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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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      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?
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        “Love is a fire. But whether it is going to warm your hearth or burn down your house, you can never tell.”

        —Joan Crawford

      

        

      
        “Preach, sister!”

        —Gigi Wise
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      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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      I sat back in my recliner, threw a piece of popcorn in the air, opened my mouth, and waited for the buttery, crispy goodness that never came. I cast a wary glance at Drag.

      She wiggled her fingers and produced the popcorn in her own hand. She grinned, bearing teeth and looking more feral than Time Bomb, as she held it up. "It's not punishment if you're enjoying yourself." She ate it. Dirty, rotten witch.

      "Stop talking," Time Bomb said. He had a box of tissue near his thigh, and he pulled one to dab at his eyes. "This is the best part of Notting Hill, and you're not going to ruin it for me. You lost the bet, so, pay attention."

      I pouted. It had been two months since the mall incident with Monty and his team, and since then, Drag and Time Bomb had been making little side bets with me about everything from sporting events to whether a one-ounce bag of chips had more or less than one ounce. The winner got to pick the punishment. They had both been choosing romantic comedies as a way to torture me. Frankly, Drag's obsession with Meg Ryan movies bordered on unhealthy.

      I threw a piece of popcorn at Drag. "I miss the days when all you guys would ask me to do was the dishes or the laundry. You know, something less painful."

      "I saw you tear up last night during Crazy, Rich, Asians," Drag said. "Don't even play like you weren't enjoying the show."

      "They were tears of pain," I said, even though, it had really been that damn wedding scene where the bride walked down the flowing stream barefoot. I never wanted to get married, but if I did, I wanted to walk down a flowing stream with floating flowers. "Is this about over?" The truth was, even though I protested, I hadn't hated the movies. I'd even let Time Bomb, who had a thing for Julia Roberts, win tonight's round because after seeing Pretty Woman, My Best Friend's Wedding, and Runaway Bride, I could see why the bear Shifter was enamored of her movies.

      "After all, I'm just a girl," Julia started.

      The house phone, the one directly connected to my boss on the Council, rang. Time Bomb and Drag moaned.

      I pointed to Time Bomb as I got up to answer the call. "Pause," I said.

      "I knew you liked the movie!" Drag exclaimed.

      I didn't bother to respond. I grabbed the house phone. "Wise, here," I answered.

      Shirley Brothers, a two-hundred-year-old creator witch and my boss, responded, "I have a job for you, Gigi."

      "Great." I glanced at the couch where Drag and Time Bomb were throwing popcorn and Chocolate Duds at each other. "The team and I are ready to go."

      "I don't need your team, Gigi. Just you."

      "I don't understand."

      "You worked with Montrose Abadose recently, correct?"

      "I did," I replied, afraid I knew where this was going. "Has he gone the way of his mother?" Monty's mother had once been the head of the Council, and she'd been trying to figure out a way to usurp the Baba Yaga and her protege the Shifter Wanker, by creating an immunity to their particular brand of magic. Monty and his team had taken her down. His own mother. And he’d proved his devotion to the Council above even his family. Or had it all been a calculated act? I hadn't thought so before, but maybe. "I should have known that guy was trouble."

      "Don't be ridiculous," Shirley said. "He will be your partner on this mission."

      "You've got to be shitting me," I protested. I had hoped to never cross paths with Monty again. For a moment, I'd thought there might be a spark between us. I'd visited Monty while he was healing his burns. We'd made plans to go out for a drink and celebrate our takedown of Gary. Monty had been charming, not at all stiff and proper like I'd imagined. He had a decent sense of humor, and he knew how to trade war stories. But the moment I considered inviting him back to my place for a seal-the-deal roll in the hay, he'd gotten a phone call that he took in private, made a lame excuse then left. "Does he get to bring his team?"

      "I am not shitting you," Shirley said stiffly. "And no, he won't be bringing his team, either. It will just be the two of you."

      "I don't get it." I'd worked very hard to not think about Monty. Plus, six weeks ago, I'd heard through gossip he was engaged to Pepper Rain, a witch who managed to gain fame in the human world as a singer, high-fashioned model, and actress. How he went from hanging out with me to two weeks later getting engaged to someone else was beyond me. Granted, Pepper was glamorous, a size zero, and she came from old magic, but did that mean she was better than me? Probably. At least, where Monty was concerned. "Why me?" I asked. "Isn't there someone else?"

      "Because you are the strongest witch I know with silence magic. As a matter of fact, I’ve never seen anything like it. Besides, you’ve been requested.”

      “By who?”

      “People who are higher up than me,” she said. “You and Montrose will be partnered up for a top-secret mission. Top secret being the operative words."

      "Where?"

      "The Grand Bahamas."

      Really? A tropical location? Alone with Monty. Noooo. "Give me the brief."

      "That's my girl," Shirley said. "We believe a cult of witches and warlocks have been kidnapping human tourists."

      "Don't you mean coven?"

      "No. They don't seem to follow the same rules as a coven, and they don't follow the teachings of the Goddess. We need you to identify the key players and locate the leader of the group."

      I understood the concept of cutting the head off the snake. "Okay. And what's the other objective?"

      "We believe they plan to use the human hostages as new moon sacrifices, when the moon is nearly invisible to the naked eye, to raise an ancient source of magic that will give them almost unlimited power." She paused for effect. "You can see how that could be a bad idea."

      "You mean, aside from the human sacrifice aspect?"

      She ignored my sarcasm. "The cult calls themselves Divinus Paradiso, and the resort they operate is called the Divine Paradise Resort and Club on Lucaya Bay. It is a front for their nefarious deeds. That is all we've been able to uncover through our investigation."

      "So, we go down, find the baddies, take the evil bastards down, and confiscate the source."

      "No. You call the Council before they raise the source, then you and Monty will be charged with freeing the human victims, and we will use the Baba Yaga's team of enforcers to take out the cult members."

      "You mean Baba Yaga's bobbleheads?"

      "I'm so happy to see that Zelda's slang is making its way around witchkind." Shirley sounded anything but happy.

      "The Shifter Wanker," I said, using Zelda's preferred title, "will be the new Baba Yaga someday. Most of us are smart enough to adapt."

      "Yes," Shirley said as if she'd sucked a sour lemon. "She will be our leader one day."

      I sighed. "I still don't understand why I can't take my team."

      "They can go with you for the ceremony, but under no circumstances can they stay for the investigation.”

      “Ceremony? I am not killing a human to get into this cult.”

      “Of course, you’re not. We don't want you interacting with anyone but the Divinus Paradiso once you're initiated into the group. It's couples only."

      "Couples only?" But Monty and I weren't a couple. Far from it. Hell, we'd barely survived a brief partnership. Now I was going to have to, what? Be his girlfriend. Ugh. I shook my head. I am a professional, I reminded myself. I would take on whatever challenges the Council threw at me. "Then what’s the freaking ceremony for?"

      "You and Montrose will have to get married at the resort.”

      “Ha, ha,” I said as panic rose. “You got me there, Shirl. What kind of human should I kidnap? Blonde or brunette?”

      “We can’t fake the marriage,” said Shirl as if I’d never spoken. “These witches are highly suspicious. So, you and Agent Abadose must convince them you’re in love, and you must marry for real."

      Uh, there was professional, and there was no-way-in-flipping-hell. "Isn't he already engaged?"

      "Yes," she said. "To you. Congratulations on your impending nuptials, Gigi," Shirley said with a little too much glee. "Don't worry. We will nullify the legality of the ceremony as soon as the mission is over. It won't be any problem, as long as you don't do anything rash."

      "What do you consider rash?"

      "Falling in love," she said on a laugh.

      "No worries there."

      "Or," she added, "making love. Those old rules of consummation are there for a reason. Intercourse tightens marriage magic. Divorce is still an option, obviously but it would legally be counted as your first marriage. No nullification."

      I let loose with a wildly inappropriate bark of laughter that ended in a nervous giggle.

      "Are you okay?" Shirley asked.

      "Fine," I told her. "The only intercourse I plan on having is of the social and work kind, not the sexual kind."

      She paused for a moment then said, "Should I be worried?"

      "No. Absolutely not." I absolutely could resist Monty's charms. Especially since I was obviously not his supermodels-of-the-world type. Don't get me wrong. I know I'm beautiful, but all witches are by human standards. It still didn't make us all equal. It was like having a table full of lush, gorgeous varieties of fruits and vegetables; apples, pears, carrots, celery, etc. They were all tasty and delicious in their own way, but if you liked carrots more than oranges, and carrots were available, the oranges would be left on the table to rot. I was a muscular orange, not a stick-thin carrot. In other words, I was built for combat, not for seduction. If Monty was engaged to Pepper Rain, he definitely preferred a sexier kind of witch.

      "Good. You have one week to prepare for the mission. Your wedding will take place next Saturday night at eleven-forty-five at the resort. If all goes well, you will be accepted into the Divinus Paradiso at Midnight."

      "How will we know if it will work?"

      "Don't worry. You'll know. And we have a contingency plan if your cover is blown."

      "What cover?"

      She hung up without answering.

      I set the phone down on the counter. "Great.

      "What's up?" Drag asked. "Where are we heading to next?"

      "To the Grand Bahamas," I said, "For my honeymoon."

      "I didn't know you were getting married," Time Bomb said.

      Drag smacked him on the chest. "Don't be daft, silly bugger. It's a joke. She's not really getting married."

      "Actually, I am."

      "Are you knocked up?" Drag asked.

      "Now, you're being daft. Even if I were pregnant, that's not a good excuse to get married."

      "Then what is?" Time Bomb asked.

      "Yeah," Drag agreed. "Then what's a good reason?"

