curved his sensuous lips. Then he grimaced. "Ow. Shit. My back feels like it's gone ten rounds in a boxing gym."

      "Close," I told him. "Do you remember what happened?"

      "Fire," he said. "Then you were there. Too close." He closed his eyes for a moment. "You were too close."

      "You saved me," I said. "You put your body between me and the explosion. That was incredibly brave, but also incredibly stupid. Do you have a death wish or what?"

      His face was squished sideways on the bed, but still, he chuckled. Goddess, even all jacked up this man was sexy as hell. "What's your name?"

      He narrowed his gaze at me. "Don't you know, Brit?"

      When he said my name, my mouth went dry. He did seem familiar, but I couldn't place him. "I mean your real name. It can't be Casanova."

      "It's not," he said. "But it is Cas. I can't believe you don't--"

      A woman's voice interrupted his answer. "Cas?"

      I turned to see my friend Shyla standing in the doorway, her face drained of color.

      "Shyla, are you okay?" A pang of jealousy left me cold. She knew the guy's name. Had she had a close encounter with him as well. Was he a wolf shifter like Shy? Since my brother didn't seem very interested, maybe this guy had been a perfect match for her.

      "No." Shy shook her head and put her hands to her lips. "That's Cassel. What's he doing here?"

      "Cassel," I repeated. "Cas?"

      I looked at Casanova, who was now staring in the direction of my friend.

      "Hey, sis," he said to her. "Long time, no see."
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      "This is going to take more than just a bandage and some antibiotic ointment," my mother said. She tucked her stethoscope into her lab coat pocket. She'd apparated into the room seconds after Shyla had arrived, giving my friend no chance to grill her long-lost sibling. "He has wheezing in his lungs on both sides.

      I was still trying to wrap my head around that the man lying face down on the bed was Cassel Connor, Shyla's older brother.

      "I'm surprised you didn't recognize the scar on my ass," he said.

      I coughed. "Excuse me?"

      "You know, from where you cursed a boil on me when I was fifteen."

      My mother cast an accusatory glance my way. My skin warmed. "You deserved it."

      "For kissing Rebecca Martin?" He was hopped up on some very strong painkillers right now, which is what had started this trip down memory lane.

      "I didn't hex you for kissing Becca." I was a liar. It's exactly why I'd hexed him. My fourteen-year-old-on-the-verge-of-womanhood-self had been obsessed with Cas. Of course, he didn't look anything like he looked now. For one, he was about five inches shorter, and he had been skinny as a bean pole. His aunt used to tease him that if he turned sideways and stuck out his tongue, he'd resemble a zipper. I can't believe the cute boy that left had turned into a smexy-smoking hot werewolf.

      "I can't believe you didn't let me know you were coming," Shyla said for the millionth time. "Why wouldn't you tell me?"

      "Because I'm here for business, Shy."

      "As a bodyguard for Abadose?" She threw up her hands. "When did you become a Shifter shield for warlocks?" She looked at my mother and me. "No offense."

      "I'm not offended." I understood Shyla's disdain for warlocks. She had an earned prejudice against warlocks and most witches. After all, one had killed her parents. My mother and I were the only exceptions for her. Considering her parents had died horribly thanks to a warlock, I couldn't blame her. It's the reason she'd had to move to Cauldron when she was eleven. It had taken her six months to warm up to me, and we'd been inseparable since. Cas had left the next year to go live with a cousin on the west coast. Shyla occasionally talked about her brother, but I know his choice to move away had hurt her. Still, a big part of her had to be happy he was back, even if she looked like she was going to kill him.

      "Well, I am," my mother said. "Monty is the heir to the Abadose fortune, and a powerful warlock all in his own right, and his mother--"

      "--is one of your closest friends," Shyla and I finished for her.

      Sparks tickled off her fingertips. "Go home, Brita. And for Goddess sake, do something with that hair before tomorrow."

      I smirked. "You mean, like shave it off?"

      My mother's expression started at anger and ended at possibility. "Maybe..."

      "No," I said flatly.

      "There are really great wigs out on the market today," she mused.

      I grabbed Shy's arm. "We should go."

      "I'm not leaving Cas."

      "I'll be debriding his burns and removing the shrapnel from his back," Mom said. "I'll work better with you out of the room."

      "And then he'll be okay," Shyla said.

      "If he's not, I'll find a healer to help."

      "No magic," Cas said. "It won't work. Magic doesn't affect me."

      "Hah!"

      Everyone looked at me.

      "I'm just glad it's him and not me."

      Cas turned his glazed gaze in my direction. "I bet you say that to all the boys."

      "I just mean I was worried my power might be on the fritz. But it's you. Not me."

      "How are you preventing magic from affecting you?" Mom asked.

      Cas, the painkillers in full effect, pulled off a male version of a giggle. "If I tell you, I'll have to kill you."

      Lukas opened the door, poked his head into the room, and stared at me. "Can I talk you?"

      "Uhm, I think Mom needs--"

      "Go talk to your brother," Mom said.

      I rolled my eyes at Lukas. "Fine."

      "Uhm, hi, Lukas," Shyla said, but too late, since my brother was already stomping in the direction of his office.

      Mom shook her head. "You wanted to work for your brother," she said. "Go. Work."

      "I didn't want to work for him. I wanted to be a firefighter, and it just happens that the only firehouse in Cauldron is run by my bro."

      "Semantics," Mom said.

      "Besides, it's my day off. I don't work for him on my day off."

      "And yet, you placed yourself right in the middle of a field of exploding gas tanks." She glowered at me. "On your day off."

      "Goddess, don't have a coronary mom." I exchanged looks with Shyla. She looked almost as unhappy with me as my mom. "I'm going."

      But, for a reason that completely escaped me, I didn't want to go. Something inside me told me that I was exactly where I needed to be. It didn't stop me from leaving, though.

      My brother, his hair curly and brown like mine and dad's, sat behind his desk, his brow furrowed with disappointment. "What in the world possessed you to use magic to translocate to the scene of a fire?" he asked before I'd even shut the door behind me.

      "I spent the entire evening getting my hair mangled by Mom. I needed the distraction."

      "What you need is a swift--"

      He was cut off by a bellowing warlock, his remaining entourage on his heels. "Where is my man?" Now that he wasn't rotating on a stick, I noticed that Abadose was tall and his shoulders broad, not as broad as Cas's, but still substantial for a non-Shifter. In the light of the firehouse, his hair looked more red than dark brown, and his face with its high cheekbones, aquiline nose, and narrow chin was ruddy with his outrage. "Where is Cassel Connor?"

      Lukas was around his desk, and we were both out the door to intercept the guy.

      My mother hustled out of the sick bay wearing bloody gloves. "Monty," she said with a plethora of fake enthusiasm. "So nice to see you. What brings you to the Cauldron Fire Station?"

      He took a deep breath. "I've been informed that a soldier of mine has been seriously injured and no one has even attempted to contact me. That's what brings me to the fire station."

      Soldier? Were we at war and no one bothered to tell us? "Why do you need soldiers?"

      He looked at me, his expression bland. "I am a team leader for one of the Council's elite squads. Cas is my second."

      I gulped. The Council had a reputation for torturing witches and warlocks who stepped out of line. Mom hadn't told me Monty worked for the Council. My eyes widened. Motherflipper on a twisty wand. I'd hexed him. If he knew, would he turn me in? And what did it say about Cassel and his three Shifter buddies, that they were willing to work for such a powerful and not nice group of witches and warlocks? I focused my gaze on mom. She'd gone wide-eyed as well.

      "Do come in and see him," she said. "I'm sure he'll be happy to be surrounded by his, er, friends."

      Since Monty had red hair, like my mother, it meant he was a healer. "I should take a look at him."

      "My magic isn't having any effect on him," Mom said. "I've had to stick to traditional medication."

      "That will be the thistle sigil," Abadose said. "All my men have it." He snapped at a blond Shifter. The guy lifted his shirt, and I resisted the urge to whistle at his very ripped chest. He pointed to something that resembled a stick drawing of a flower. "That's the thistle sigil," the warlock added. "I placed them myself. It protects the wearer from all magic."

      My hex had sure worked on Abadose, which meant the Shifters might be immune but he wasn't. "How come you don't have one?"

      "How do you know--" His neck reddened. "Oh." He absently rubbed his jawline and shuffled his legs as if trying to adjust his underwear without being obvious. "A witch or warlock who wears the sigil would be no better than a human. It would make us immune to even our own magic."

      "And that's bad how?"

      "The immunity would be complete. As team leader, I need my ability to be effective."

      I wrinkled my nose at his smug tone. "I get it. No magic." That sounded like "no fun." Although, in my case, the sigil might fix a lot of issues in my life.

      He opened his mouth to speak, then closed, then met my gaze. "You're Brita, aren't you?" He smiled charmingly, took my hand, and brought it to his lips. He looked at the dirt and soot under my nails and stopped just short of actually kissing my fingers.

      "Yes, that's me. Brita." I was proud of myself for not jerking my hand away like it was being held by a snake.

      He let go of me and turned his attention back to Mom. "If you'll take me to my man."

      My man. His men. The words didn't sit well with me. He didn't own them. They weren't possessions. Especially not, Cassel. I heard a harsh, rumbly noise as he walked into the medic room and looked around. Lukas stood next to me. "What's that all about?"

      "That guy is a pompous ass."

      "I'm not talking about him. I'm talking about you. I've known you since the womb, and never once have I heard you growl."

      "What?"

      "You just growled. Like, loud enough, that I'm not the only one in the room who heard it."

      That's when I noticed that the rest of Abadose's guys were staring at me like I'd grown a third nostril. "Take a picture. It lasts longer." All three of them took out their phones and took pictures of me. "Smart alecs."

      My brother laughed. They laughed. I gave them all the double birdie. They laughed some more. A pained groan from the sick bay had me walking in that direction. I got there in time to see Cassel on his back, which had to be agony all on its own, but I was mortified to see Mom's scalpel against his chest.

      "What are you doing?"

      Shyla, who hadn't left, grabbed my hand and squeezed. "Cas can't shift into his animal form with that abomination on his chest. If he can't become a wolf, he can't be healed." She sounded angry. Apparently, the weird tattoo blocked all magic, Shifter magic included. Suddenly, it sounded like a lousy trade-off to me.

      Mom deftly sliced around the sigil.

      "You'll have to cut one centimeter into his muscle," Abadose said. "All the ink has to be removed for the spell to be broken."

      "Thank you," Mom said. I could hear the irritation in her voice. I think the shine was wearing off Monty. My stomach lurched as she excised a four-by-four-inch area of flesh from Cas's chest. When it was completely removed, he surged upright and growled. His green eyes glowed brightly as he stared directly at me. "Get out," he roared. "Get her out of here!"
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      Shyla, still holding my hand, dragged me from the room.

      I stumbled into the truck-port, and Lukas helped Shyla keep me upright.

      "What happened he asked?"

      Shyla shook her head. "I don't know. Cas freaked out."

      "I feel light-headed."

      "You should eat," Lukas said. "You always feel better when you eat."

      "I'll take care of her," Shyla said.

      My brother smiled. "I know you will."

      The strong scent of fresh clover faded the farther away I got from the medical room. Shyla walked me outside the garage doors to a picnic table around the side of the building on a manicured lawn. "Are you okay, Brit? You look all pale and stuff. It is not a good look for you." She patted my head. "Your hair has seen better days as well."

      "No," I said. "It hasn't. My hair is always terrible."

      "You have a big chunk missing in the back. The ends are burnt. You should have transported yourself farther from the flames."

      I turned to stare at her. "Really? You're going to lecture me, too?" I rested my chin on my palm. "Just go back inside and flirt with Lukas. You know you love him."

      She smacked my arm. "Shut up."

      I smacked her back. "You shut up."

      "Do you think Cas is going to be all right? Why would he do that to himself? If he had been able to shift at the fire or even use part of our gifts, he might not have been so badly hurt. Why would he let that fop put that damn tattoo on his body?"

      It was a good question but one I was helpless to answer. "I wish I knew."

      "Do you think your mom is still going to make you play Cerridwen in the parade tomorrow?"

      "Yes. She is single-minded of purpose. She will make me put on the medieval gown and tend to the cauldron of rebirth as Abadose the bard Taliesin, who was both Cerridwen's lover first until she ate him, and he was reborn her son."