      "Other than love," I said with a shrug. "The mission, of course."

      They both nodded. Time Bomb said, "Yay, destination wedding."

      "Congratulations," Drag added. "Do I get to be the maid of honor?"

      I rolled my eyes. "Time Bomb has dibs."

      "Yes!" the bear Shifter exclaimed. He stuck his tongue out at Drag. "I am a vision in chiffon."
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      "Damn it to Hell," I cursed for the umpteenth time. I stared at a reflection in the mirror that looked nothing like me. Instead of blonde wavy hair, mine was now straight and black. Instead of curves, I looked willowy. Instead of my amber-colored eyes, they were now midnight blue. It wasn't my nose, my cheeks, or my mouth, and my chin had never looked so pointy. "I not only have to get real witch-married, but I have to do it in a fake body and with a fake face?" Every time I looked in the mirror, Pepper-freaking-Rain looked back at me. I'd had infused her DNA with my magic to take on her appearance, and it had been an uncomfortable transformation.

      "Quit moving," Time Bomb said with beaded pins between his lips. "Unless you want to be dragging your hem along with the train again."

      I'd stepped on my hem with my satin stilettos and ripped out the rear seam. So, I balled my fists and tried to hold perfectly still as Drag and Time Bomb fussed with my light cream-colored A-line satin wedding dress with a Watteau train. "This is so not fair."

      "Knock, knock." Monty Abadose stood in the doorway to the bridal suite. He wore a black Nehru tuxedo jacket with a silvery blue shirt underneath. The blue silver highlighted his bright blue eyes. Seeing him looking so handsome, dashing even, took me off balance, and I almost fell off the stool. Luckily, Drag and Time Bomb had my back. Monty smiled, charming and so sexy. Gah. I nearly fell again. He had something in his hand that I couldn't see, but frankly, it was hard to pay attention when he looked at me the way he did. It made me giddy, almost drunk with heady lust.

      "You are beautiful," said the guy who got to be himself on this mission while I had to look like his perfect woman.

      His compliment sobered my loins. "Of course, you'd think I look beautiful, considering I'm wearing someone else's face."

      "I..." He shook his head and placed his hand in his pocket. "Never mind." He pulled out a small box. He held it up. "It's a pre-wedding gift," he said. "May I?"

      I frowned but nodded. "Okay."

      When he was a few feet away, I could smell the scent of jasmine and sandalwood, along with other warm binding scents like cardamom and musk. And while technically there was no such thing as a "binding" between witches and warlocks, a spell would be cast during the ceremony to enhance our attraction and instinct to protect. I didn't like the idea that any magic was being used to artificially affect my emotions when it came to Monty, but the Council had insisted it was necessary to make the Divinus Paradiso believe our vows were real.

      Time Bomb palmed my calf as if he expected me to swoon again. However, Monty's compliment had the same effect as ice water poured over my lusty feelings, and I easily kept my composure.

      "This is a family tradition," Monty said. "For luck. And even though, this might be a short marriage of convenience, I wanted to present you with this amulet."

      Inside the box was a gold ankh pin encrusted with diamonds and rubies. "What is it?"

      "It's an eternal promise amulet given by my father to my mother on their wedding day. It has been handed down the same through seven generations, and it's the only thing I kept of hers when she..." He shook his head. "I'd like you to have it when you join with me at the altar." He took it out of the box and reached out toward me as if he would pin it on my bodice.

      I recoiled from the enormity of the gift. "I can't wear that."

      "You must," he said. "No one will believe the ceremony is real without the Abadose Amulet." His expression soured. "I know marrying me is the last thing you want, but the mission comes first."

      I sucked in a breath and pulled my head up. "I know." I plucked the amulet from his fingers and pinned it to my top.

      "It's crooked," Monty said. "May I?"

      I nodded.

      Monty straightened the pin, his fingertips brushing against my skin in the process. I couldn't hide the goose bumps or the fact that my nipples had gone on full alert. Monty raised his brow at me but was smart enough to keep any comments to himself.

      "I'm sorry this has to be your first marriage," he said.

      I leveled my stare at him. Witches and warlocks had higher percentages of marriage and divorce than even humans. We were a long-lived and impulsive species. I knew better than most, considering I was a product of that impulsivity. Because of my own background, I'd never planned to marry until I was confident it would last longer than the honeymoon, and here I was throwing chance number one away for the job. "How many times have you been married?"

      "This will be my first time," he said, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. He didn't elaborate. "I've always been too devoted to my work." He gave me a quick wink. "See you out there."

      "Not if I see you first," I grumbled when he walked away. I glanced in the mirror again. "I hate Pepper Rain. Her music sucks. Her acting sucks. And she sucks."

      "That's what he said," Drag quipped. She and Time Bomb guffawed at the joke. I twisted my torso enough to move the dress so that Time Bomb poked himself with one of the straight pins.

      "Ouch," he said and put his fingertip to his lips.

      I'd only found out when I was given the mission briefing on the plane that Pepper Rain had been Monty's assignment for the past two months. She was a member of the Divinus Paradiso cult, and Monty had worked their relationship as an angle for entry into the elusive group. She'd been arrested three days before I'd been given the mission and had been put in the Salem witch jail for hard cases and to be held until after our job was over and we nabbed the rest of the cult. Pepper had thought she was grooming Monty the entire time, but he'd played her like a celestial flute. Monty, now that he was, by all appearances, marrying the illustrious witch superstar, would be granted full member access to the cult. And as the son of the infamous Melba Abadose, one of the most notorious witches of our time, it added even more credibility to his new darker status in the witch and warlock community. I, on the other hand, had spent the past week buried in profile folders and learning every single thing I could about Pepper, down to her favorite ice cream flavor. It was cherry and rum raisin swirl. I shuddered when I'd tasted it. Only a masochist could love cherry and rum raisin ice cream. So gross.

      I'd tried to convince the powers-that-be to let us infiltrate the cult without actually getting hitched, but they said that while I could fool other witches with my glamour, marriage magic was more profoundly grounded in the laws of our kind, and they would know if Monty and I had faked it. The only saving grace in all this was that Pepper Rain was an orphan; something we had in common. I thanked the Goddess there would be no father-or-mother-of-the-bride awkwardness. After looking through Pepper's dossier, though, I learned that the lack of parents was the only thing we had in common. She had been privileged with a birthright. Her family went back to the original witches of Salem. Unlike my mother or father, who had only been listed on my birth certificate as "Undeclared."

      In other words, I had been a mistake. Something to hide.

      "The hem is fixed," Drag said. "Time Bomb and I will get dressed and meet you when it's time to walk."

      I'd glamoured Time Bomb to look like Pepper's agent, Mick Wells. He would walk with me to the altar. Drag, I gave the Paris Hilton treatment. I made her shiny, super thin, and pretty. No one would care too much about her, she just needed to look the part of Pepper's entourage.

      "Five minutes," someone called from the door. I didn't know ninety-nine percent of the people attending. They were mostly Pepper's few hundred "close" friends and sycophants, and Monty's father, along with a few hundred relatives and friends. I swallowed hard at the disparity in our circumstances. Even if this had been my real wedding, Drag and Time Bomb would have been my only invites. They were the only family and friends I had.

      "Time to go," I told Drag. "I'll see you out there."

      She nodded. "Remember. The proper response is I do."

      "Har har." I shook my head. "Go."

      Time Bomb stood up. I straightened his lapel. He looked handsome for a douchey entertainment agent.

      "Ready, Boss?" he asked.

      "Of course. The mission comes first."

      He nodded his agreement. "Then let's get you married."

      I stepped down from the stool, wobbled on my stilettos before righting myself. I looped my elbow with Time Bomb's, praying I didn't fall flat on my face. This wasn't my first time in heels, but I was definitely more comfortable in tennis shoes. I wished I was barefoot, walking through a stream with floating flowers, but this wasn't that kind of day.

      I held tight to Time Bomb as we navigated the stairs down to the main floor.

      "I got this," I said and blew out a tension-filled breath. A string quartet began playing some classical music. I'd never been a big fan of anything without a beat, but the lyrical sound helped to calm my nerves.

      A strange, unfamiliar sensation filled me as I passed rows of witches and warlocks dressed in clothes that cost more than my monthly salary. They nodded, whispering to each other, as they assessed me from head to toe and judging me worthy. I straightened my back to prevent myself from wilting under their scrutiny.

      "You okay?" Time Bomb asked.

      "Fine," I said. Out of habit, I scanned the room for threats. No one appeared to be out of place except for a giantess of a woman in the back. I watched the wedding guests interact around her, and none of them, not a single one, looked in her direction. I didn't see how they could miss her though, even if she hadn't been six-foot-tall, her rainbow-colored hair and military issue khakis at a formal shindig made her stick out like an unruly cowlick.

      "Who is that?" I asked Time Bomb.

      "Who?" he asked.

      "The woman G.I. Rainbow Brite," I said. Was he blind?"

      He blinked then grunted. "Huh. I didn't notice her before." He smiled and wiggled his brows in her direction. "She's hot."

      "Quit staring at her." There was something about the woman with her dark skin and silver eyes that made me shiver. She wasn't a witch. So, what was she? Part of the cult, maybe? "Monitor her, but don't be obvious. And for Goddess's sake, don't hit on her. Let Drag know to do the same, monitor I mean, if you talk to her before me."

      He gave me a slight nod then gestured ahead as we turned down the central aisle to the ceremonial altar. Monty stood on one side of the ornately carved apple wood, traditional in love spells, which made it perfect for weddings.  It wasn't more than three feet wide. A lit white column candle with two smaller unlit taper candles was centered on the altar's surface. Signifying the flame of love. Ugh.