      "I always find that part of the story disturbing."

      I rubbed my arms to ward off a shiver. "You and me both." My mind kept drifting to Cas. His wounds were pretty bad. Would Mom and Abadose be able to heal him now? I didn't think so. "I have a bad feeling, Shy."

      "About what?"

      "Your brother. I need to get back inside. I need to be there."

      "He wanted you out," she said. "He didn't want you in the room."

      Her words created an ache so deep inside me that I feared I could never reach it, and if I couldn't reach it, I couldn't get rid of it. He'd wanted me out of the room. But why? Why would he care if I was in there or not? "I need to be there," I said again.

      I stood up, feeling only slightly woozy now.

      "Brita," Shyla said. "Sit back down before you pass out."

      "I'm fine." I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other as I headed back to back inside the building.

      From the sickbay door, I heard my mom say, "It's not working. I think he has a punctured lung and internal bleeding."

      I charged inside. Mom's fingers were probing a prone large, black wolf. Its labored breaths sounded wheezy and hoarse. I felt Abadose pulling on his magic to add to Mom's. The burns were healing, but it wasn't enough. The wolf began to struggle, his whole body shaking.

      My heart and chest felt squeezed as if in a vice. "Help him," I panted.

      "Brita, go," my mom ordered.

      I shook my head and moved into the room closer to the wolf. "No. I won't go." I was being incredibly unreasonable for a guy I barely knew. Even so, I placed my hand on his head. "It's okay," I said. "It's okay." He stopped struggling.

      Mom sighed. "Fine. You can stay but don't get in the way."

      "I think we're going to have to request Zelda," the warlock said.

      "The Shifter Whisperer?" I asked hopefully.

      He nodded. "I don't know if she'll be available, but she's our best hope." He grabbed his phone from his coat pocket.

      "Who are you calling?"

      "The Council." He held up a hand as he put the phone to his ear and exited the room. My mom followed him.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat as I sat down next to the bed. "Please don't die," I whispered in the black wolf's ear. He opened his eyes. They were green, as green as they had been when he was in human form and stared at me. "I'm not leaving you. I'm not."

      Why am I a clingy idiot? I barely knew Cassel the teenager. He was basically a stranger.

      A stranger who'd protected me from a fiery death by using his own body as a shield. I owed him. The scent of sweet clover reminded me of spring. Spring was my zen, and I stroked Cas's furry head while I tried to focus on my happy place.

      The wolf's breathing turned into noisy huffs. A soft whimper sent a stab of panic through me. "Help! Somebody, help!" I was cool and collected in most situations, but apparently, the fire had melted my courage.

      During my meltdown, a tiny-waisted red-headed witch with curly hair, nice curls, not crazy curls like mine apparated in the room. "For the love of the motherhumpin' Goddess, shut the hell up!" She crossed her arms and looked at Cas. "I'm assuming this is the patient and not that squirrel wrapped around your head."

      I patted my hair. "Ouch. You must be the Shifter Whisperer."

      "My aunt was the Shifter Whisperer. I prefer Shifter Wanker or Zelda."

      "That sounds sexual."

      "It's not. Unless we're talking about my mate, then, well, the wanker part takes on a whole new meaning."

      That was way more information than I wanted to know. "I'm--"

      "I don't care who you are. I have my own stuff. I have three kids at home and a husband whose bed I was yanked from for this late-night healing."  She held up her hands, and light purple flames coated her fingers. "Let me at him."

      I kept my hand on his head as she cast the purple magic over his wounds. My eyes widened at the jagged rips in his skin started to close. His breathing became less noisy, slower, steadier. Even his heartbeat slowed down. Or maybe it was mine.

      "It's working." I put both my hands on Cas, rejoicing as his body mended through the miraculous magic. "Thank you." My cheeks were wet before I realized I was crying.

      The purple light disappeared. "You're welcome," Zelda said. "I wish you and your mate all the luck."

      "We're not--" She was gone before I could finish my denial.
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      I told everyone I would stay with Cas until he woke up. It was the least I could do, considering he'd risked his life for me. That's what I told myself, anyhow. The only person to hassle me about staying was Shyla, but once she assured herself her brother was going to make it, she went home, as well.

      I stayed vigil most of the night, but exhaustion finally took me. I leaned back in the bedside chair and closed my eyes as I lazily stroking the wolf's fur, inhaling the scent of spring and happiness that permeated every inch of my being.

      "Why are you blue?"

      "What?" I opened my eyes. Cassel was looking at me, and he was no longer a wolf, nor did he have clothes on. And my, oh, my damn, everything on the man looked even bigger than it had felt through his jeans the evening before.

      "Blue," he said again. "Why are you blue?"

      "Uhm, I'm not sad." Hungry? Happy? Horney? Yes, yes, and yes. But blue, I wasn't.

      "Your skin," he said. "It's glowing blue."

      I looked down at my hands. They were coated with magic. I shook them, and the blue leaked away. "Whoops. Sorry. My magic tends to run blue when I’m relaxed."

      He rolled over on his side, and his log rested against his thigh. “Are you relaxed now?”

      Nervous sparks flickered off my fingertips. I tucked my hands between my knees. "You should cover up."

      "If you don't like it, you should stop looking."

      "It's hard to turn away from something so wretched and hideous. You're like a train wreck, really. Something I don't want to slow down for but can't help myself because I'm fascinated by the horror."

      "Your sexy talk needs a little work."

      I drew the blanket up the bed to cover his dangling bits since he hadn't seemed to mind letting his porno-flag fly. "My sexy talk brings all the boys to my yard."

      He shook his head. "Not anymore." I was glad to see his hair had grown back with the healing as well. Too bad magic didn't work on mine. "What time is it?"

      I looked at the clock on my phone. "It's five in the morning. I'm going to have to think about going home soon. Big day in all." I couldn't muster any enthusiasm.

      "That's right, the princess is going to play the goddess Cerridwen." He sat up, and the sheet slipped down. His scent overwhelmed me.

      Witches had fast metabolisms, and while Shifters could put the food away, our kind gave them a run for their money. "I need to eat." The room began to spin as my peripheral vision dimmed. I staggered back, and Cas was up on his feet and holding me upright.

      I felt faint and woozy, but not so much that I didn't notice his summer sausage pressing against my fall festival.

      "This is getting to be a thing," I told him. Mom had stuffed my pockets with Sparkle mints, and I unwrapped one and put it in my mouth. "See. I don't need you to rescue me. I can rescue myself just fine."

      "I know you can, Princess," Cas said. "I just like the excuse to hold you." In the bar, he'd been flirty, not serious, but now, he seemed different. More intense.

      "What makes you think I want you to hold me?" Uhm, maybe it was the fact that I hadn't tried to squirm out of his arms. As a matter of fact, every part of my body was begging to be touched by him.

      "You smell like fallen leaves and pumpkin pie spice." He sniffed my hair. "Even if your hair smells like coal tar and lavender."

      I'd washed Mom's hair goop out the night before, but some stenches were destined to linger. "You smell like sweet clover and fresh cut grass. Is it a body spray?"

      Cas smiled. "Not exactly."

      "Then what?" The candy was helping with the dizziness, but still, I didn't let go of Cas. "Because I'd bottle that shit and spray it around my house. I love the spring, and it reminds me of spring."

      "And you carry the scent of fall. My favorite time of the year."

      The door opened, and the blond Shifter from his crew walked in. "Hey, Cas. Monty sent me to check on you. He says if you're done vacationing to get your ass back to the hotel." He shrugged. "His words. Not mine."

      "Tell him I'll be there in thirty."

      I stepped out of Cas's embrace. "Am I invisible? Introduce me to your friend."

      "Princess, this is Rabbit."

      "You seem like a big guy for a rabbit Shifter."

      The blond laughed. "I'm a mountain lion," he said. "Nice to meet you, Princess."

      "Brita," I said. "I go by Brita or Brit. Princess is not my name."

      "Got it," he said.

      "Where's the other two guys. "Ax and Blaze are back at the hotel."

      "You guys sound like rock stars."

      Rabbit laughed. "Oh, honey, in our world, we are rock stars." He nodded to Cas. "I'll cover if you need to take care of..." he gestured to the protruding rocket jutting from Cas's groin. "Well, I'll just tell Monty you'll be about an hour."

      He left while I was still too stunned to respond. When I gathered my wits, I said, "I can't believe he said that."

      "Me either," Cas said. He took me in his arms again and kissed me until I was breathless. When he finished, he said, "I'd need a hell of a lot more time than one hour with you, Brita."
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      "How is he?" Shyla asked as soon as I appeared in my bedroom. I screamed. She screamed.

      Simon rolled over onto his belly and swished his tail between his back legs. "So dramatic," he complained.

      "He's fine now. He's even back to work." I clutched my chest. "Have you been in here all night?"

      "I couldn't sleep," Shy said. "I was too worried about Cas."

      "She made sure I couldn't sleep, either," my familiar said. "It was torture. I forbid you to leave me alone with her again."

      "You always say that," I told the cat.

      He arched his back then leaned into a deep stretch, his tail forming a question mark. "And I always mean it."

      "Shut up, Rodent," Shyla said. "I am having personal issues."

      He gave her a "duh" look. "You always have issues."

      "Give her a break, Simon."

      He rolled his eyes. "Fine." He hopped down from my bed. "I'll see you in the kitchen." He looked at Shyla. "I'm glad your brother is well, dog breath."

      "Thanks." She gave him a half-smile as he walked out the bedroom door.

      "See I told you he likes you."

      "No, I don't," Simon said from the hallway.

      I mouthed. "He really does."

      "No," he shouted. "You're wrong."

      I shook my head. "How are you holding up, babe?"

      "I don't know. I feel numb. Scared. Betrayed. Why is he working for the Council? After what that warlock did to my parents? He used black magic to kill them, all to fuel some whack spell for more power. Their deaths were neither noble or natural. Don't you get it? My parents will never move on to the Next Adventure. They will be stuck in some kind of awful limbo because of witchcraft."

      "I get it, Shy." I rounded the bed and hugged my friend. "But maybe that's the reason why. The Council is a force against those who practice the dark arts. He is on the side of right, here. Not on the side of evil."

      "Still." She wiped her snotty nose on my shirt. "Why didn't he tell me? I spoke to him two months ago. He never once mentioned working for the Council."

      "Maybe he worried how you’d react."

      She leaned back. "Are you on his side?"

      "Uhm, of course not. I'm totally Team Shyla. You know that. I'll grab the hacksaw, you grab the shovel and the bags."

      Her lips thinned. "We're not burying my brother."

      "Good, because I kind of like him."

      "Like him? As in like-like or just like?"

      "Shut up."

      "You have a crush on my bro? Still? I mean, I thought him kissing Becca put the brakes on all your feelings, especially after you cursed that giant, pus-filled mountain on his butt."

      "I don't have a crush on Cas." My phone rang. "Saved by the bell," I said. I answered. "Hey, Mom. What's up?"

      "It's ruined!" she cried. "Destroyed."

      Her anguish filled me with alarm. "What happened?"

      "The Master of Ceremony float, the one your father and I ride in every year at the front of the parade has been decimated by vandals!"

      Oh. I rolled my eyes and looked at Shyla. She snickered. Shifter hearing was exceptional, so she was getting all the nitty-gritty. "Can't you take care of it with your magic?"

      "No! For some reason, it's not working on the float. Which means it was magic that tore it apart, and unless I find the culprit, there is no undoing it."

      "What do you need from me?"

      "I need you to pop your little tushy down to Howler Street and help me fix this."

      "How?"

      "With good old ingenuity and know-how," she said then hung up before I could argue.

      "I guess I got to go help mom."

      Shy gave me an appraising look and sniffed.

      "Shower first?"

      She nodded. "Definitely. You smell like gas and scorched hair."

      That's not what her brother had said, but I kept that little tidbit to myself.
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      It was still early, only seven in the morning when I arrived on Howler. I could still smell smoke and scorched earth from Ten-Point Rural Gas Company only two blocks away. The Master of Ceremony float had been a convertible limousine that my mom had covered in silver and gold sparkles, white faux fur elevated throne seating--because real fur in a Shifter town or any town was gross, and it had multiple arches of carrying fairy lights that twinkled to the rhythm of whatever music was playing. It was gaudy and tacky, along with breathtakingly decadent, and she had done it all without using magic. Now, the float was smashed into the shape of a fist making a middle finger, while one lone fairy light lit up the tip like a lighthouse beacon.

      I would have laughed, but mom was crying, and nobody was allowed to make my mom cry.

      "Nice of you to join us," my brother said. He looked at the float. "How is that even possible?"

      "One witch or warlock alone couldn't have done this much magic, but still, it's possible. I wonder if the fire last night wasn't a distraction."

      "Do you really believe someone would blow up a field of gas tanks just to destroy a parade float, Nancy Drew?"

      "Your sister's right, Lukas," my dad said. "It would take more than one magic user to do this kind of extreme magic. If it hadn't been for the field fire drawing everyone's attention, someone would have noticed."

      I stuck my tongue out at my brother.

      His expression soured. "Apparently, this incident is above my pay grade. I'm going to the station if anyone needs some non-magical help."

      We'd had this conversation a lot over the years. Lukas, who was Mom's favorite, always felt as if I had it easy because I had been born a witch, while he had been born a Shifter. He thought Dad favored me and that mom let me get away with stuff because of my abilities. He had no idea how hard it was to control my power sometimes. Once, I'd wished he wasn't my brother, and it took two weeks and some help from Mom's friends to figure out how I could reverse the curse. In a way, it had been good because it taught me how to undo the harm I did. I could reverse anything but death, and so far, I'd been disciplined enough not to say "I hope you die" during any argument with anyone.

      "I'm going to canvas the neighborhood with my officers," my dad said. "We'll see if we can find any witnesses. Surely someone saw something last night."

      After they both left, Mom crossed her arms and tapped her chin. "Can you see the way the magic flowed here. It's sophisticated."

      "And it's a lost cause. If you want a MOC float, I think we're going to have to start with a different vehicle, Mom." I put my palm on the twisted metal and felt a twisted energy. I recoiled and shook my hand. "That's weird."

      "What?"

      "The magic," I told her. "It feels...sick."

      "Like psychopath sick, because looking at my beautiful creation turned into a monstrosity, I can't say I'm surprised."

      "Not that kind of sick," I said. I put my palm on the car again and focused on the residual traces of the spell. It was green and yellow and reminded me the boil I'd put on Cassel's rear. "Sick as in ill. Unwell. Diseased."

      "Oh my." My mom put her hand next to mind. I joined my focus with hers. She pulled away. "You're right."

      "Was there ever any doubt?" I asked.

      "Don't be a wise-cracker," Mom said.

      "Better than a turd-sandwich with sprouts for hair."

      She glanced and my hair and raised an eyebrow. "Where are we going to get a stretch limo on such short notice, and we're going to need extra help. Get Simon. We're going to need him and Ash to pull it off."

      Magic wasn't infinite, and I wasn't sure either one of us had enough creator magic in us to make this float happen. I snapped my fingers, and Simon was in my arms. He yawned, his tongue curling. "You didn't come down and feed me."

      "If you caught your own food, you wouldn't be such a fat ass," Ash said from beside Mom's high heeled feet.

      I covered Simon's ears. "Watch the body shaming." I scratched between my big boy's eyes. "You're gorgeous just the way you are."

      "I know," he said. "Can we do this? I'm really hungry."

      My stomach growled. "Me too."

      "You still haven't eaten?" Mom asked. "Brita Jean, you have to feed your body as much as you feed the magic." She held out her hands as if carrying a plate. "Healthy, nutritious, and totally delicious. Food a plenty, ready to eat, for my daughter, a perfect treat."

      A large roasted chicken with mash potatoes, gravy, corn on the cob, and fresh buttered bread appeared in my mom's hands. She smiled. "Here you go, dear?"

      I set Simon down next to Ash. "Return that food to where it belongs," I said. "Someone somewhere had just sat down to enjoy this meal they prepared for themselves." My stomach grumbled at the wonderful scents emanating from the plate of food. However, with magic, you couldn't make something that didn't already exist. "I can't and won't take food out of someone else's mouth. Besides, it's stealing. You don't want me to report you to the chief of police."

      "He can handcuff me later."

      I stuck my fingers in my ears. "I can't hear you."

      She pushed my hands down. "I said, I can make more. It's food I had in my fridge from dinner. So, eat. I need you nourished now." She pointed the plate. "Eat."

      I raised a skeptical brow, but my watering mouth made me give her the benefit of the doubt. "Fine. But under protest." I stabbed a fork into the tender, fall off the bone, breast, dragged it through the mash taters and gravy, and then straight into my mouth. "Shashsogoord." My taste buds were lighting up! I shoveled more chicken and potatoes in then sopped up some gravy with the freshly baked bread "Showshowgoord."

      "Don't talk with your mouth full, dear." But I saw her smile. Even though Lukas and I were adults, Mom still liked being a mom, and nothing pleased her more than us letting her.

      The faint scent of clover drowned out the roasted chicken aroma. I turned, mid-bite into a juicy leg, and was face to face with a juicy Cas. "Herro."

      "Herro, yourself." He grinned. "You've got a little food on your face."

      "Uh huh." I tore off the meat and put the remainder of the chicken leg on the plate and put it on the ground for Simon to finish up. I held up my finger for Cas to wait a moment while I chewed, chewed, chewed. The meat actually felt like it was getting bigger, not smaller.

      "You're sexy when you go all carnivore."

      I finally finished my mouthful. "What are you doing here?"

      "The whole squad is here. Monty thought we could help find out what happened with the fire last night." He stared at the flashing "birdie" statue. "Is that a new art installation? Bold choice for Cauldron."

      "Not exactly." I stared at Cas's chest as it stretched his black t-shirt in a way that showed off every cut of muscle. My damn. This guy's sexy meter pegged all the way hot. My mouth watered for something other than chicken.

      "What is going on in that imagination of yours, Princess?" He brushed the corner of my lips with his thumb then put it in his mouth. "Mmm. Tasty."

      I heard a growl. Cas smiled. "Oh, crap." I'd never been a growler. That was a Shifter thing, but I'd done in twice now in response to the werewolf in front of me. "Don't you have work to do?"

      Rabbit joined us with one of the other Shifters on their team, a guy with almost white hair.

      "Hi, Rabbit."

      He nodded. "Hi, Princess."

      I rolled my eyes. To the white-haired guy, I asked, "Are you Ax or Blaze?"

      "Axe," he said. "Blaze has red hair."

      Rabbit ran a hand through his blond hair. "Monty talked to Chief Davis. He's agreed to let us help with the investigation. The fire was definitely caused by black magic."

      "How can Monty tell?" I asked.

      "I don't know," Cas said. "But he always can. It's his specialty."

      Sort of like me and hexes, I supposed.

      "If there are witches or warlocks in town using black magic, we will find them." The look of cold determination on his face sent chills through me. I was right. Shyla wasn't the only one still angry about their parent's death. I reached out and touched Cas's arm. Blue-green soothing magic coated my skin, and I tried to push it into him, to calm him, to take some of the pain, but it fizzled out as soon as I tried.

      He gave me an odd look. "What were you trying to do?"

      I looked down and watched as Simon devoured the last bit of roasted chicken. "I was trying..." I shrugged and toed the asphalt with my boot. "I wanted to help you. I'm sorry. I should have asked."

      He took my hand from his arm and kissed my fingertips before letting it go. "It was a nice gesture. But I'm immune to magic again."

      "Oh." I wasn't sure how I felt about him getting the sigil again. He might be invulnerable to magic, but without his ability to shift, he was also more vulnerable to fatal wounding. "That was fast."

      "It's part of the gig. The only way to take down a black mage is to take away their ability to use black magic on you."

      "I get that."

      His lip curled. "You're scared for me."

      "Maybe."

      "Because you think I'm sexy," he teased.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. "Because I feel sorry for you. Anyone as ugly as you needs all the sympathy I can muster." I examined him from head to toe and muffled a few pleasurable groans. "It must have been difficult being such a disturbing eyesore."

      Cas laughed. "Were you always this funny?"

      "Yes." My anxiety for him eased. I hadn't been able to use magic to ease his pain, but it turned out I hadn't needed to.

      "Cas," Monty Abadose said. "What's the situation here? Have you learned anything new?" The warlock looked at me then smiled. "Lovely to see you this morning, Brita."

      "Thanks," I said. Abadose wore a similar outfit to Cas, black t-shirt and black jeans with black boots. The shirt didn't fit him as tightly, but it still looked nice. He really was an attractive man, but unlike Cas, he really wasn't my type. Too polished.

      "Are you ready for the festival?"

      "Sure, but we've got to fix Mom's float first?" I pointed the metal middle finger.

      "That's an unusual choice for a float."

      "It's been magically manipulated. The witchcraft used feels...yucky."

      For the first time, he actually looked interested in me. "Yucky?"

      "Wrong," I said.

      He walked over to the molded hunk of junk and rotated his hands over the surface. "You have a talent, Brita. This was definitely black magic."

      "But why? To what purpose?"

      "Because your town is soaked in Cerridwen's power," Abadose said. "This year will mark the five-hundred-year anniversary of Taliesin's rebirth and transformation. The Council has been aware of chatter surrounding this year's festival for months."

      "What are you talking about, Monty? Your mom asked me to invite you. For Brita."

      "Yes, because we believe Brita is this coven's target."

      My mother looked pale and shaky. I put my arm around her as she said, "I don't understand. I thought you... Why would Melba..."

      "My mother is a member of the Council."

      I felt the wind whoosh from my mom as if she'd been punched in the gut. "I think you should walk away right now," I told Monty. Red magic flowed over my fingers. "Walk away before I say something I can't take back."

      He raised a brow at me. "Fine. I was going to check out the field next anyhow." He turned to Cas. "Stick with the Davis girl. Keep her safe. She's still your assignment, so don't let me down."

      Cas nodded as his gaze met mine.

      My heart shattered into a thousand pieces. "Assignment," I hissed. "I'm an assignment?"

      "It's not what you think, Brita."

      "Don't talk to me," I said, my voice eerily calm and detached. "Don't get within fifty feet of me. Otherwise, I will make sure that I'm your next target."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The parade was five hours away, and even though Mom had bought all the glitter and sequins in town for the first float, she stayed strongly optimistic that we could make this work. My shadow, at my request, was staying fifty feet away, far enough that I couldn't smell him and as long as I didn't look, I wouldn't see him. I kept looking anyhow, and I was getting sulkier by the minute.

      "What's wrong?" Mom asked as we scavenged the local shops for kitsch to use on the new float.

      "She's in love with a loser," Simon said. I booped him on the nose and gave him a silencing glare. He retaliated by whacking me in the face with his tail.

      "I will make you walk," I threatened.

      Mom stopped mid-step and faced me. "What does Simon mean about you being in love? Not with Monty? I had high hopes for that boy, but it turns out he and his mother are the worst kind of liars."

      Wow. I guess I wasn't the only one hurt by this morning's revelations. "I'm sorry, Mom. I know she's one of your closest friends."

      "Not anymore," she said. Her shoulders sagged, and for a moment, my mother looked little older.

      "She's a fool, Mom. You are kind, considerate, and you are always there for the people in your life. Not just Lukas and me. I see you in every good thing in this town. I pointed to a mural of wide open hills with trees as far as the eye could see. "You talked the town council into giving Maddie Greives a chance to make the town more beautiful." I pointed at a bench sitting in a small garden with statues of creatures great and small. "That memorial garden for all the town folk who have gone on to the Next Adventure, you made that happen as well. You might be the only witch living in this town, other than me. But Dad's people, they love you. They would do anything for you. Including, throwing a gaudy spectacular festival every year, so you can ride through the streets in a bedazzled limo."

      "Not this year," she said sourly.

      "No. Not this year. But that's beside the point." I smooshed her in a hug until Simon protested being squeezed with a claw to my boob. "The point is. Anyone would be lucky to have you as a best friend because you are the best, and only a fool would abuse that friendship."

      Mom sniffled. "You're a good daughter, Brita Jean."

      "I know." I smiled. "You can say it."

      "Say what?"

      "That I'm your favorite? We don't have to tell Lukas, although, I'm sure he suspects."

      "You're incorrigible."