      "You're sneering, Boss. Not a good look for a bride on what's supposed to be the happiest day of her life."

      Oops. I forced a smile.

      "Now you look homicidal."

      "This is as good as it gets," I said through gritted teeth. Monty's dark gaze captured my attention, and I focused on him the last fifty feet to my destination.

      "That's better," Time Bomb said.

      "What's better?"

      "Your smile," he said. "You're pulling off happiness like a champ."

      I stifled a groan. "Thanks."

      Five feet before the altar, the string quartet stopped playing, and the priestess placed herself between Monty and me. She held out her hands and intoned, "Pepper Rain, do you come here today of your own free will?"

      "I do," I said with artificial confidence. I might've been nervous, but I was damned good at my job.

      I placed my hands in front of me. The priestess turned them up and placed a drop of freesia scented oil on each palm. "Do you enter into this ceremony with an open mind?"

      "I do."

      She placed two more drops of oil in my palms. This time it smelled like raspberries.

      "And do you enter into this union with an open heart?"

      This question proved a little harder to force the lie, but I managed. "I do."

      Finally, she placed a final drop of oil on my hand. I wrinkled my nose at the scent of patchouli, dulled by the raspberry and freesia. Next, she led me to the opposite side of the altar from Monty. My stomach fluttered as I met Monty's gaze. He held out his hands, I resisted an eye roll and clasped his fingers with mine over the open flame.

      He grinned. "Hello."

      I smiled. A little. "Hello, back."

      A gentle peal of laughter rippled through the crowd. The guests read my nervousness as that of a new bride. Thank the goddess. We were putting on a good show.

      The priestess was all wide grin with too much teeth showing as she nodded her approval. "Let the ceremony begin."

      I'd practiced the vows with Drag and Time Bomb. Even so, my hands shook when I picked up the red candle. It's a fake marriage, I reminded myself, even if the ceremony was real. In a day or two, we would take down the cult, and as long as we didn't do anything crazy like have sex, any magic at this moment would be nulled as if it never happened.

      We both tipped our candles to the flame. The wicks caught fire with a hiss, acrid, black smoke curling from the ends. We held them over the white column as red wax dripped into the melted wax pool.

      Monty began the marriage spell. "With flames of love, our magic we combine," he said then set his taper back into its holder.

      I nodded. "What's mine is yours, and yours is mine," I finished. I set my candle down, and we joined hands again.

      The priestess held out two braided gold, silver, and copper wedding bands. "I bestow upon you both these symbols of love, truth, and health. Montrose Ander Abadose, if you accept this witch as your bride and agree to walk her path, take this ring and place it on her left middle finger.

      Monty picked up the smaller ring and slid it on my finger. "With this ring, I vow to walk your path."

      My hand began to tremble and sweat. I gave Monty an apologetic glance. He half-smiled and gave me a slight headshake.

      Then it was my turn. The priestess said, "Pepper Rain, if you accept this warlock as your groom, and agree to walk his path, take this ring and place it on his left middle finger."

      I retrieved it, and almost dropped it in the same instance. Monty steadied me as the guests, once again, rippled with giggles and laughs at the nervous bride.

      I put the ring on Monty's finger. "With this ring, I vow to walk your path."

      Chimes sounded. The priestess raised her hands. "By the power of the Goddess, you are wed. Go and make a marriage."

      "Kiss her!" Someone shouted. A few more people joined in. Monty came around the altar and moved close enough for me to feel the heat from his skin.

      "We should give our audience what they want."

      I did roll my eyes this time then raised up on my tiptoes and, if only to wipe the smirk off his face, I kissed him like I meant it.

      The guests whooped when he wrapped his arms around me as his lips moved with mine with a well-acted passion that curled my toes. When we parted, I was breathless, and he looked undeniably pleased, the bastard.

      "Now wha--" The grand room began to spin, or maybe it was just me.

      "Hold on!" Monty shouted as the roar of wind and magic whipped about our heads.

      Monty's head turned as wispy as the smoke from the candles along with his body. Before I could scream, my body did the same until I felt as if I were being sucked into a powerful vacuum. I don't know how long I was in the nothingness, but when I rematerialized, I was standing, still in my wedding attire, on a sandy beach, my cream dress blue under the moonlight. Monty was still holding my hand.

      I looked over at him. "Where the hell are we?"

      His befuddled expression told me, he hadn't expected the transportation spell any more than I had. He shrugged. "The beach."

      "Not helpful," I told him. I kicked my shoes off. "Are we still in the Grand Bahamas? Why translocate us outside?"

      "I'm not sure."

      Twenty-two masked men and women in white diaphanous gowns surrounded us.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Monty slide something into his pocket. He put his hand on my shoulder before I could take up a fighting stance. "Easy," he said.

      A woman stepped forward. "Welcome Brother Montrose and Sister Pepper to the Divinus Paradiso."

      Well, that answered a few of my questions. I raised a brow at Monty. "Let the initiation begin."
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      The eleven pairs began to chant, "Deam det potestate et tutela duodecim," repeatedly.

      "Nothing to hear," I spelled a small area around Monty and myself. Not enough for the cult to notice, just enough to keep our speech muffled. "What the hell is happening?"

      "It's Latin," he said. "A power and protection spell invoking the number twelve."

      "I know twelve is a power number, but why are they chanting about it here? Now?"

      "If I had to guess, I'd say it was because they just got their twelfth pair." He tapped his wedding band.

      "Oh, yes, right."  I didn't even have a weapon. Not even my MAN.

      The chanting witches and warlocks closed in on us.

      "Release," I said on a breath, letting go of the barrier. "Here we go," I said to Monty.

      Six members grouped together. "Air," they said in unison.

      Another six formed a separate unit. "Water," they sang out.

      Again, six more split off. "Fire," the group announced.

      So, when the remaining four stood next to Monty and me, I played the odds that there was only one element left unspoken. "Earth," I declared, elated when the other five in my group, including Monty, said it with me at the same time.

      This close, I could smell wintergreen on the brunette witch next to me. Her hair was in one large French braid with a few curls hanging loose around her face. I saw her mask was the face of a bull, complete with a ring through the wide nose and the suggestion of horns. I glanced at the masks of the other three in my group. There was another bull, a warlock with bright green eyes, and two goats. What the ever-loving mystical hell had we been transported in to? I glanced at the other masks. Two lions, two fish, two blindfolds, two masks that curled up at one corner like an ocean wave, bows and arrows, rams, and... Why did this seem familiar? The masks didn't make sense without context, but pieces clicked together in my mind. Each of the eleven couples represented a symbol in astrology. Which meant... I swore under my breath.

      Monty grabbed my hand and squeezed. "What?"

      "Nothing to hear," I whispered, narrowing the cone of silence to just a foot around us. With minimal lip movement as to not alert the others, I declared as succinctly as I could, "If they pull out a chastity belt, I'm out of here."

      Monty's brow raised.

      "We're the Virgos, nimrod." I pulled my hand from his and forced a smile at our new companions. "Don't you get it? We complete their unholy zodiac. Release."

      The Aries witch with golden blonde hair stepped forward. "Brother. Sister," she said warmly. "You are so welcome here, and we are blessed that you have joined our family. We have a lot to celebrate now that you are joined. But first, you must say goodbye to your family and friends. We will see you at the feast."

      I glanced around. We were still on a deserted beach, the only light from the three-quarter moon. "What feast?"

      She smiled and clapped her hands, her pale arms glowing purple with powerful energy. She cupped my chin, her aura saturating my skin. Baba Yaga's yabows! Her magic was strong. "Enjoy." She clapped her hands again.

      A white light burned bright around us, blinding me momentarily. When I regained my sight, we were in a large ballroom with a live band, surrounded by wedding guests. I scanned the room for the cult members, but since no one was wearing gauzy gowns with creepy masks, it was hard to tell one witch or warlock from another.

      "Where have you been, son?" A tall, dashing man with Monty's chocolate red hair handed Monty a glass of champagne. "I thought we were going to have to send out a search party."

      Monty slipped his arm around my waist. "I wanted a private moment with my bride before the festivities." He smiled like a man in love as he gazed down at me. "Can you blame me?"

      His dad clapped Monty's shoulder and winked at me. "Not one bit, son. Not one bit."

      I wanted to say something, like "ew," but figured it was an Un-Pepper thing to do. I settled on a steely glare. "We should mingle, babe," I told Monty. Before I punch your dad, I said with my eyes and hoped he got the message.

      He offered me his elbow, and I took it.

      "Cone of silence," he suggested.

      "Nothing to hear," I said, throwing the magic muffler up around us. "What the hell was with the Eyes Wide Shut crowd out there on the beach? And were we on a beach? Because, for real, I didn't feel a breeze, smell the ocean, or hear anything that screamed nature to me."

      We leaned into each other naturally like two newlyweds whispering nuggets of love as we milled through the crowd of well-wishers. Monty patted my arm in an intimate gesture and said, "I guess that was their way of welcoming us to the fold. And if I had to guess, I'd say that the beach was an illusion."

      "And those masks? Seriously. That was level ten creepy as shit."

      "I think you should write it up in the report just like that," he said.

      "Are you messing with me?"

      "Yes," he cast a flirty smile at me.

      I smiled back. After all, we were supposed to be in love. "Well, it was creepy."

      "Level ten," he agreed. He pointed ahead at an enormous indoor fountain that featured an ideal of the goddess in the center as if telling me some kind of interesting fact about the installation. "Pepper, so far, hasn’t given up the other cult members, so we'll have to figure out a way to take pictures of the witches and warlocks and send them back to the Council for identification."