      "I get that from you."

      She turned her attention back to the stores, a smile on her face, and both of us a little lighter in our steps. "Here," she said. "Let's go into Talons and Tools. Maybe they'll give me a discount on nuts or metal washers for the float. And while we're in there, you can tell me who you're in love with."

      Simon snickered. Coughed. Coughed. Then threw up a wad of white fur. "Hairball," he said.

      "Choke on it," I muttered.

      And then he did.

      "Simon!" I put him down as he ran back and forth, a Goddess awful retching coming from his throat.

      "I didn't mean it," I said. "I didn't mean it."

      Mom grabbed me by the shoulders. "Undo it!"

      "Undo this attack, I take it back. Stop the choke and--" I looked at my mom. "What rhymes with choke?"

      It wasn't Mom who answered. Cas picked up Simon who was no longer making any noises. My poor familiar's lips were turning blue. "Poke, joke, broke," he said.

      "Stop the choke, it was only a joke," I finished. He didn't move. "Simon!"

      Cas was using two fingers to massage Simon's chest. "He has a heartbeat, but it's barely there."

      "Do something," Ash shouted. "Don't just stand there, Joanie. My Simon is dying!" she cried.

      Light lavender magic poured over mom. She put her hand on my familiar, but the magic died as soon as she touched him. "I don't know what's wrong? Why isn't it working?"

      I snatched Simon from Cas's arms. "It's Cassel. He's immune to magic. Try again."

      The lavender magic flowed out of my mom and over Simon. My familiar opened his eyes, looking dazed and confused. I hugged him to my chest, ignoring the sharp points of his claws against my collarbone. "I'm so sorry, Simon. I'll be more careful, I promise. I'm so sorry."

      He looked around, his head lolling. "Don't freak out, Brita. It was just a hairball."

      I barked out a laugh as tears warmed my cheek. I'd let his misunderstanding of the situation stick for the moment, but I was going to have to tell him sooner or later that I'd almost done the unspeakable and cursed him to his death. I was still smiling when I looked up at Cas. And then I wasn't smiling anymore. He'd hurt me in a way that made me feel broken inside. And even though he helped, once again coming to my rescue, I had to remind myself that coming to my rescue was his job. "Thank you for the assist. You can go now."

      He nodded, his expression unreadable as he crossed the street and moved fifty feet from me and Mom. When I turned my attention back to her, she gave me a knowing look.

      "The first time I met your father, I was overwhelmed with the scent of sandalwood and vanilla. I became obsessed with the aromas. I bought perfumes, essential oils, and air fresheners that mimicked what I smelled when he was around. I couldn't stop thinking about him."

      "Clover," I sighed. "Clover and fresh cut grass on a late spring morning."

      Mom placed her palm on my cheek. "Oh, my dear girl. Does he have your scent?"

      My lower lip jutted. "Pumpkin spice and fallen leaves, or so he says."

      "The mate scent doesn't lie. If you have it for him, then he has it for you."

      "What if it's just his shampoo that I'm smelling?"

      "Then you owe it to yourself to find out," Mom said. "You have been raised in a Shifter community. You know they mate for life. If Cassel is your mate--"

      "He lied to me. What should I do? Tell me."

      Mom shook her head. "This is something you're going to have to figure out on your own."

      "How come when I don't want your advice you're giving it away like cookies, but the minute I ask you for it, you tell me to bake my own dessert."

      "Because this is important, Brita. I can't make this decision for you."

      I couldn't think about Cas, not right now. Not while I was still angry with him. A honking horn drew our attention. Dad was in a truck pulling an orange pontoon mounted on a trailer down the street. "Will this work?" he asked as he pulled up beside us. "It's open. It has seating."

      My mother threw her arms around his neck and kissed him senseless through the window. "It's perfect," she said when they came up for air.

      "Hey," I said. "First, I don't need to see my parents making out like horny teenagers. And second, we've got a little under five hours until the parade, so let's get your nuts and washers, and see what we can do about building you a new carriage out of a pumpkin."
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      Three hours and twenty-two minutes later, the new Master of Ceremony float was complete. I had used more magic this morning than I had in all my years alive. I hadn't been able to summon enough power after to transport myself home. Instead, I called my brother for a ride.

      "So, Dad told me that the fire and the float might have something to do with you. Is that true?"

      I shrugged and leaned against the door. In the side mirror, I saw a black sedan, Cas behind the wheel, following us. "That's what I hear. I have no idea why. Just because I'm playing a goddess today doesn't mean I am one. Why are witches so stupid?"

      "You're a witch."

      "You know what I mean. I'd happily trade places with you if I could."

      He nodded. "I know. And ninety-nine percent of the time, I'm not jealous of you."

      I raised a brow at him.

      "Okay." He laughed. "Ninety-five percent of the time."

      "I'm a pox on this town," I said. "I cursed so many people my own age that the only person who ever really talks to me is Shyla."

      "You made Darlene, the captain of the cheerleading team, lose all her hair," he said. "That kind of thing will ruin anyone's reputation." He chuckled. "Still, it was pretty funny, and she deserved it. You might be a witch, but she acts like one."

      "Didn't you date her after high school?"

      "Yeah, but you know Shifters have to mate with their own kind. She was just a bit fun." He tapped the steering wheel. "We both knew it wouldn't go anywhere."

      "So, why haven't you dated any wolf Shifters," I asked, thinking about my BFF pining away for him twenty-four-seven.

      "Because of the possibility."

      "You've lost me."

      "I'm still young. I'm still having fun. Once I settle down, that's over."

      "Don't you want to find a mate?"

      "Sure." He turned down Full Moon Avenue toward my house. "But, I like the idea of settling down, but I like being a bachelor too."

      "You're an idiot."

      He laughed. "I won't disagree with you." He pulled into my driveway.

      Shyla's yellow hybrid car was parked out front. "You want to come in and say hello?"

      "Nope. I told Dad I would get some volunteers from the firehouse to work security for the parade."

      "Uh huh." I refrained from calling him a chicken shit. If he wasn't ready, who was I to push? Besides, if he hadn't caught her scent by now, maybe they weren't meant for each other, and my pushing would only end up hurting Shyla.

      "I'm exhausted," Simon said sleepily as I carried him into the house. "Your mother is a mean and harsh taskmaster."

      "She's not mean. She's goal oriented." I don't know why I was defending her. I was exhausted as well, and Mom had been super critical of almost everything I did with the float. But she'd had a rough morning. I couldn't imagine what I would do if Shyla used me the way Melba had used mom.

      I walked down the hall to Shyla's office. I could hear her typing, so I knew she was inside. I knocked.

      "Come in," she said.

      "Hey." I peeked into the room. "You working?"

      "Just sending an invoice so I can get paid." She swiveled in her chair. "You look terrible."

      "Thanks. Just what the goddess Cerridwen wants to hear when she's about to go on display in front of an entire town of judgy-pants."

      "Do you want me to help you?"

      "I would love for you to help me."

      "How much time do you have?" she asked. "Maybe you can get in a little nap first."

      "I have to be there in an hour." The lack of sleep and the overuse of my magic made me feel wonky and out of sorts. "No napping allowed."

      "Lukas brought you home?" she asked casually when we got into the bathroom. "I heard the truck and saw you all out the window."

      "Yeah. I couldn't muster enough energy to transport, so I called him for a ride."

      "Oh." She brushed the tangle in my hair. "You didn't invite him in?"

      "No," I lied. "Sorry, Shy. I'm just so tired, I didn't even think."

      "Don't worry about it." I heard the sadness in her voice. I wanted to ask her if she smelled anything special when she was around my brother, but I didn't have the heart for it. If she did, how sad that my brother was finding ways not to be with her, and if she didn't, then she probably never would. Either way, it was a terrible situation for her. She forced a brave smile. "Do you want me to braid your hair?"

      "Sure. That'll be easiest. There's not enough time to make it do anything properly, and it wouldn't last anyhow."

      "Your hair is pretty, Brita." She began separating it into sections and paused over the area that had caught fire the night before. "You know, most of the time. The only reason you don't think so is because your mother's hair is straight, and you've always wanted hair like hers."

      "I do not. She wants me to have hair like hers."

      My friend slipped me a smile. "Girl, you used to complain all the time about your curls."

      "Can we talk about something else?"

      "Like what?"

      I really wanted to talk about Cassel. How he'd hurt me? How much I wanted him, but that I couldn't trust him. But I didn't want to put all that on Shy. She was already struggling with him showing up unannounced. "How are you doing?"

      "I'm fine," she said. "I'm always fine."

      "I mean, you know, with Cas back in town. Have you gotten a chance to talk to him?"

      She shook her head and began tightly braiding my hair. "He's been busy. I've texted him, but he hasn't gotten back to me."

      "Jerk," I said.

      "Yes," she agreed.

      "Brothers are the worst," I added.

      Shyla giggled. "They really are." She poked her finger on the back of my head. "You know you've got a hole here. It looks like someone snatched you bald."

      "They did. A bar fight at the Trash Bin got out of hand last night, and my hair became collateral damage."

      "This is a pretty good chunk. I'll braid over it though, no worries."

      "You should date," I told Shyla. "You are gorgeous, and I know at least a half dozen wolf Shifters who would howl to take you out dancing."

      "I don't want to date," she said. She wrapped the braids around the crown of my head. It made me look majestic. "There." She smiled at my reflection. "You are perfect. You know, other than the dark circles under your eyes and the bad breath."

      "That's why they make concealer and mouthwash," I told her. "Thanks. My hair actually looks pretty good."

      "Go get dressed," she said. "I'll drive you down to the parade."

      I caught Shy's hand before she could leave the bathroom. I wanted to tell her that my brother wasn't worth all the pain and aggravation, that she deserved every happiness the world had to offer, and I wanted to tell her that without her, my life would sparkle so much less. Instead, I told her, "You're the best."

      I applied a little concealer and splashed some mouthwash around my mouth to avoid straining my magic even more. The medieval gown was layered in golds, greens, and browns. My mom had explained that it was to represent rebirth and transformation. Cerridwen's gifts. I thought the colors made my skins a little ruddy. I looked better in cooler colors, not the warm tones of autumn. Still, with the way Shy had fixed my hair, I had to admit, I made a pretty picture. I would look presentable for the parade, and I wouldn't embarrass my town or my folks. That's all that really mattered.

      I was ready to go with fifteen minutes to spare. I walked down to Shy's office. She wasn't in there, so I went downstairs to the kitchen. At our breakfast table, sat a large guy with reddish brown hair, wearing the standard black t-shirt and jeans of Monty's team. Shyla was smiling. I watched with amazement as she flipped her hair over her shoulder. She was flirting. I almost hated to interrupt, but I couldn't be late. Mom needed the win, and frankly, I needed a win as well.

      "You must be Blaze," I said.

      He looked up at me, his blue eyes a bright contrast to her dark hair and nodded. "Yes, ma'am. I've been assigned to get you to the parade."

      "What about--" I stopped short of saying Cas's name. I didn't want to worry my friend unnecessarily.

      Shyla wiped the counter. "I can still take you if you want, but Blaze said he could give you a ride." She stared at my gown. "You make the Goddess proud," she said. "You look great."

      I twirled around for her. "Thanks to you." I glanced at Blaze. "You can take me, but we have to go now. You don't want to see my mom when she's angry."

      "Does she turn green?" he asked.

      "Why would she turn green?"

      "The Hulk," he said.

      "I don't get it."

      He looked aghast. "He's a superhero. Sort of. Don't you all get movies in this town?"

      Shyla and I cracked up at the same time. I looked at Shy. "At least, he referenced Marvel. That scores him points in my book."

      She nodded. "He's definitely got potential. Now, scoot, before Joanie's head explodes."

      "We should go out the back," Blaze said. "Just to be safe."

      I didn't know how much safer it would make me, but I didn't argue. "I will follow your lead." A lead which had me crossing a copse of trees to Blaze's black SUV on Quarter Moon drive.

      "Is all this really necessary?" I asked as I climbed in the passenger side and buckled up.

      "It is," he said.

      Now that I was out of earshot of Shyla, I asked him the one question I really wanted to ask. "What happened to Cas?"

      "Monty called him back to the scene of last night's fire. He wanted him to go over the events that led to his injuries." He started the engine.

      Then I asked him the second question I wanted to ask. "Are you a wolf Shifter?"

      He gave me an odd stare. "How did you know?"

      I smiled. My love life might be non-existent, but maybe Shy could find some happiness. "Just a lucky guess."

      Blaze drove with two hands on the wheel, constantly checking his mirrors and looking over his shoulders. His paranoia was starting to make me paranoid.

      "You don't really think someone is out to get me, do you? I mean. I'm nobody."

      "Cas seems to think you're someone pretty special," Blaze said.

      "If he wasn't here on assignment, he wouldn't have given me a second thought." I stared out the window and counted electric poles to keep myself from getting weepy. Stupid men.

      "I've worked with Cas for five years. We trained together at the academy. Do you know that he mentioned you in our first conversation? Does that sound like a guy who hasn't given you a second thought? Because, I'm pretty sure you're his first, second, and last thought most days."

      "He paid you to say that, right?"

      Blaze laughed. "You're a hard woman, Brita Davis."

      I wished that were true. Hard women didn't pine for men who lied to them. "If he told you about me, then you know I have a knack for curses. Do you want a boil on your ass, Blaze?"

      "No, ma'am," he said. "How about if I stay out of whatever's going on between you and Cas?"

      "Good plan."

      Blaze's phone rang. The caller ID on his Bluetooth radio said, Three. He pushed the green answer button on the screen. "Four here," he said.

      The call played through the speakers as the caller said, "Change of plans for the package. Team leader wants her taken to backup location."

      "Why?"

      "Code black."

      "All right. Heading there now." Blaze hung up and did a U-turn in the middle of the street.

      "What's a code black?" I asked.

      "It means black magic. Monty must be zeroing in on the bad guys. He wants to have you taken to a house we rented in town a couple of blocks from Howler Street. We've magic proofed the entire place, and it will be safe for you until we can capture the witches or warlocks who are after you."

      "I still don't get what they want from me."

      "Who knows with these assholes. It's all power grabs. Pinky and the Brain shit. It's what makes them easy to find. It's hard to miss someone who is drunk on magic and trying to rule the world."

      "You watch a lot of television, don't you?"

      "There's a lot of down time in my line of work."

      "I need to call mom and let her know what's going on. She's going to start worrying in a few minutes if I don't show up." I called, but Mom didn't answer.

      I recognized the house as the Miller place. Tammy and Larry Miller had both moved on to the Next Adventure, and their kids hadn't been able to bring themselves to sell it. I saw Rabbit standing near the door, waiting for us. I got out, phone in hand, as I called Mom again. This time, she answered.

      "Where are you?" she demanded.

      "Small detour," I said waving and smiling to Rabbit as I crossed the threshold into the house.

      My dad got on the phone. "Well, get your butt down here now, young miss, or I'm going to detour my foot up your ass."

      "Talk to Abadose. He's the one who said I have to stay at the safe house." I felt weird inside the Miller place. I shook my hand and tried to call my magic. Nothing. It was as if I were empty. "And tell him to hurry because this place sucks."

      "Abadose is with me right now, and he says he never gave orders to move you," my dad said.

      "But--" A hard whack to the back of my head sent me careening into the wall. I cried out as my shoulder hit the hard corner edge of a shelf and my phone flew from my hand. I turned as Rabbit grabbed me and wrapped a rope around me before yanking me toward the door.

      "Time to go, Princess," he said with an angry hiss.
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      "Son of a bitch," I screamed as Rabbit dragged me through the house. I reached for my power to transport away, but I felt nothing.

      Damn it. This blasted house! Blaze had said it was magic proof, which meant I would have to fight the old-fashioned way. I kicked back with my foot, wishing I had worn my boots and not these damn medieval sandals that came with the dress. The blow landed on Rabbit's shin.

      "Bitch," he growled. "I don't want to kill you, but I will."

      I didn't want him to kill me either. "What do you want? Why are you doing this? You know I'm not the real Cerridwen, right? This is just a costume."

      "I'm not an idiot." He gagged me with a piece of duct tape then dragged me out the back door where Ax waited for us. There was someone on the ground next to the white-haired Shifter. My heart skipped a beat. Was it Cas? No. Red hair. It was Blaze. When had they grabbed him?

      My arms were bound to my sides, my power still drained from the morning, and I couldn't cast a spell because of the gag in my mouth. These guys had been thorough in rendering me helpless.

      "We have to get out of here, Rabbit," Ax said. "Monty and Cas are coming."

      Yes! I thought triumphantly. The rescue was on its way. I just needed to hold on a little longer. Blaze moaned. He was still alive. My pulse pounded with the ache in the back on my skull. Stay quiet, I begged him. And stay down.

      "Goddess damn it," Ax said. "We have to take care of him. We have to take him out."

      I bellowed, choking on the rag shoved into my mouth. Rabbit threw me down onto the grass.

      "We can't leave witnesses," Rabbit said.

      Ax nodded.

      I watched in horror as the white-haired man pulled a knife from his belt and knelt next to Blaze. I had to stop this. I couldn't let Ax kill Blaze. I rubbed my face against the grass to peel back the duct tape. The edge started to curl, but I had seconds if I was going to stop them from killing Cas's friend. Please, please, Goddess, I begged. Help me. The tape was halfway off my lips when Ax plunged the knife into Blaze's chest.

      "You did it. You killed him," I whispered.

      "Stop her," Ax said. "Don't let her speak!"

      "Go to hell," I seethed as I watched Blaze go limp. Magic infused my words. The next few seconds felt as if I time slowed to a crawl. "Let the fire take you, and may you burn forever."

      I watched with satisfaction as a bright blue flame shot up from the ground at Ax's feet. He screamed as his body was bathed with searing heat. His screams of agony as became a burning pile of ash brought me back to my senses. Oh, Goddess. I'd done it. I'd used my magic to kill.

      Before I could do anything else, Rabbit's foot came down on my head, and I blacked out. When I woke up, I was sitting in a windowless room and surrounded by a circle of witches and warlocks in red robes. And one shifter. Rabbit.

      "Ow." I tried to pull on my magic, but once again it failed me. Another warded house, most likely. I stared at the unfamiliar faces in the room until I landed on one I recognized. "Mrs. Abadose?"

      "Brita Jean, you know you can call me Melba. You really have turned out magnificent. Ax, long dead, is still burning in the spot where you cursed him. It's such a shame that I have to arrest you. Your mother will be upset, of course, but she's a good witch. She'll follow the law."

      "Why?"

      "Why? Because you are a witch born to a Shifter like the children of the next Baba Yaga."

      "Zelda? This is about her children."

      "Three powerful babies who will one day grow to be more powerful than all of us. The Baba Yaga can't see it now since they are her step-grandchildren, but what I'm doing here today, I'm doing for all witchkind."

      "She will strip you of your powers and jail you, or worse. You can't believe you'll get away with this."

      "But I already am. You made that possible."

      Rabbit glowered at me. "If it were up to me you'd be dead already."

      "But it's not up to you," Melba said.

      "Why are you helping her?" I asked Rabbit. "The Shifter Wanker is an advocate for Shifters. Why would you help a witch who is set against her?"

      "For a reason older than time," Melba answered.

      "Love?"

      "No." Rabbit shook his head. "Money." He held his hand out to the witch. Pay up so I can get out of here."

      The witch crossed her arms. "I'm sorry, Rabbit. But I can't have any outside witnesses."

      The Shifter appeared genuinely surprised as he was frozen in place with ice blue magic, while one of the warlocks snapped his neck.

      Melba shook her head. "I told you, you did me a favor with Ax. It was one less witness to take care of."

      "Get the cauldron," she instructed the coven. "Place it in front of Brita."

      Two witches hauled a cast iron pot to the center of the room. Melba held up a small bag from inside the cauldron, and she pulled out a wad of something that looked like it came from my sink drain.

      "What is that?"

      "Your hair and a little bit of flesh from the roots."

      I gagged as his words registered. "My hair and flesh, but how?"

      "The bar fight. All I had to do was move that ball a few millimeters. Shifters are so predictable."

      Why did you need my hair?"

      "Your mother has been talking to me for years about this fantastic hair of yours, how it's immune to magic and the mundane equally. I wanted to do a little testing before I took my plans further. Never burn a bridge if you don't have to, that's my motto."

      "Your motto should be, "I'm a stupid bitch."

      "Your hair and your magic far exceed my expectations. I believe, over time, I will be able to develop an immunity to magic that doesn't block my own abilities. So, if you're trying to provoke me, it won't work."

      "Over time? How long are you planning to keep me?"

      She smiled, bearing teeth like a predator. "Indefinitely. After all, you're a danger to yourself and others. Poor Ax will stand as proof for... how long did Rabbit say you cursed him to burn? Oh yes, forever."

      A witch took a pair of sharp scissors to my head and started chopping all the beautiful braids Shyla had woven for me.

      I was less worried about my crazy hair than I was about being captive to a maniacal witch for the rest of my life. Why had I killed Ax? I could have broken his legs or something else non-lethal, but I'd been filled with rage for Cas's friend. It had been my fault he'd been there. I'd told Cas to stay away from me, so he'd probably jumped at the chance to change jobs with his buddy when Monty asked him. And what if Cas had been the one to take me to that house? Would Ax and Rabbit have killed him? I shuddered at the thought.

      Melba put my hair in the pot and wiggled her fingers as orange flames licked from the tips and singed the hair. Wait. If the room was warded, how was Melba using magic?

      I tried again to pull on my energy, praying to the Goddess for strength, but again, I felt nothing. "What happened to my magic?"

      "Your arm," Melba said. She gestured to my right side.

      I stared down at my forearm and saw the same stick figure flower that Cas had tattooed on his chest.

      "A little insurance to make sure you don't kill anyone else."

      "So, you've made it impossible for me to access my magic."

      "Joanie is always going on about what a smart girl you are."

      "Well, she never told me you were such a dumb ass." I planted my feet, as I prepared myself for what would happen next. I repeated what Cas had told me about the sigil. "I can't cast a spell, but then again, neither can you. Not one that will work on me now."

      I leapt to my feet and grabbed the wooden chair. I swung it around, hitting two witches as the coven scrambled out of my reach. Melba yelled, "Get her!"

      The witches and warlocks took hesitant steps toward me as I held out the chair like a lion tamer at the circus. "I will bash your brains in, assholes. Just try me." Unlike most witches, I worked out a lot. On top of my firehouse training, my dad and brother had taught me how to protect myself in a fight. And if I could take a Shifter down without magic, then I could take down a few magically impotent witches.

      "This is ridiculous," Melba said. "I don't want to hurt you, Brita. Put the chair down."

      "Eat dicks." Her eyes widened as I roared and ran straight for her, using the chair as a battering ram. She leapt out of the way before I gored her like a bull. I kicked the door like I was going to a fire, and it flew open. I hadn't expected the steps on the other side, and I tumbled head first to the bottom. My head was bleeding, and nausea gripped me. Between Rabbit's attacks and the fall, I was sure I'd given myself a concussion. I stumbled to my feet and out the door to freedom.
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      The scent of clover exploded around me as the green eyes I knew so well looked at me from the face of a black-furred beastman, a Shifter's half form. "Oh, Cas," I said. "I remember everything."

      He held me to him, stroking my hair. "It's okay. You're safe now."

      "No," I said. "None of us are safe."

      "You are, Brit. We've captured the coven. Monty is holding them now until Baba Yaga can send her minions to pick them up."

      His fur receded, as he turned back to his human form, his shirt in tatters, but his black jeans intact. The right side of his chest was bloody and raw. "What happened?"

      "The damn tattoo made it impossible for me to track you. It dulled your scent from me. I had to claw the sigil off to find you. Even then, it was difficult."

      It was simultaneously grossed out and pleased by the oddly romantic gesture. I showed him my arm. "I've been magically neutered as well."

      He growled. "I will kill them all."

      "What about Melba Abadose?"

      "Monty's mom?"

      "Yes."

      "She is coming in this afternoon. She wants to apologize personally to your mom. At least, that's what Monty said."

      My throat felt suddenly dry. "She's not coming."

      "She's not?"