      "There's no telling if any of them are here at the feast. Everyone looks like they belong. And if, the cult is couples only, then how did Pepper become a member?"

      "From what I can piece together, she was invited to join, but wouldn't become a full member until after marriage."

      "Oh." It still didn't make a lot of sense, but the scent of wintergreen drew my attention. "Hold up," I said to Monty. "Release." I whipped around to face the direction of the minty aroma. "There," I said when I saw the elaborate French braid of a woman in a pale green silky shift walk toward the buffet. I grabbed Monty's hand and dragged him in her direction.

      I tapped the witch on the shoulder when we caught up to her and recognized her from Pepper's dossier of known associates. Marlow Marshall, otherwise known as "Mar-Mar!" I exclaimed. What a stupid-ass nickname. "I was hoping I'd catch up to you."

      "Pep!" she greeted me. I'd watched enough videos of her on TMZ to know to duck in for double air kiss when Marlow leaned in. "The wedding was delicious." She let her hungry gaze drift to Monty. "Just like the buffet," she said without meaning the food.

      "He's no longer on the menu," I said more defensively than I'd meant.

      The tone caught Marlow off-guard. "Since when don't you share your bounty, my darling?"

      Uh-oh. "Uhm."

      Monty laced his fingers in mine. "Bride wants the first taste." He kissed my knuckles. "Who am I to deny her on our wedding night?"

      Marlow stared at the two of us for a moment then let out a melodic giggle. "Oh, poo. Fine. Bride's prerogative."

      "Mar-mar, darling," a warlock said. He had chestnut brown hair and bright green eyes. The other bull, Marlow's Taurus partner. He kissed Marlow's cheek and encircled her waist from behind. He leered at Monty. "Don't you look handsome?"

      I had the feeling we were going to get another food request, and I wasn't sure how well I was going to be able to stay in character if everyone wanted a piece of Monty. "I'm so sorry. I have to go talk to my agent." I tugged on Monty. "Let's go, dear." I nodded to Marlow and her guy. "See you both soon." For shits, I winked, and the grins on their faces told me I'd pleased them to no end. Score one for keeping my cover intact.

      "Nothing to hear," I said quickly, as worked to quell my panic. "Are you sure this isn't a sex cult? Because I am all about the mission, but I draw the line at orgy participation." I fanned my neck.

      "You're getting blotchy."

      "Damn right, I am," I hissed. I took a slow breath and counted the Goddess's virtues. "I'm okay. I can do this."

      "Well, at least we know Marlow Marshall is a member, and we have a description of her partner. That's two down."

      "Only twenty more to go. I know Shirley said our teams couldn't help us investigate, and that we are not to engage a takedown on our own, but I think Drag and Time Bomb should get set up somewhere close enough to back us up if we need it."

      Monty grinned. "Cas and Brit are in a three-bedroom townhouse at the Ocean Reef Resort. It's two miles west of this one. A quick run for them. I'll let them know to expect two more guests."

      "Three-bedroom, huh?" I knew Cas and Brit were married. "You expected me to keep my team on, didn't you?"

      "You're a smart leader."

      "You mean predictable."

      "I don't mean that at all," Monty said. "I predicted you'd turn the mission down."

      He predicted I'd turn it down? More like he'd wished I'd turned it down. I drew my shoulders back. "And here I am, ready to do my job. Bet on it."

      "I am," Monty said. He gestured to the throng of guests milling around the ballroom. "Let's see if we can discover more of our masked marks."

      "It was dark. I only recognized Marlow because of her breath mint and braid, and her guy because of his eyes. Other than the blonde with the golden hair, who, if I had to guess is the leader--she just had that air about her--I don't remember much detail about the others. I spent too much time figuring out the masks."

      "The masks were a big clue. I'm not sure I would've put six and six together and come up with a zodiac. Are you a Virgo?"

      "No, but Pepper is. August twenty-ninth. My glamour incorporates everything about her. Even her birthdate. When's your birthday?"

      "September the seventh." He shook his head. "I'd wondered why she chose me."

      "I'm sure it had nothing to do with you being powerful, from old magic, and extremely handsome."

      He turned, pulled me close, then kissed the tip of my nose. "A show for our audience," he explained. Then he pressed his forehead to mine. "You think I'm extremely handsome, huh?"

      I averted my gaze so that he wouldn't glimpse my desire for him. And that's when I spotted her. "The golden blonde," I told him. "Three o'clock."

      He looked in the direction I indicated. On the dance floor, a woman with delicate bone structure danced with a man who towered over her by at least a foot. "You think that's her? The woman in the Aries mask?"

      I nodded. Her hair had a distinct buttery color that I hadn't seen in any other guests. "Let's move out on the dance floor for a closer look. If I can hear her talk, we will know for sure."

      "You'll have to drop your mute spell."

      "Release," I said.

      "I think it's time I danced with my bride," Monty declared.

      I giggled appropriately as I let him lead me to the center of the dance floor. Monty, who had surprised me with his agility in a fight, surprised me again, by being just as agile when it came to a waltz. He moved us into position with masterful ease.

      I couldn't distinguish her voice among the chatter around us. "We need to be closer," I whispered.

      "Hold on," Monty said.

      With a backward twirl, I collided into the golden blonde and her date.

      "Excuse me," she exclaimed. Then she locked eyes with me. "Pepper." She smiled. Yep. Voice recognized. She was definitely Aries. "I don't believe I've had the pleasure of meeting your husband, yet." The blonde purred as she examined Monty from head to toe.

      "Introduce me to your friend, babe," Monty said.

      "With pleasure." The problem was, the blonde hadn't been in Pepper's known associates' file. Crap.

      Luckily, or unlucky, as the case may be, I was rescued by an unexpected source. "Don't mind Libby," her partner said, and for the first time since we'd danced over, I got a good look at him.

      "Doyle," I said, too stunned to say more.

      "My Goddess, Pepper," Libby said. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

      I am Pepper Rain, I reminded myself. I am not Gigi Wise. Not tonight. "I'm fine," I said. "I think my blood sugar might be a little low."

      "Let's get you something to eat," Monty said with real concern.

      As we walked toward the buffet, he asked, "Are you okay?"

      I nodded, then shook my head. Goddess help me. We'd found the leader of the cult, and her partner was my ex-boyfriend Doyle Drake.
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      "You mean, Doyle of the romance-movies-hating-bon-bon-eating conversation. That Doyle?" Monty asked when we were standing in front of a jumbo cocktail shrimp tower.

      "Yeah," I said. I couldn't believe I was looking at the same guy who told me I was too intense. Like being a member of a human-killing cult is just a trip to the day spa. I put two shrimps and a spoonful of sauce on a plate, feeling a little out of sorts.  "What the hell is he doing here? Doyle never had any interest in black magic. He hated my job."

      "Is that why you broke up?"

      "Yes, mostly." I set the plate down. "I don't even like shrimp."

      "Why don't we head up to the suite? We can regroup in private."

      The implication that I needed to regroup raised my hackles. "I can do my job."

      "Of that, I've no doubt," he said quickly.

      "I should work Doyle. I don't know how well Pepper knows him, but I think I can manipulate some names out of him."

      "Maybe you know him too well," Monty said. "You might blow your cover."

      "I won't."

      Monty's brows lowered, and his eyes darkened. It was the first crack I'd seen in his composure. "Fine. Just remember that you're not in this alone. If you burn yourself, you burn me too. You might not like me, but in this, we're partners."

      "You need to trust me."

      "That goes both ways," he said. He took a step to leave.

      I reached out and grabbed his cuff. "Where are you going?"

      "To mingle, see what I can dig up while you go flirt with Drake. Find me in fifteen minutes." The crease between his eyes told me he was unhappy. "We'll compare notes."

      I shrugged. "Fifteen minutes. Sounds good." I gave him a cocked and loaded look. "Better be careful though or people might think the honeymoon is over before it's even started."

      I took a step away from the buffet toward the dance floor, but Monty spun me back toward him, dipped me in his arms.

      "You're absolutely right," he said, then pressed his firm yet soft lips to mine, kissing me in a way that dared me to reciprocate. I yielded, giving into the growing heat inside me, and parted my lips, inviting the slip of his velvet tongue to play with mine. His hands roamed my back, kneading the stress from my muscles while at the same time adding so much more tension to my body. It took everything I had not to throw my leg up over his hip.

      When we finally came up for air, the guests exploded into applause. I glanced around, still dazed at all the jubilant faces. Brazenly, Monty gave my ass a pat as he walked away and said, "See you soon, dear."

      I would have chased him down to punch him, but my gelatin legs refused to move. Traitors. Just my luck, though. I didn't have to go far to talk with Doyle because he worked his way over to the shrimp cocktail station on his own.

      "Hi, Pepper," he said. "You look beautiful."

      "Doyle." His sandy blond hair was thick and wavy, just the way I remembered it. I had a sense memory of running my fingers through it when he would kiss me. The way he looked at me now was too much like the way he looked at me when we were dating, only I wasn't supposed to be me right now. I worried Monty was right. What if I forgot for even a single moment that I was Pepper Rain and let something slip that blew our hard-earned cover? "Are you enjoying the celebration?"

      "Immensely," he said. He took my hand and brought my knuckles to his lips. "We could up the party a notch by taking it somewhere private."

      I snatched my hand back. This really was a sex cult.

      He glanced around guiltily before relief touched his eyes. "Libby is occupied with your new husband. Neither of them is paying any attention to us."

      Hmmm. Doyle was worried about his wife catching us, which probably meant, Doyle and Pepper were having a secret affair. He was playing a dangerous game. I had a feeling anyone who disrupted the power of this cult might find themselves on the wrong side of a sacrifice. "Since it's my wedding night, we should probably be a little more careful."