      I shook my head as the October air stirred around us, bringing with it the first chill of winter. "She's already here."
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      Howls of laughter, people talking in loud voices to be heard over the crowd, and the dings and whistles of the carnival made the town of Cauldron feel brutally alive at the height of the festival. Games and rides were set up at the fairgrounds, and the scent of funnel cakes, corn dogs, and tart lemonade made me feel sick to my stomach.

      "We have to find my mom and dad." I'd refused to let Cas carry me. I wasn't going to be some damsel in distress. One problem, though. I might not be a damsel, but I'd been hit in the head often enough during the day that I was getting shakier with every step, and my vision had doubled. "You need to go find them without me."

      "I'm not leaving you. Not again." He grabbed me roughly and pressed his face against my chopped-up hair. "You are my mate, Brita. From this moment on, we are a team." He cupped my face and locked his gaze with mine. "Are you with me?"

      I nodded, my mouth dry as I tried to swallow the lump. "I'm with you."

      "Good. Now that we've cleared that up. How about you let me carry you for a little while? You took care of me last night when I was injured. Tonight, it's my turn."

      "Okay."

      He scooped me up quickly and took off in a lope through the crowd and down the fairway to the staging area. "There they are," Cas said.

      Up ahead, I saw double of my mother and my father, my brother, Shyla, and someone Shyla was chatting with. "Who is that?"

      Mom and Dad ran toward us, their shouts of surprise and relief, made my head hurt even more. Mom's healing magic fizzled out when she tried to lay hands on me. "Why isn't it working?" she asked. "Why can't I heal my little girl?"

      "They put the thistle sigil on her," Cas said. "It will have to be removed in the same way you removed mine."

      "I don't want a big chunk of my chest cut out," I said, my speech slurring. "I don't have that much to begin with." I rolled my head sideways and squinted at where my brother had been standing. He and Shyla were gone. "Weird."

      "What's weird?" Dad asked.

      "Lukas and Shyla. Where are they?"

      Mom looked around. "They were just here. Melba arrived a short while ago, and she and Shyla were having a lovely chat."

      "No." The idea of Shyla and my bro with the wicked witch of the west coast cleared the fog in my head. "She's one of them. Melba Abadose is their leader."

      "Yes, dear. She's the Council's leader."

      "No." I needed to be clearer. "She kidnapped me, cut my hair, and was planning to hold me for experiments. She thinks my hair's immunity to magic is some kind of key to taking down the powers that be." I left off the part about Zelda's kids, because, I was afraid what would happen to me if other witches and warlocks wanted in on the action.

      "Melba?" my mom asked. "She wouldn’t do that."

      I understood why Mom was having trouble wrapping her head around the idea that her best friend was a power-hungry bee-otch, but she would have to save her shock and dismay for her therapist. Right now, we need action, not talk.

      "She would. She did," Cas said. "She did this to Brita, and that means she gets no benefit of the doubt and no mercy."

      "Agreed," my father said. Claws had replaced his fingernails. "No one messes with my daughter. Not in my town. Not ever."

      My brother staggered to us, with more than one scorch mark on him. "She took her," he said. "She's gone."

      "Who?"

      "Melba Abadose," I said. "She's got Shy."

      "She told me that she wants Brita, and if Brita turns herself over, she will let Shyla go," Lukas said. "I tried to stop her."

      "We have to tell Monty what's happening," Cas said. "I know you think he's an idiot, but he can help us stop her. He's the most powerful warlock I've seen."

      "What's to stop him from joining his mother?" I shook my head. "What's to say he's not already on her side? Where is he now? No. Don't call him. I'm going to give myself to Melba. I'm going to turn myself over, and she is going to let Shyla go. That's the answer."

      "You can't do that, Brita," my dad said. "I forbid it."

      "She smells like strawberry shortcake," Lukas said.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Shyla." Lukas put his hands to his face. "I never told her, but she smells like strawberry shortcake."

      "You really are an idiot." I made Cas put me down, and I hugged my stupid brother. "We're going to get her back, and you will tell her. Okay. We're going to get her back."

      He hugged me back. "I can't live in a world where she doesn't exist, sis. I just can't."

      I felt the same way. "You won't have to. Neither of us will."

      Mom's phone rang. She answered with an angry, "You bitch."

      I grabbed the phone from her. "When do you want to meet for the exchange?"

      "No!" Mom and Dad said simultaneously.

      "In one hour," Melba said, her voice just as calm as she'd been when she'd held me captive. "Three miles out of town. There's a cabin that I've rented. Come alone, or your friend will suffer the consequences."

      I handed the phone back to Mom. "We have sixty minutes to get this tattoo off and get me healed so I can kill a witch." I met Cas's gaze. "You have to let me do this."
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      Cas and I had fought all the way to the firehouse. My mom and dad fought with me there. And my brother was the only one with any real conflict about whether I should go or not. I can't believe he had the mating scent for Shyla but had never acted on it. If I got out of this mess, I planned to give him ten kinds of poxes, and I wouldn't take them back until he apologized to her one hundred times for each pox.

      Mom numbed me with xylocaine, a lot of it, before she began cutting on my chest. Cas squeezed my hand and kept me distracted from the awfulness. And during all this, Dad went to my place and picked up Simon for me. I couldn't go. Not without saying goodbye. And when all the healing and arguments were over, Cas put an earbud in my ear and gave me a tracker to swallow.

      "I have to go," I told him. "I only have twenty minutes to get there."

      "I need you to come back to me," he said.

      "I'm going to do my best."

      "We will be ready and waiting for a signal from you. He tapped his own earbud. Get Shyla clear and bring us in. If she tries to transport with you, that tracker is satellite-based, and I will find you anywhere in the world. There is no place she can take you that I won't find you."

      "As long as I don't poop it out, you mean."

      He smiled. "As long as you don't poop it out."

      I rose up on my tippy toes as he pressed his forehead to mine. "Then you better find me in the next day or so, because I'm pretty regular."

      "Your sexy talk can use a little work." He lips brushed mine in a soft kiss. I slid my arms up to his chest and crossed my hands behind his neck and pulled him down for more. His tongue brushed the slit of my mouth and wound its way inside as the kiss deepened. He wrapped me his arms, his hands roaming my back as we devoured each other in need and desperation. I moaned when his lips nipped across the sensitive skin of my neck."

      "No time," I panted.

      He kissed me one last time. "When this is over, I plan to spend a lifetime exploring every inch of you."

      "It's a deal."

      My mom and dad, who had apparently been watching from the door, were both making "ew" faces.

      Dad said, "I'll never make out with your mother in front of you again if you promise to never do that in front of me again."

      Mom shook her head. "I make no such promise." They both looked worried and scared. "You ready?"

      "Yes. I'm ready now."
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      The sharp scent of pine mixed with the pungent aroma of moss soured my stomach as I drove down the gravel road using the directions Melba had texted. It was dark out, and the thick, lush leaves in the trees overhead blocked out the streaming moonlight. I parked at the end of the long driveway as soon as I could see lights from the cabin. I walked up slowly.

      "Can you hear me, Cas?"

      "I can," he said.

      "I...I want you to know that I have loved you since I was fourteen years old. Since the first time I met you."

      "It's nice to know that someone as ugly as I am can find love with a beautiful, bold, and--"

      "Bald," I added. "Well, almost bald."

      "You have a sexy head."

      "I bet you say that to all the girls," I said. The banter took the edge off my nerves as I approached the cabin. "I see movement."

      The front door opened, and Melba stepped out onto the porch with Shyla in her clutches.

      Her body lit up with green and orange as she sent her magic out into the night. After a few seconds, she seemed confused, satisfied. "You came alone," she said.

      "As we agreed. Now, send Shyla home." I held my phone up. "Once I get a text that she's safe, I'll hand myself over to you."

      "You know I can get her back if don't keep your end of the bargain. But if I bring her back, I will kill her. Do we understand each other?"

      Shyla stumbled forward, her eyes were glassy and unfocused. "What did you do to her?"

      "A simple befuddlement potion," Melba said. "It will wear off in time."

      "What are you waiting for?"

      Melba smiled. "This." She pushed Shyla down the front steps, and while I watched my tumbling friend, Melba transported to me and reached out to grab me. I gave a startled yelp and staggered back.

      "Death is too good for you," I said. "But still, I hope you die horribly in a vortex of dull but pointy knives."

      Melba laughed. "The potion I made worked. I'm immune!"

      She gathered a mosaic of magic around herself, readying for an attack. "Tell Mom, now," I said. "Now, now."

      Mom appeared next to Shyla, she held Simon under her arm, she let my familiar go and gave me a quick wary glance before putting her hand on my best friend and transporting her to safety.

      "Clear, clear," I said twice.

      "Who are you talking to?" Melba asked. She looked around. "Where's your friend?"

      "I'm right here," Simon said as he leaped from her feet to her head. "Run, Brita!" he shouted as Melba grappled with him.

      "Get her!" the witch screeched.

      Several men and women in red robes ran in my direction. I turned toward the woods, hot-footing it to the trees for cover. This had been part of the plan, but I hadn't expected Melba to have her coven of black mages with her.

      "Didn't you say the coven had been taken into custody?" I yelled while jumping over fallen logs and avoiding sinkholes. I'd grown up in these woods, and while they weren't in town, they were still my father's territory. A miscalculation on Melba's part.

      "Keep going," Cas said. "You're almost out of the woods."

      “Don’t run, Brita,” an eerie, deep, and scary voice called out, seemingly from all around me. The weight of the words pressed down on me, and I fought the urge to curl in a ball and cower. “You must stop,” it commanded. “Stop.” Without the sigil, I was no longer immune to Melba's power, and Goddess on steroids, the woman, was loaded with it.

      "I'm not going to make it," I said. "I have to transport."

      "Find a place to hide."

      Up ahead, there was a thicket of brambles off the left with a small foxhole. I dove into the twisted bough of vines, the reedy limbs scraping at my face and arms. I hoped like hell I wouldn’t surprise a family of critters. Fighting an angry momma on top of an angry power-hungry witch would suck bananas. Luckily, the cubby was clear with a small tunnel-like opening at the back. I crawled like my life depended on it, worried that I wasn’t exaggerating the direness of my situation. I was quick and clever, but Melba could make fast work of me if she wanted. I didn’t really believe she was trying to kill me, but that didn't mean she wouldn't make me pay with pain. Lots and lots of pain.

      The brambles lit up. Harsh shadows from the tangled arms cast harsh crisscrossing stripes across me. I shrieked as the vines split apart, smoke and ash falling all around me. Melba floated above me, her aura bright with energy.

      She shook her head, her voice amplified to fill the space. She smiled, her eyes narrowing on me. "I told you I'd find you."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Throat clutching fear wrapped me so tight I couldn't breathe. I'd never felt so frightened in all my life as I did at this moment. Melba Abadose shouldn't have this much magic, she was my mother's age, after all.

      "You've been experimenting on other witches," I said, as the revelation hit me. "I'm not the first."

      "Correct." She spread her arms, electricity crackling the air around her. "But you are my best find yet. And, I didn't even have to look for you. Your mother was kind enough to give me all the information about you that I could ever need." Her red hair floated out from her head and reminded me of blood and death.

      "You're a doctor. Like my mom." Witches weren't the only one who lived by the creed of "first do no harm."

      "I'm coming, Princess," Cas said. "Keep her talking. You're doing great."

      I didn't feel relieved. He had to have heard me. Melba was beyond our ability to take out. "Don't," I said, talking to Cas, not the witch. "It's not worth it."

      "You're everything, Princess. Hang in there."

      Painful screams, explosions, and chaos happened next in the surrounding woods. "Cas?"

      "We're kicking ass, babe. Hang in there. The cavalry is coming. I'm going radio silent, but I'll be there."

      "Wait!"

      Melba's expression grew smug. "You hear that. That's my coven decimating everyone you love." She tisked. "It didn't have to be this way, Brita. If you would have just--"

      "Willingly volunteered to be your lab rat? No, thanks. And the fact that you think your guys are winning out there just goes to show how arrogant you are. We are winning," I shouted defiantly, "And I will die before I let you take me." I stared at the thick brambles surrounding me and gathered red magic to my hands.

      "You're as clueless as your mother. You can't harm me, child. What don't you understand about that?"

      "I can't hurt you, but that doesn't mean you can't burn." I threw a bomb of fire at the branches directly below the witch's feet. The flames shot up and caught on her clothes. She shrieked and threw herself back as she plummeted to the ground, unable to hold her magic and put out the fire at the same time.

      A giant black wolf dove into the brambles with me as the fire licked up around us. His green gaze prompted me to action. I grabbed him around the neck and snapped my fingers, and we were outside the ring. The wolf knocked me down as magic zapped past my head. Melba had managed to get back on her feet, and she was not going to be satisfied until she had what she wanted.

      "You won't trick me again, clever Brita," she said. "You can't defeat me."

      "I wasn't trying to defeat you," I told her. "I was just trying to buy time."

      She narrowed her gaze at me. "Buy time for what?"

      "For me," a blonde woman wearing a sequined off-the-shoulder blouse, parachute pants, and a pair of red high heels, completely inappropriate for a war, but who was I to judge, said as she apparated next to the Council witch. "Hello, Melba."

      "Carol," Melba said. "How did you find me?"

      "That's Baba Yaga to you," the blonde said. "As to how..."

      A man transported to Baba Yaga's side. "Mother," he said to Melba. He slapped cuffs around her hands with the speed and deftness of a Shifter.

      "Monty! But I'm your mother. How could you turn on me?"

      "You are a traitor, Melba Abadose, and I'm ashamed to carry your last name." Twenty guys in black suits, wearing black glasses, and all with identical haircuts, reminding me of that Matrix movie villain, stood in a circle around Melba.

      "Take her," Baba Yaga said. "And take any of her coven still alive. They have a lot to answer for."

      "Watch out, for her. She's immune to magic but can still use it." I gulped when Baba Yaga turned a baleful stare at me. "I...she made a potion from my hair and drank it."

      "First," Baba Yaga said, "that's gross. And second," she screwed up her finger and rotated it until she created a small ball of bright green magic and flung it at Melba. The wicked witch yelped as the ball zapped her ass. "She's immune to your magic, not all magic."

      "Ha!" I glared at Melba. "It turns out you really are a dumbass."

      Baba Yaga's minions took Melba away. After, the blonde witch said, "We have some things to discuss."

      My voice squeaked. "We do?"

      The wolf beside me growled.

      "Calm down, Cassel Connor. I have no intention to harm your mate."

      Hearing her call me Cassel's mate sent a little thrill through me. "Then what do we need to discuss."

      "I want to offer you a job. Monty's team has a few openings."

      "But what about the man I cursed to death?"

      She squinted at me. "Everyone always seems to forget that the rule of three doesn't apply in self-defense. You are a very talented witch." She touched my choppy hair. "Powerful. I could use someone like you to bring down more people like Melba. What do you say? After all, your mate still has five years on his contract for employment. This way you could stay together."

      I looked down at Cas. He nudged his nose under my hand and pressed his side against me. "I..."

      "Just think about it." She winked. "I'll leave the two of you to discuss. Come on, Monty. Let's get this mess cleaned up."

      When we were alone, Cas transformed into his very naked and sexy self. He pulled me into his arms and kissed me hard. "You scared the shit out of me."

      "Just think, if I take Baba Yaga up on her offer, I can scare the shit out of you every day."

      "You're going to turn me into an old man before my time."

      "Har har." I ran my hand over his chest. The wound was almost healed. "Five more years. What would you have done if Baba Yaga hadn't offered me a job? Would you have left me?"

      "Never," he said. "I left you when I was a love-sick teenager because I didn't know better. I'm not making that mistake again." He ran his hands over my shoulders, down my arms, until he got to the bottom of my shirt.

      "What are you doing?"

      Oh, sweet Goddess in a basket. I did not look away as my body reacted to the sight of his muscular chest and arms, and his thick shaft jutting from his groin.

      He cleared his throat. “You're so magnificent. So beautiful,” he said.

      I touched my mangled hair. "It must be love."

      He pulled my shirt up over my head. "You have too many clothes on."

      "I do," I panted as he unsnapped my bra, my nipples instantly rigid. He dipped his head and tasted one. My legs began to shake beneath me.

      "If you keep that up, I won't be able to stand." He was unbuttoning my jeans when he tasted the other nipple. "Oh, Goddess," I whispered.

      Cas's heat thickened the air around me, making it hard to breathe. Or maybe it was my rapid pounding heart or the aching throb between my thighs that made breathing difficult. He looked up at me from my boobs, a sexy half-smile on his lips. The throbbing became more insistent.

      "I'm going to come before you get my pants off."

      "Don't worry, Princess," he said. "It will only be the first of many orgasms I have planned for you." He raised a brow and gently took my hand and rubbed it over his chest. My fingertips tingled sending multiple directed shocks straight up my arm and down to my lady parts. He pushed my pants down my legs, his mouth trailing kisses down my stomach to my groin. He licked me over my panties, and my knees buckled, but Cas wrapped his arms around my thighs and held me upright. He pulled my underwear off and slipped a finger past the folds of my wet heat.

      "Goddess, Brita." He spread me with two fingers, his hot tongue rasping against the sensitive bud. "You taste as good as you smell."

      I shook, hunched over his shoulder as the first sweep of ecstasy wracked my body. Cas stood up, not waiting for the orgasm to subside before lifting me to his waist and thrusting inside me. I could feel him as my climax rippled around him.

      "I'm going to bite you, Princess," he said, sweat beading on his brow. "I'm going to bite you now." And he did. His teeth clamped down on my shoulder sending pulse after aching pulse of pleasure through every inch of my body. I cried out as my back scraped against a nearby tree, the contrast of pain to pleasure making me come again.

      "Yes," Cas roared. As he flung his head back and emptied his love inside me.

      He held me. I held him. And we didn't move until he softened and slipped out of me.

      I giggled like a giddy school girl. "My mate," I said. "I like the ring of it."

      "Then he better put a ring on it," my mom said. She was standing about twenty feet away with her hand over her eyes.

      "Ack!" I hid behind my naked stud. "What are you doing here, Mom?"

      "Don't worry. I waited until you stopped making all those awful noises before approaching."

      "I didn't." Simon sat at my mother's feet. "It was very educational. I'm fine by the way. Thanks for asking."

      My mother picked him up from the ground. "Congratulations and all that. Oh, and Lukas wanted me to thank you for getting Shyla home safe. I think you might want to find a different place to sleep tonight. Oh, and I love you, and I'm proud of you, and you should bring Cas over for breakfast in the morning. I think your dad wants to talk to him."

      "We'll be there, Mrs. Davis," Cas said.

      I smacked his chest. "Don't talk to my mom while your naked." I craned my head around Cas to shoot daggers from my eyes at mom. "Go home. We will talk later."

      "You know, Cas's butt reminds me of your father's. Very cute."

      "I don't want to think about Dad's butt right now, ew, Mom."

      She laughed. "Breakfast," she said as her parting words before transporting her and Simon out of the woods.

      "Home's out of the question. I don't think either one of us wants to hear our siblings have sex or have them hear us."

      "Agreed," Cas said. "My hotel room has a pretty comfortable bed."

      "Oh, yeah?" I tugged his lower lip with my teeth. "Is it springy?"

      "Keep that up, and we'll be going round two out in nature again."

      I snapped my fingers from behind his neck and landed us outside Hibernation Hotel.

      "My key is back in my car."

      "What room?"

      "Three twenty-one."

      I snapped again, and we were inside the room. "Now show me what you got, big guy."  And he did, over and over until we were both too exhausted to move.
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      Six months later...

      "Hey, Mom. We're home," I said as Cas and I walked into my parent's house. I'd spent three months in the training program for team readiness, and three months as a probationary field agent on Monty's team. To celebrate, two major successes in which I was instrumental in taking down the bad guys, Monty had given the team a three-day holiday. I wanted to spend it with my family.

      "Brit! Cas," mom exclaimed as she fast walked from the kitchen to the living room to meet us. "So glad you made it. And just in time." She gave Cas a meaningful look, and I swear she winked at him.

      "What is going on?" I asked.

      "Nothing. Absolutely nothing," she sang. "I've made lunch is all. Come out back. It's such a pretty day to eat on the patio."

      I leaned in close to Cas. "Is it me, or is my mom getting weirder with age?"

      He chuckled. "It's probably you."

      "Hey, you're supposed to be on my side."

      "I am always on your side," he said as we followed mom out the back door and into a backyard full of people, including Lukas, Shyla, Monty, Drag, and Time Bomb--the two newest members of our team--all the guys from the firehouse, and half the town.

      "Why are there so many people here? Did I forget a birthday? My parent's anniversary?" I turned to look at Cas. He was kneeling on one knee. "What are you doing?"

      "Brita Jean Davis. When I was fifteen years old, the prettiest girl I'd ever seen hexed the largest boil I'd ever seen onto my ass."

      The gathered crowd laughed. I groaned. I was never going to live that one down.

      "At that moment, I thought, one day, I'm going to marry that girl." He shook his head. "Not really. I mean, I thought you were super cute and smelled really nice, but I also thought you were crazy." More laughter.

      "I'm about to show you a whole can of crazy," I muttered.

      "Before I came back to Cauldron, I existed. I worked, I ate, I slept, and I would get up every day and repeat the cycle. But you make me live. My life is infinitely better with you by my side. You are my mate, and I love you, and that shit's forever."

      "Such a romantic," I said.

      A few more laughs.

      He opened a ring box. Inside was a diamond ring, the band looked like a wand, and the diamond was set in a circular channel of diamonds that looked like a full moon.

      "It's beautiful," I said.

      He smiled. "Will you do me the honor of being my wife?"

      The entire crowd grew silent enough to hear a cricket chirp. They waited. I smiled. And waited. Cas gave me a hurry-up look.

      "Fine," I said. "Of course, I'll marry you." The crowd cheered. Mom and Shyla were wiping tears and blowing their noses.

      Cas got up from his knee, put the ring on my finger, and kissed me in a way that made me wish the crowd would disappear. He pressed his lips to my ear. "Took you long enough to say yes."

      "I said, yes, two weeks ago when you asked me after we took down the three warlocks performing sacrificial rights outside of Tucson."

      "Your Mom has been begging me for the big gesture. I've had this planned for months with your family and work, but when I saw you drop kick that warlock in the balls, I couldn't wait."

      I laughed. Really loudly. "You're terrible."

      "Terribly lucky, you mean."

      "Sure that," I said. My phone beeped along with Cas's, Monty's, Drag's, and Time Bombs. Monty was already on the phone give us the circle up gesture with his finger.

      When he hung up, he said, "Sorry to cut this short, folks, but there's witch coven in New Mexico trying to raise a demon lord."

      I smiled at Cas. "I love our life."

      "Me too," he said. "Me too."

      
        
        The End

        To check out all the side-splitting books in the Magic and Mayhem Universe, go to https://magicandmayhemuniverse.com/
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      When your date with fate goes horribly wrong, it's time to practice safe hex.

      Witch Gigi Davis, the Bravo Team leader for the Rogue Magic Control Agency, has two rules in life. One, the job comes first. Always. Two, when it comes to romance, see rule one. She was almost dumb enough to break Rule #1 for magically delicious Monty Abadose who is, unfortunately, the Alpha Team leader for the RMCA.

      But, hey, what are the chances she’ll ever have to work with the magical Lothario again?

      Turns out the odds are not ever in her favor when it comes to Monty. Because her newest mission requires her and the sexy warlock to marry—as in oh-em-gee for-real nuptials—to go undercover and infiltrate a dangerous cult of witches and warlocks.

      Monty is a powerful warlock from a disgraced family, and of course, is the obvious choice to take down the Divinus Paradiso cult. Most people already believe the poisoned apple doesn’t fall far from the dark magic tree. With Gigi’s witchy talents for disguise and silence spells, it makes sense—at least to the RMCA’s higher-ups—to pair them up.

      It’s bad enough their lives, and the magic of all witches, depends on their success. But for Gigi, getting out alive isn’t nearly as difficult as surviving with her heart intact. It comes down to a choice: Let past heartbreak decide her fate… or take a chance on Monty and happily-ever-after?

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      You know how at the end of a movie when the guy is running toward the bus terminal or the woman is urging the taxi driver to get her to the airport, then they approach the ticket counter and beg for the love of true love to let them through because their soulmate is about to get away, then all of a sudden, their significant other shows up on the scene and they profess their undying love for one another and live happily ever after? Yeah, you know the scene I’m talking about. Whenever it happens, I throw up a little in my mouth.