      "I still don't know how you managed to pull Montrose Abadose into our constelatio." He wiggled his brows. "Which rhymes with fellatio," he said covertly.

      Gross. I chuckled and batted my eyelashes because he seemed to expect it. He rewarded me with a lewd smile. Yuck. I can't believe I thought this guy was charming at one point.

      "I never thought Monty would join our group. Especially after the way he distanced himself from his mother after her downfall. You are a miracle worker."

      Melba Montrose had been practicing the darkest of magics, and she hadn't been above manipulating her son, and in the end, trying to dispose of him, to get what she wanted. It almost made me thankful to have been given up at birth.

      "He had to distance himself," I said. "It was the only way to avoid sitting in a cell next to her. She was stupid. Monty is smart."

      "You almost sound like you actually love him," Doyle said.

      I blinked, recalling myself and who I was pretending to be. I sneered at Doyle. "I admire him," I corrected. "There's a difference."

      Doyle smirked. "Of course."

      It was time to shift the conversation if possible. "When will we..." I left the statement open and waited for him to fill in the blanks.

      "Tomorrow night." He gave me a wary look. "And we shall celebrate the glory."

      "Celebrate the glory," I said. "That's right. Sorry. Bride brain."

      His expression soured. "I need to be alone with you, Pepper." He trailed a fingertip down my shoulder. "I hate that you'll be with Abadose tonight. Why couldn't we both have been born on the same sign."

      I shrugged him off. "Bad luck, I guess." I tried to look sad and not disgusted. "Will we be meeting beforehand?"

      He narrowed his gaze at me. "We'll take dinner in the Flamingo Room. You set up the itinerary. Are you feeling unwell?"

      "Jet lag," I said hurriedly.

      "I don't know why you insist on taking human modes of transportation, dearest. Not a witch of your caliber."

      I'd known the answer to this one. Monty had reported that he'd asked her the same question once while she was trying to recruit him. "I have too many ties to the human world, fans, and business contacts who recognize me on the streets. If I show up in England an hour after being seen in New York, questions are asked."

      "I sometimes forget you're a superstar, even outside our witch circles. I can't believe how many humans willingly volunteered to be part of the ritual because they adore you."

      I winced and forced it into a smile. "It's a gift and a curse." Something else I'd heard Pepper say in an Entertainment Tonight interview when asked about what it was like to have over four million subscribers on her CelebriToob channel.

      He nodded, but I could tell he thought something was wrong. I had to think quick if I wanted to allay his suspicions. I ran his lapel between my thumb and forefinger. "Why don't you find me tomorrow and I'll kiss that cute little freckle behind your ear, and I'll do that thing you like so much..."

      His eyes brightened as all his misgiving drained from his brain, along with the blood, to another less intellectual part of his anatomy. "It's a date," he said.

      I gagged when he walked away and wondered if my fifteen minutes were up. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the six-foot black woman with the rainbow-colored hair duck out onto one of the many balconies, and so, I followed her. Unlike when the Divinus Paradiso zapped us into an illusion of a moonlit beach, I ended up with a view that took my breath away. The whooshing sound of waves, the salty ocean spray, and the moonlight rippling on the bay surface helped me to get centered.

      The militant woman leaned against the railing and took a deep breath. "It's beautiful, isn't it?" she asked.

      "Sure," I said noncommittally. Was this unusual woman a friend of the groom or the bride? Did she know Pepper? If so, she wasn't in any of the files. Why hadn't I bothered to ask myself all these questions before I impulsively followed her outside?

      "It was a beautiful wedding."

      "Yep." I was on a roll. A shiver ran along my bare skin.

      The woman turned and stared at me, her silver eyes glinting as she studied me. "Are you cold, Gigi?" She gave me a slow blink as a smile formed on her lips. "I mean, Pepper."

      "Nothing to hear," I said quickly. "Who are you?"

      "Don't worry your witchy head. I am not here to out you."

      I moved in closer, my hand flaming orange with defensive magic. "Tell me who you are, or I'll burn your short and curlies."

      "What is it with you witches and my pubes?" She tapped her chin and gave me a look of haughty amusement. "Your magic won't work on me."

      "Oh yeah." I took another step, a ball of energy building in my palm. "Do you really want to take that chance?"

      She clapped her hands. "Yes, please. I love chance. Chance makes my job so much easier. He and Destiny don't always get along, mind you."

      "I'm baffled."

      "It seems to be another affliction of your kind."

      "You keep saying that. If my kind is witch, what is your kind? You're definitely not human." My wedding band had silver in it, so I slapped my hand down on her arm. Nothing happened. "Not a vampire."

      Her eyes, like the start of a bad novel, went all dark and stormy.

      The salty breeze whipped around my head, sucking my hair straight up into a tropical vortex. "What's happening?"

      "Hands off," she said in a booming voice that made my bones quake.

      Sheee-it. I hastily retracted my hand and looked around to see if anyone else had heard. No one came running, so my silence shield had held. Thank the Goddess.

      "Don't thank her," the woman said. "It's fate that led you here and only fate will determine what's next."

      The wind died down, and my hair dropped against my shoulders. I smoothed it down. "And let me guess, you're Fate?"

      I was being sarcastic, so when she said, "As a matter of fact, I am." She curtsied. "At your service." Then she laughed. "Not really. Technically, you are at my service."

      "First, if you're Fate, prove it." I sucked my teeth. "And even if you are Fate, what makes you think I'd be at your service."

      "Who do you think brought this scenario to the Council? Me. Fate. That's who. I even requested you specifically."

      "Why?"

      "Destiny, of course. She can be a real bitch if she doesn't get her way."

      I'd never been more confused. Like ever. "If you’re Fate and your sister is Destiny, then what's the point of all this. Can't you all just snap your fingers and make things work out the way you want?"

      "Sure, if it wasn't for Chance, or, I don't know, Free Will. You earthly creatures tend to fight against me at every turn. You don't like the idea of predetermination. That's where Chance and Free Will comes in." She shook her head and chuckled. "For a while, Free Will had a hey-day encouraging folks to streak about naked. The seventies were definitely his decade. You can only imagine all the Free Willy jokes we made at his expense when that killer whale movie released in the nineties."

      "What about Chance?"

      "Destiny's always had a soft spot for him?" She sighed. "And that's why we're here now."

      "Did I fall and hit my head?" I looked over my shoulder. The party was going strong, but not a single person glanced in our direction. "Are you doing that?"

      "It's a gift." She raised a brow. "I like your little silence trick. That's pretty nifty."

      "Not as nifty as being able to hide in a crowded room."

      She swept her cotton-candy hair over her shoulder. "True. I have a knack for being unseen like you have a knack for being unheard."

      Obvious, but okay. "So, what is it that I'm supposed to do?"

      She put her finger to her lips. "Choose fate." She shrugged. "Or not. Either way, you must stop the Divinus Paradiso from calling forth the power source."

      "Why? What's at stake?"

      "Nothing and everything but time," Fate said. She took my hand and dragged a finger across my palm. "The fate of all witches is in your hand. Only you can prevent the extinction of your species in this twist of..." She smiled. "Well, you get it."

      "I really don't." I was even more confused than when we'd started the conversation.

      "Fate, Destiny, Chance, and Free Will. All will play their part in time. Will you?" Her hair floated around her like rainbow clouds, and without an explanation, she vanished.

      "Release," I said. I knew I should tell Monty about Fate, but would he even believe me? I'd lived it, but I was struggling to believe it myself. My feet hurt, my head hurt, holding onto this glamour was making my skin hurt, and all I really wanted to do was kick off my shoes, shower away the day, and watch anything on TV but a rom-com. After, I would tell him. But first, I had to find him.

      I went back into the ballroom and searched for Monty. I spotted him twirling Marlow, the witch who had wanted to share him earlier, around on the dance floor. I'll admit, the sight of him smiling at her, and her laughing every time he opened his mouth made me feel a little rage-y. I made a bee-line for their position, and when I was in touching distance. I tapped Marlow and said, "I hate to interrupt this magical moment, but I'm invoking a bride's right to take her husband to bed."
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      "Nothing to hear," I invoked as soon as we made it to our room. I didn't know if the other cult members had bugged the place. Probably not, but better not to take a chance.

      Chance. Ugh. And Fate, and Destiny, and Free Will. My head still spun from the earlier encounter.

      The honeymoon suite on the tenth floor had a separate living room area, a large balcony with a private pool, the master bedroom had a six-foot by two-foot see-through aquarium floor. It must have taken some kind of miracle of engineering not to have it crash through the rooms below, in front of a king-sized bed and a twelve foot walk-down hot tub surrounded by mirrors on the walls and the ceiling above. My favorite part of the whole cliché nightmare was the two private bathrooms with showers, one for her and one for him. At least, we didn't have to share a toilet. That would be too much like a real marriage.

      "Are you going to tell me why you whisked me out of the ballroom like your broomstick was on fire?"

      "Har har," I said. "Jokes on you. My broomstick is fireproof." Witches didn't need broomsticks to fly, but some of the more rural of my kind liked to kick it old school.

      "That's not an answer."

      "It's an answer. Just not the one you're looking for." I wanted to tell him about Fate, and I'd made up my mind on the elevator ride up to do it as soon as I was sure we wouldn't be monitored, but when I tried to speak about her, it was as if the words got caught in my throat. I coughed and tried again. Nothing. I put my finger to the back of my tongue, gagged, and dry heaved. When I could breathe again, I said, "That was a bad idea."

      "Just tell me."