      So, you can understand my nausea as I stood outside the Golden Fingers Massage at the Blue Moon Mall and watched a pimple-faced, balding warlock named Gary Warbler stand beneath the second floor of the mall, staring up at a thin, severe-looking woman with striking green eyes, yelling, “Razzy! Razzy, I love you. I love you, Pookie-wookie. Please don’t leave me.”

      “Oh, goddess,” I whispered as a surge of bitter bile burned the back of my throat. Gary was drawing a crowd. “This guy is pah-thet-ic.”

      The deep southern voice of Time Bomb, one of my team members, sounded over the com in my ear. “I think it’s downright romantic, Gigi. Are you certain you're not jealous?" Great, Time Bomb was one of the most violent bear shifters I'd ever met, and even he was a sucker for the rom-com ending. Blech.

      "Hah! Unlike some people," I replied, "I don't need anyone else to fulfill me."

      "That's right," Drag, a pink-haired witch with a talent for location spells and another member of my team, said through the link. She was originally from England, born there in 1942. Her English accent had lessened after spending forty-eight years in the states, but it still tinged certain words. "Batteries last longer."

      "That's not what I meant," I said, scowling.

      Montrose "Monty" Abadose, the leader of Alpha Team, and obviously too used to being the leader on most missions, came on the com. "Cut the chit-chat and tighten up." Monty had hair almost the color of red velvet cake, deep-set cornflower blue eyes, a straight, narrow nose, ending in a perfect little button, high cheekbones, and sensual bow lips. He was the prime example of a guy who was fun to look at, much like those puffed-up actors in lousy romance movies. Look, sure. But never, ever touch. Monty wouldn’t just break a girl’s heart. He’d incinerate her soul.

      "My team, my rules," I snarled. Drag and Time Bomb had trained under Monty, but they'd been assigned to me a year ago as part of the Rogue Magic Control Agency. The RMCA had been officially developed by the Council, which was made up of powerful witches who monitored our kind and punished those who used destructive black magic. And while Monty had been the first ever team leader, I had developed a formidable reputation within our ranks, which had earned me my own RCMA team. Unfortunately, the Council, in their overstepping wisdom, decided our current case needed more than three RMCA agents to take Gary alive. So, they sent Monty and his top witch and Shifter to give us an assist. The problem? I was the badass in charge, but Monty kept trying to take the lead. Jerk.

      "I'm in a great relationship," interrupted Brita Davis, a hex-witch and one of Monty's team members, "and I agree with Gigi. Those big gesture scenes are so cornball."

      "You didn't think that when I made the big gesture," said her husband, Cassel Connor aka Casanova or Cas for short, and one of Monty's enforcers.

      "I'm with Time Bomb and Cas. The gesture is romantic," Drag said.

      "Et tu, Drag?" I said.

      "Crowd control required," snapped Monty, his voice stern and strained. "You're up, Gigi."

      “I’m aware, Monty. I’m the one who set up the perimeter.” I scanned the area. The scent of greasy burgers and onion rings reached me as a group of teenagers strolled past, oblivious to the drama unfolding in the food court. When an elderly woman in a powder blue leisure suit stopped to stare at Gary for a little too long, I crossed my fingers at her and whispered, “Nothing to hear.” I closed my eyes and boosted my noise blocking spell.

      See, I could do my job and discuss the failings of romantic comedies all at the same time. “It’s a nonsensical idea that gives free license to greeting card companies and florists to profit off of some poor sap’s surge of hormones and brain chemicals,” I rebutted. "I mean, it’s all fun and games until snot and tears are running down your face while you snuggle a box of tissue and gorge yourself on salted caramel bonbons while trying to console your stupid ass because once again you’ve forgotten the golden rule: Love sucks.”

      “Goddess on a hot poker, Gigi. It’s been eight months,” Drag chided. “You really need to get over Doyle. Or at least put your feelings on hold until we take down Gary.”

      The guy Drag spoke of was Doyle Drake, a warlock I'd dated for two years until he left me for being "too intense" about my job. I would have dumped him for that comment alone if he hadn't already packed his bags.

      “I’m over Doyle,” I retorted, though I wasn’t over the bonbons. I moved forward toward the escalator, hoping that Razzy was enough to keep Gary from spotting us until we had him surrounded.

      While Razzy had a history of conning, racketeering, and ran a protection scam for local businesses, she wasn't the target of the witch council's elite squad. No, we weren’t here for Razzy.

      We were here for Gary.

      I shook my head. Poor fool.

      Suddenly, the fool in question grabbed wads of money out of his front cargo pockets. He threw tens and twenties up at Razzy, who had completely ignored him up to that point thanks to the magic my crew and I provided. “You can have it all, baby. Just take me back.”

      The hundreds of bills flying around, unfortunately, began to draw attention to the situation. Gary had robbed a bank and managed to leave the place in shambles. The money spread out all over the floor gave me a good idea of why he’d gone to the bank in the first place. Ah, the things people do for love. Morons.

      “Shit,” I whispered into my com. “This is going south fast. We should have just nabbed the little asshole when he got here.” We’d seen him entering through the JC Penny entrance at the same time as a gang of geriatric speed walkers. Monty had insisted that we wait until the speedy seniors were out of the way, but the old folks had stayed with him until the food court. I tapped my com and circled my finger at my team. “Drag, get ready to create a distraction. Nothing too explosive." I made eye contact with Time Bomb. He nodded, his eyebrow piercing glinting in the fluorescent lights. "Get ready to take down Gary."

      "Brit, help Time Bomb with magic back up," Monty said. "Cas, close up the gap on the other side."

      I rolled my eyes. "Okay. Let's do this. With extreme prejudice if necessary."

      “You know the drill, Gigi," Monty said. "No humans can know about magic. We have to take him without becoming the trending story on social media."

      “Hashtag witchesbetrippinatthemall,” Brit added. I glanced in her direction as she crossed her index and middle fingers on both hands before brushing back her crazy curls as the clip holding them down popped open. "Shoot."

      "No curses," Monty said.

      Brit had a reputation for hexes. Her magic ran so powerfully in that specialty that if she wasn't careful with her words, she could do some major damage on accident.

      "I'm not stupid or careless," she told him.

      A crowd started to form as the money was kicked even further out from the edges of my spell. I opened the com again. “If we don't nab Gary now, people are going to get hurt.”

      A bright red glow flared along the warlock's exposed skin. “I. Will. Not. Be. Ignored!” he roared. A fireball shot from Gary’s hands and collided with a soda fountain machine. Sticky Cola sprayed in a five-foot radius, dousing the flames.

      The inky darkness of Gary's black magic, as he geared up for another burst of destruction, made my skin crawl. “There's no way to hide this from the humans now,” I said. “There isn’t enough magic between us to keep this Armageddon shit under wraps.”

      “Agreed,” Monty said. “Move, move, move.” He moved with a grace and speed I hadn't expected in a warlock. I watched as he threw himself on top of Gary, just as the lovesick, dangerous dumbass fired off another shot in my direction. Thanks to Monty, the fiery blast went wide.

      "Get in there!" I yelled to Drag and Time Bomb. Drag, her hot-pink hair pulled back in a ponytail, pinned Gary's legs and Time Bomb grabbed his arms.

      Time Bomb's face reddened, fur sprouting along his skin and unable to stop the shift, as Gary's arms began to glow again. “It's too much, Gigi! We need the MAN!”

      Monty stood up and yelled, "The MAN, Gigi! Hurry!"

      I pulled an intricately designed iron bracelet from its protective pouch. It was full of magical knots and runes. The technical name for the gadget was Magic Animism Nullifier, or MAN. Because it took the power of one hundred witches chanting on a blue moon to create a single bracelet, each team only had one to carry, and I volunteered to be the designated transporter. It was a better alternative to the tattoos Monty's team once wore that not only nullified evil dude magic, but it also canceled their own. I held it up for Monty to see as I slipped my way to them. Problem was, as long as I was holding the MAN, skin to bracelet contact, my magic didn’t work either. Unfortunately, any gloves made of the same material would not null our magic but would block it from leaving the material. I was a guinea pig for the Council's gadget guys when they'd tried to develop a glove to prevent the MAN from affecting our teams, and a simple fire spell had burned the crap out of my palm as a result. Until they came up with a better option, it meant at least one agent would be vulnerable in a takedown. I much preferred that agent to be me than any other member of my team.

      “Ears are up!” I shouted. Meaning, everyone around us could now hear everything happening in the middle of this bustling shopping center.

      “Can’t be helped,” Monty said, as a fireball loosed from Gary's hand and whizzed up to the second floor. “Hurry!”

      Thanks to a dropped thirty-two-ounce soda, I slipped, and my feet went out from under me, landing me hard on the tiled floor. I cursed my wet ass as I scrambled past the ice and sticky wetness to where Time Bomb and Drag held down the perp.

      Brit grabbed the bracelet from me and dove for Gary, but not before the jackhole got off another blazing shot. The explosive magic slammed me to the ground, giving me a clear picture of what people meant when they said they'd gotten their bell rung. My ears felt like they'd been stuffed with cotton. I could barely hear anyone as I tried to get up to find my team. Unfortunately, something substantial had landed on top of me in the blast. I blinked, trying to clear the hazy fog from my vision, while I pushed at the object holding me down.

      "Help," I said with what little air I could force from my lungs.

      “You singed my goddess damned eyebrow, you stupid peckerhead!” I heard Drag shout.

      “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you all!” Gary threatened.

      Time Bomb reached me about the same time that the object on top of me said, "You can thank me later." It was Monty, and he sounded about as good as I felt.

      "You..."

      "I saved your life." His hoarse voice meant he'd probably breathed in some of the flames. He propped up on his elbows, easing his chest from mine, as he met my gaze. "Are you injured?"

      "Just my pride." Goddess. This close, even with the dark magic smudged on his cheek, and a little blood in the corner of his mouth, Monty Abadose looked dreadfully kissable. I licked my lips then looked away before I did something stupid. "Are you hurt?"

      "Some burns on my back. Nothing too deep. Nothing that won't heal."

      I glanced back up at him. "Then get off me."

      "I don't even get a thank you kiss?"

      Cheeky bugger, as Drag would say. "Sit and spin," I told him.

      He chuckled, and the sound felt as if it was stroking parts of my body that Monty Abadose had no cause to touch. "Not if I can help it," he said. He groaned as he went up on his knees. His burns must've been worse than he let on.

      Damn it. Now I felt like an ass. Monty had shielded me from a blast that could have burned my face off. Especially since I'd been holding the magic nullifier just a second before. I would have been toast without Monty's quick action. I scrambled to my feet and helped him up.

      "Thanks," I said. Monty didn't reply, so I wasn’t sure if he'd heard me or not, but I couldn't bring myself to say it again.

      When we reached the rest of the team, they'd flattened Gary to the ground like a wizard pancake. I put the hearing barrier back up. Razzy, who had watched the entire scene from the safety of the second floor, made her way down the escalator and was approaching us from an angle.

      Monty stood and held up his hand. “Stop right there,” he told the witch. “We’re with RMCA.”

      “We’re serving a legitimate warrant,” I added. “You’re not on our list right now, but if you interfere, we’ll happily haul your butt in along with Gary here.”

      Razzy spit on the ground in Gary’s direction. She looked at the six of us and flashed us with a happy grin. “You all are welcome to him.”

      “Buttercup,” Gary moaned. “Nooo.”

      Monty elbowed the warlock in the head. “Have you heard of us, Gary?”

      He nodded. “Pieces of filth from the RMCA.”

      “That’s right,” I said, though filth seemed harsh.

      “And you know what we do, right?” Monty asked. “So, you either shut the hell up, or I’ll make sure you can’t speak ever again.”

      I didn’t think it was possible for the pasty-faced warlock to get any paler, but he did.

      Razzy cleared her throat then gestured to the throng of shoppers gathering in our vicinity with their smartphones taking pictures of the money and blast areas. Monty was able to keep them from seeing us, even digitally, but the scorched ceiling and upper deck were kind of hard to ignore.

      The thin witch glared at us. “Are you all going to take care of this or what? I have a business here, and I am a big believer that not all publicity is good publicity.”
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