      "I can't," I said, kicking off my ginormously high heels. I reached back and couldn't unclasp the tiny clasp on the dress at the top of the zipper. I struggled, spinning, bending, jumping, and damn near ripping at the fabric to get ahold of the elusive damn thing. I am extremely flexible. This should not have been a problem. "Ahh!" I let out in frustration.

      "Do you want help?"

      "No." I turned my back to him. "But I obviously need it."

      He chuckled, and the sexy sound made my vee-jay tingle as if ready to mingle.

      "Down, girl," I chided.

      I felt his fingertips at the base of my neck. "What?" he asked.

      "Nothing." I wiggled my knees, trying to distract my lusty loins. "Do you have it, yet?"

      "Almost," he said. "It's lodged in the seam." Every time his hands brushed the tiny hairs at the back of my neck, my thighs quivered.

      I yanked forward, staggering a few steps. "I'll figure it out," I said.

      "I got it," he replied. "The clasp is undone now." His eyes warmed with undeniable desire as he stared at me. "I can get the zipper for you if you want."

      I wanted. Oh, baby, how I wanted! And I almost nearly agreed, but then I saw my reflection in the sliding glass doors. I looked like Pepper Rain. Not me. Monty wasn't seeing me when he cast me those come-hither bedroom eyes. He was seeing her.

      "I can handle the zipper." Besides, I recalled Shirley's words, consummation would prevent a nullification, and I'd have to petition for an actual divorce. I wasn't sure sex with anyone, especially the high and mighty Montrose Abadose, was worth taking that hit.

      Our luggage had been sent up to our room on our arrival, so mine was on the left side of the bed. I grabbed a gray t-shirt and my favorite pair of yoga pants, soft and loose just the way I liked them.

      "Pepper Rain wouldn't be caught dead in athleisure wear," Monty said as he watched me unpack.

      "You would know," I said. "But this is private, and in private, Gigi Wise is about substance over style."

      "And what if the Divinus Paradiso decides to pop us into another ritual tonight."

      Crap, the thought hadn't even crossed my mind. "I don't own any lingerie."

      A knock at the suite's door started us both. "You get it," I said.

      Monty nodded. He slipped his hand in his pocket and went to the door. "Who's there?" he demanded.

      "Concierge," a man with a robust Bahamian accent said. "I have a package for Mrs. Pepper Rain Abadose."

      Monty looked back at me. I shrugged. I hadn't ordered anything. "Maybe it's a wedding gift."

      Monty opened the door, and a young black man in a white uniform held out a large red box tied with a pink satin bow. Monty took the package and slipped the man a hundred-dollar bill for his trouble. I cringed. That was a full day's salary for me, but for someone like an Abadose, it was probably chump change. He thanked the man and closed the door between them.

      When we were alone again, I asked, "What is it?"

      Monty pulled the card from its envelope. "Do you want me to read it?"

      "Sure."

      "It says, You are a child of destiny. Trust in your fate."  He turned the card over and furrowed his brow. "That's it. No name. Are you sure you don't know who sent this?"

      I opened my mouth to spill about my encounter with Fate, but once again, not a word came out. What the fairy's hairy ass was going on?

      "Not a clue," I finally said, because for whatever reason, Fate had secrets and she wanted me to keep them. "Open the box."

      I held my breath with more than a little trepidation as Monty untied the bow and removed the ribbon from around the box. He lifted the lid. Inside was rainbow-colored tissue paper as if Fate wanted to make sure that I knew this gift was from her.

      I was afraid of exploding glitter bombs, so I stepped back as Monty peeled away the tissue paper to reveal the contents. His eyes widened. Then he folded the tissue paper back down and grunted a, "huh."

      "Well?" I asked, afraid to look. "What the hell is it?"

      He shook his head. "You'll have to check it out yourself. But before you do, know that I had nothing to do with this gift." He gave me a sour look. "Though I'm interested to know who sent it."

      Since I couldn't tell him, I put my big girl panties on and prepared myself for whatever Fate had seen fit to put into my path.

      I pushed back the tissue paper, my eyes widening like Monty's had and followed by a similar grunt. It was a pearl-colored satin camisole slip with Chantilly lace trim. I lifted it from the box, appalled when I saw the matching panties under. I blew out a quick sigh of relief when I saw they weren't see-through. Also, they were bikini cut and not some ridiculous string-up-the-butt cut. But still.

      "Well, I guess I have lingerie." I wadded it up in a ball and tucked it under my arm.  "I'll be back."

      I undressed and dressed quickly. I found a plush white robe provided by the resort for guests hanging on the inside of the bathroom door. I threw up a thanks to the Goddess as I threw it on over the slinky nightie. When I came out, Monty was in bed already, laying on the covers, and wearing forest green silk pajama bottoms that sit low on his hips and no shirt. He had a swimmer's build, broad chest with a narrow waist and hips. His muscles were compact, not bulky, and I found myself staring at the smattering of dark hair that trailed from just below his navel down under his waistband.

      Rawr. Hubba hubba, my libido said. Shut up, I told it.

      Monty, who must have seen the war going on in my expression, smirked. "Do you want to put some kind of barrier between us on the bed?"

      "I'm not going to molest you if that's what you're worried about."

      "I'm pretty hard to resist," he teased.

      Goddess, he really was! "You're not that hot," I lied.

      He folded his hands behind his head. "If you say so."

      I threw back the covers and climbed in bed on my side. "I do." I shimmied out of the robe, not an easy feat when fighting sheets in the process, and tossed it on the floor. "So, are you going to tell me what you and Mar-mar were talking about?"

      "She was listing the many ways she could ride my--"

      "I get it," I said, cutting him off.

      "And what about Doyle? Your conversation with him looked lively."

      I snorted. "Hardly. I think for all of Marlow's talk of sharing, Pepper and Doyle have been having a secret affair that he doesn't want Libby to know about."

      "Really?" He rolled onto his side toward me and propped up on his elbow. I noticed the way his six-pack bunched and released with the effort.

      I pivoted my gaze to his face. "Yep. Really. Frankly, I was disgusted by the whole one-on-one with that jerk."

      "Do you think it could disrupt their objective if Libby found out?"

      "Possibly." I gave him an appraising glance. "We could keep it in our pocket as a Hail, Marge, if you will."

      "It might balance the scales a little if things go awry."

      I nodded. "I also found out that tomorrow night is going to be the first night of the constellation ritual."

      "First? So, this isn't a one and done?" He ran his fingers through his hair and pursed his lips in thought.

      My throat was dry as I remembered the toe-curling kiss he'd planted on me earlier. It would be so easy to scoot over the few feet separating us and let him do it again. He scratched his lickable chest, and I groaned. Out loud. Ugh.

      "Are you okay?" Monty asked.

      "Uh-huh." I licked my parched lips. I scrambled for an excuse that didn't scream, I'm a horny, sexually frustrated witch who can't stop thinking about what it would feel like to climb his... I fanned myself. "I think I'm dehydrated. I heard that happens on these tropical islands. It's all the salt in the air."

      He got up from the bed.

      "Where are you going?"

      "To get you some water." He went into the living room then came back with a bottle of water." He handed it to me. "Here."

      "Thanks." I drank half the bottle in a singled swig. I didn't even notice the slightly funny taste until a numbness started in my tongue. I coughed, water spraying from my mouth. "Uh...uh-oh," I said on a choke. My throat had become totally numb now.

      "Is something wrong?"

      I dropped the bottle as my hands and arms went limp at my side. My head lolled sideways in Monty's direction. "Poy-than," I said, my tongue feeling thick and swollen.

      He raced to my bedside. "What?"

      "Poy-poy....than."

      "Poythan?"

      My eyes rolled back for a moment as if I were trying to get an up-close look at my brain. I couldn't make the "s" sound because of the numbness. "Dwugged," I said, trying again.

      "Gigi!" Monty said. He propped me up and patted my back as if I were choking on food. "Tell me what to do."

      Now my mouth, along with the rest of my body was frozen, unable to move, reminding me of those living zombies. Had someone put puffer fish toxin in the water? Whatever was in that damned bottle was paralyzing, but it wasn't knocking me out. My lungs squeezed, suddenly and violently, whooshing the breath from me, and I gasped, or rather, I tried to gasp, but I couldn't take in any air. My heartbeat climbed into my throat, clamoring in my ears, as I watched my life of all work and no play flashed before my eyes. Goddess help me, I was going to die, and for all my dedication to the job, I had nothing to show for my efforts. Nothing that said, Gigi Wise was here.

      As I fought to breathe, my peripheral vision dimmed, and all sound was dulled by a cotton effect in my ears. Monty's arms were around me, and I could hear my name like a distant echo as a blissful peace settled over me, and the room went dark around us as I died.

      As if a dream, I felt Monty's arms around me. He pressed his lips to my forehead. "Don't leave," I thought I heard him say. "Stay."

      I inhaled his musk and jasmine scent as his warmth blanketed my skin. "You smell so delicious," I said.

      "Do I?" he asked a tone of relief and amusement in his voice.

      I blinked my eyes open, his face only inches from mine. "Hey, am I dead? Are you?" I had to be dead. You didn't go from paralyzing poison to feeling one-hundred percent better in seconds. Maybe the afterlife was one big fantasy you got to play out. I decided to test the theory. I slid my hands up his chest, the short hairs tickling my fingers before I reached around his neck to pull him down into a kiss that, like the water, had stolen my breath. I patted his cheek after. "If this is death, I'm not mad about it."

      "You're not dead," Monty said, wearing a seductive smile. I studied his eyelashes, thick and long and the same color as his hair.

      "You have the most beautiful eyes," I said.

      "Gigi," he assured me, his voice gentle. "You are very much alive."

      I frowned. "How?"

      He ran his fingertips down my arm to my wrist. He lifted my hand, so I could see the MAN bracelet he'd placed on me. "You know I'm a healer," he said. "But when I tried to pull the poison from you, it started attacking me. I suspected the culprit might be magic related. You returned to normal the moment I put it on your wrist." He grinned and touched his lips. "Well, mostly normal."

      "I wouldn't have kissed you if I'd known I was alive," I said, only slightly indignant, because kissing him was really super fun.

      "Do I really have beautiful eyes?" He batted his lashes.

      "Shut up."

      "Is that a yes?"

      Goddess, I wanted to kiss him again. "Can we discuss the fact that someone tried to take me out with black magic?" I glanced over at our reflection in the mirrors surrounding the tub. Pepper Rain no longer looked back at me. "And will it still try to kill me without the MAN? If so, the mission is over."
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      "What are we going to do?" I paced back and forth over the floor aquarium as a neon-striped fish chased my bare toes. "I can't leave the room looking like this. I mean, look at me." I motioned with my hands from my head to toes, toes to head. "Just look at me."

      "I'm looking," Monty said. His amused expression pissed me off.

      "You think this is funny? Our whole mission depends on me being able to pull off Pepper Rain. Is your ego so big, that seeing me fail is more important than the job?"

      He frowned. "Is that what you think?"

      "Well, you don't seem all that upset about it." I crossed my arms over my chest and plopped down onto the edge of the bed.

      "And you seem like a petulant child."

      "I..." I kind of did. "What are we going to do?"

      "First, we need to figure out what curse was placed on the water bottle."

      "Let me just think out loud here for a moment. What if it was a targeted attack or if it didn't matter who the hex took out as long as it was one of us." I crossed one leg over the other and began bouncing my toes. "What if it was a leftover hex. Random."

      "Like if someone cast a spell on a case of water and put it in random rooms."

      I shrugged. "Maybe. It could also be someone outside the cult who knows what they are up to and is trying to stop them."

      "You think someone is taking witch law into their own hands? That's a death curse. It has to be. Even if the people they were taking out were the worst witches and warlocks in existence, it would still land the vigilante in jail. First, do no harm and all that good stuff."

      Monty nodded. "We need to figure out the source spell to reverse it."

      "I'm pretty good with hexes, but," I held up my wrist, "I can't do anything without my magic."

      "I know who we can call on."

      "Who? We aren't supposed to bring in any other agents."

      Monty walked toward the door before I heard the knock. He flung it open, and Marlow Marshall stood on the other side. I dove to the far side of the bed, so she wouldn't see me. What in the good Goddess's name was he thinking just opening the door without checking? Our situation must have short-circuited his brain.

      "Come in," I heard him say. "Hurry."

      That man had really lost his mind. I peered over the top of the bed and glimpsed him ushering Marlow toward the bedroom. I shook my head, worried that maybe he'd drank the Kool-aid. Was he a pawn in this? Had he been working both sides of the fence on this assignment? A double agent, if you will? It made absolutely no sense. But he had brought up the idea that the hexer could be someone trying to stop the Divinus Paradiso. What if that went against his own personal agenda?

      Goddess! How could I be such a greenie to fall for his stand-up guy act? Damn it. I was wearing the MAN to keep me alive, so no way to call up a defensive spell, and I was wearing a freaking negligee, and my shoes were in the closet with the wedding dress. I hated wearing the stilettos, but they would have made an excellent weapon, especially with my hand-to-hand combat skills. Unfortunately, there wasn't a whole lot of anything I could do with no powers against two formidable foes.

      In other words, I was utterly screwed and not in a fun way.

      "Where is Gigi?" Marlow asked.

      Until that moment, I think a part of me had been holding out hope that Monty hadn't betrayed me, but the proof standing in the middle of our suite asking where the hell I was.

      "Gigi?" Monty said. He poked his head into the bedroom, and his gaze fell on mine. "Why are you hiding behind the bed?"

      "Oh, I don't know. I'm getting a full body massage. A facial. A mani-pedi is next."

      He stepped into the room and spoke as if I was a rabid deer ready to bite and bolt. He wasn't far off the mark. I planned to fight until my last breath. "Don't come any closer," I warned.

      "What's wrong?" His fake confusion was laughable.

      "I don't know what sick game you're playing, but I won't be a pawn in your whatever power trip you're on."

      His brow dipped, and his gaze narrowed on me. "You've lost your mind."

      "Come on, Monty," Marlow said. She twirled and said, "Let unseen be seen, before Gigi gets mean." When Marlow stopped spinning, Brita Davis stood in her place.

      Not wholly trusting the scene yet, I stood up and asked, "Is this for real?"

      "Of course, it's for real," Monty quipped.

      "Brita is the best hex witch I know. Who else would I call?"

      "And since there's no apparating in and out of this resort without setting off alarm bells, I had my husband distract Marlow away from the ballroom, and I took on her appearance and headed up to the suite."

      "How did you get Marlow's DNA?"

      Brita smiled. "I kissed the witch." When my mouth dropped open. She laughed. "I didn't like it," she said. "Yuck, that woman has a thing for wintergreen mints. So gross."

      "And you're okay with your husband going off alone with Marlow? You know she's a horn dog, right?"

      Brita laughed as she absently patted her unruly hair. "I may have put a tiny-teensy curse on her. If she as much as gets even a little bit inappropriate with my guy, she will wretch her guts up."

      "You didn't?" I said, scandalously.

      She nodded, her smile evilly gleeful. "Vomitus Eroticus."

      "You know that dirty witch is heaving over a ditch right now, don't you?"

      We both burst out laughing.

      "Let's figure out what's going on with your hex before Marlow figures out hers. Where's the bottle?"

      "It's on the nightstand," Monty said.

      Before he could grab it, I stopped him. "I'm wearing the MAN. Maybe I should be the only one to touch the stuff until we know what's going on."

      Brita nodded. "Smart." She gestured to a place in front of her on the bed. "Put the bottle here." She looked me up and down. "Cute nightgown." She cast a wicked glance at Monty. "How much of a honeymoon has this bottle of water ruined?"

      I crossed my arms. "We're strictly business."

      "Uh huh," Brit said. She wiggled her fingers over the bottle. "I'm not sensing much. I would say the majority of the hex went inside you."

      That wasn't good news.

      She reached into her pocket and pulled out a clear crystal, a small vial of salt, some powdered sulfur in a snack-sized press and seal bag, and a box of matches. She sprinkled salt around the bottle. "Can you make an indention in the bottle?" She pointed to the side.

      I pushed with two fingers until it crumpled a little. "Is that okay?"

      "Perfect." Brita took a pinch of sulfur out of the baggie and piled it on the surface of the bottle.

      "What are you doing?"

      She pulled a matchstick out of the matchbox and struck it against the scratchy side. It flamed up. "I can't undo the hex. Only the original caster can, but I might be able to remove and trap it, rendering it harmless."

      "Cool, but since the bottle isn't going to die of the curse, doesn't it seem like a better use of your time to remove and trap the hex inside me?"

      "Wouldn't you prefer I practice on the bottle just in case it doesn't work? Because if we remove the nullifier and the death curse takes hold once more, there's a good chance it will kill you if I'm wrong."

      "Uhm..." I glanced at Monty, who couldn't hide the slight upturn at the corner of his mouth. I sighed. "Fine. Carry on," I told Brit. "I defer to your expertise."

      "Awesome," she replied, then touched the flame to the sulfur. The powder caught fire and burned blue. The stench of eggs stunk up the immediate area. Thanks to an overactive gag reflex, all three of us gacked at the putrid scent.

      Brita managed to work through the ickiness, and when the flame went out, she held the crystal an inch above the smoldering powder. The clear crystal appeared to absorb the smoke, turning a murky gray in the process then violently cracked as the gray disappeared. Brita tucked her chin and let out a quiet noise of surprise as the remaining water in the bottle began to bubble.

      "Is it working?" I asked, anxiously rotating the MAN on my wrist.

      Brita frowned. "I think we should all move a few steps back."

      So, we did. The bottle began to bounce around as the bubbles grew more rapid, and the dent popped out as the plastic expanded.

      "Maybe we should move to another time zone," I said. "Or, at least, to another room."

      Brita nodded, her worrying expression doing nothing to alleviate my growing anxiety. "Good idea."

      "The time zone part or to another room?" Monty asked.

      Brita was already fast walking to the living room. "We should definitely move to another room," she sang out.

      Monty grabbed my hand and yanked me out of the bedroom and tackled me down to the floor as a loud Pop! Hisssss! sounded behind us.

      His body ran the length of mine, his naked firm chest pressed to my breasts, and his warm breath fluttering against my neck. For a moment, I was too stunned to move.

      I pressed my palms against the carpet, my pulse jumping in my throat. "What just happened?"

      "Sorry, Monty," Brita said. "The hex has a tampering spell attached to it. When I tried to remove it, it triggered a self-destruct kill switch in the death curse.

      He pushed himself up and stared down at me, his expression astonished. He had his knees between my legs, and I noticed, my slip was pushed up over my hips, revealing my lacy panties. Once again, I was grateful Fate hadn't chosen a thong.

      I scrambled back from him, pulling my satin slip down as I got to my feet. That was the second time he'd jumped on top of me, during a dangerously explosive situation. I didn't know whether to be irritated or pleased. Right now, I was leaning toward irritation.

      Monty turned his attention to Brit. "Are you saying that if you try to remove the spell from Gigi, she's going to wind up like the bottle?"

      Her mouth tensed. "If I can undo the booby trap, I can remove the hex safely."

      "And if you can't?" I asked.

      She shrugged apologetically. "Pop. Hiss."

      "Can you do it?" I asked.

      Brit gave me a frank look. "Now that I've seen it work, I can reverse the failsafe trigger. However, if there is a second one on there, then the results could be just as bad."

      "Death," I said.

      "Death," she agreed.

      "Then this mission is over," Monty proclaimed. He clenched his fists as his frown etched deep lines into his face. "I won't risk Gigi's life for a damn job."

      "I'm pretty sure that's my call," I said, scared that I could die, but angry that Monty seemed to think it was his choice as to whether I risked it or not. Fate had talked about the extinction of witches if I didn't stop the power source from being called forth. She said it was in my hands, specifically. I didn't want to die, far from it, but I didn't know how to live with myself if our community ceased to exist, and I could have done something to prevent it. "I want Brita to try and remove the spell from me. It's the only way to finish what we started." I stared at Monty, hoping to convey my utter resolve. "We have to see this through."

      "No." Monty shook his head, his eyes pleading. "We can't take the chance."

      Chance? Fate had mentioned chance and free will playing their part. "Maybe chance is exactly what we need."

      "We need an object to drain the hex into," Brita said. "I only brought one crystal with me. I would have been strong enough to hold all of the curse if the secondary spell hadn't trashed it. Do you have anything we can use? Any gemstone, as long as it's clear, should work."

      I shook my head. I'd warn pearl earrings with the bridal gown and no necklace. Our rings were metal. "I left my good jewels at home."

      Monty snapped his fingers. "I know." He walked into the bedroom. When he came out, he was holding the gold Ankh encrusted with rubies and diamonds he'd pinned to my dress camisole. He held it out to Brita. "Will this work?"

      I remembered the look on his face as he'd given it to me. The pin meant something to him. It was his past. His heritage. Maybe the only thing he had left of his mother. "If it doesn't," I said. "Your family's heirloom will be destroyed. We can't use that."

      "It's a trinket," Monty said. "I would gladly break it into a million pieces if it meant saving you."

      The irritation drained from me, and a big part of me knew why. Monty had wiggled his way into my affections. He wanted to protect me, and while, I was a big girl who could save herself, it didn't mean that my heart didn't rejoice that there was someone aside from me who cared whether I lived or died. "I think you should go out on the balcony. That's as far from me as you can get in this suite. I don't want you here if things go bad."

      He crossed the floor to me and stood so close it made my heart stop for a second. "I'm not going anywhere," he said with a fierceness that rivaled a Shifter.

      I gulped the knot in my throat. "It's your ass," I said, trying to make a joke.

      He smiled as if to say, it's not funny, but I'll reward the attempt. "Do it, Brita."

      "Are you sure?" she asked him.

      A zing ran through me when he wrapped his arms around me and held me tight. "I'm sure."
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      "This is so dumb," I told Monty. But I didn't try to escape his embrace.

      "Stop talking," he said, mashing my face to his yummy chest, which frankly, in this situation should have been the last thing I was thinking about. But since death might be right around the corner, I didn't see the harm in distracting myself with something more pleasurable.

      Brita, who was in the process of sprinkling salt around our feet, said, "Can you both be quiet. I need to concentrate here."

      The imminence of death made me bold. "I can think of one way to occupy our lips that doesn't include any conversation."

      Now his smile was real. He dipped his head to mine, his mouth pressing gently against mine. "I like the way you think, Wise."

      "A good leader knows her strengths," I teased.

      "You both are still talking," Brita complained.

      Not for long. I kissed Monty, nipping his lower lip. I slid my tongue inside his mouth, and he gave it a quick suck between his teeth. My tingle-want-to-mingle throbbed between my thighs as my desire grew stronger with every sweep of his tongue against mine. His arms tightened, drawing me in even closer as a soft moan passed between us. His groin jutting against my stomach told me my desire wasn't the only thing growing, and if this would be my last act on this earth, I planned to make it a gratifying diversion from the harsh reality.

      Monty nibbled his way to my ear. "You're so beautiful," he said, then held me up as a shaky sigh escaped me and my knees began to wobble.

      "You both know I'm in the room, right?" Brita asked. "I'm not sure this is less distracting than when you were talking."

      "Sorry," I said, on a short breath. I gazed up at Monty and mouthed, "I'm not sorry at all."

      He smiled, and when he kissed me this time, it was tender, with so much care, the sweetness nearly melted me to a puddle. "Me either," he told me.

      "I'm just about ready," Brita said. "Are you? Or should I give you a few more moments to make out some more."

      "I know where my vote is going," Monty said, his lips brushing my cheek.

      I laughed, tempted to take Brita up on her offer, but the pro in me said, "Let's just get it over with." I glanced at Monty again. "You really should go out to the balcony."

      "I have faith that Brita is going to get this right. Walking away now might lessen her confidence."

      "Gee. Thanks, Boss. No pressure," she said.

      He squinted at her. "You got this, Brit. Just make sure you take cover after you complete the skill. Cas might not be a warlock, but I don't think that will stop him from raising the dead to tear me apart if things go wrong." Which meant, he wasn't as confident as he claimed.

      "Why are you staying with me?" I asked him. "I don't want you to die with me."

      His eyes softened as he stared down into my face. "Do it, Brit."

      "You'll have to remove the MAN," she said. This one work unless the magic is active."

      "Are you ready?" Monty asked.

      No, not at all, I thought. If I could freeze time, and hold a moment forever, I would do it right now. "One last kiss?"

      His hands traveled my back as his lips alighted on mine, his mouth melding over mine, sending a rush of warmth through me. His fingertips danced down my arm until--

      The breath sucked from my body. I threw my head back as I clawed at my throat for air.

      "Now," Monty demanded, as he flung the nullifying bracelet across the room. "Do it now, Brit!"

      The lack of oxygen had been so sudden, I hadn't taken a last inhalation, and my eyes bugged as I stared into Monty's frightened eyes.

      "Hurry," he said, his voice a hoarse whisper as he cupped my face. "Hold on, baby," he said. "Hold on."

      I could barely hear the words Brita incanted. Something about snaps and traps and stick and tricks. Then there was the acrid taste of burning sulfur on my tongue. Suddenly, I could breathe again, but my blood was on fire. I screamed as a searing heat raged through my entire body. The spell hadn't worked. Monty. I couldn't let Monty die too.

      "Get away from me," I roared.

      His arms tensed around me. No. I couldn't do this. I couldn't take him with me. It mattered too much. He, I thought. He mattered too much.

      Pink and blue light crawled along my skin. Magic. I had my magic. "Away," I tried to say, but the pain stole the words. I gazed into his eyes, hopeless as burning turned to numbness. This was it. I was dying, and I was taking Monty with me.

      I squeezed my eyes shut as the last of the blazing pain left my body and waited for the inevitable explosion. After a few seconds, I opened my eyes. Monty stared at me, his eyes brimmed with tears.

      "We're alive," I said.

      He nodded. His Adam's apple bobbed, and he licked his lower lip. "We're alive."

      A different kind of heat poured through me, one that was filled with molten desire. I jumped up and wrapped my legs around Monty’s waist, wound my fingers into his hair, and kissed him as if my life depended on this one thing.

      His fingers grazed the nape of my neck as he deepened the kiss and carried me to the bed, and he stripped the bed of the wrecked blanket before tossing me onto the mattress and stripped his pajama bottoms off. His erection sprung out at me in a way that chanted, you, you, I want you.

      "Don't mind me," Brita said from the other room. "I'll just see myself out. No need to thank me or anything."

      I giggled when the door slammed. Monty climbed onto the bed, his body covering mine and he slipped his tongue past my barely parted lips. The kiss grew fiercer as his hands pushed up my slip until his palms were on my breasts. I matched his passion, looping my leg around his thigh, grinding my wetness against his hard shaft.

      "Goddess," he groaned. "Keep doing that, and I'm going to come quicker than I want to."

      Since when did coming fast matter to a warlock? I'd been with one or two before, Doyle for example. They tended to be selfish lovers, really only interested in their own pleasure when it came to matters of the bedroom, so it both surprised and delighted me when he started kissing down my neck, my chest, and his lips latched onto my breast. He teased the rigid nipple, sending rapturous sensations through me.

      There was too much clothing between us, and all mine, so I tore at my satin panties, trying to wriggle out of them. Monty chuckled, the vibration tearing at the edges of my sanity as it wrapped me with pleasure.

      "Help," I said.

      He glanced up at me and ran the tip of his tongue over his lip before scooting down the bed and taking my panties with him. I gasped as he spread my thighs, lust heavy as he took in the sight.

      "I'm going to enjoy this," he said then kissed my inner thigh, crafting a trail that ended where my pleasure began.

      I moaned, as his hands slid under my buttocks as his mouth slid over my home, sweet, ho-- "Oooooooh!"  My legs quivered. Tight tension coiled itself inside me—the sharp bullet of an orgasm ricocheting through my abdomen. His tongue moved incredibly fast, sliding in and out, flicking against me, while his teeth grazed my sensitive flesh.

      “Goddess! Yes!" I encouraged, grabbing his hair with both hands as I rode the wave of his expertise.

      He paused, his hands gripping my ass tighter. “I want to taste you when you come.”

      “Holy fairy tits,” I groaned as his tongue went back to work. My brain blanked as ecstasy detonated inside me, and I cried out until all the little explosions that followed subsided.

      After, Monty kissed me in the throbby bits then crawled up my body where he kissed me full on the lips. "So, sweet," he said. "I knew you'd taste so sweet."

      His words stirred my desire again, as the ache inside me returned. Goddess, how I wanted this man.

      As if his body could read my mind, his erection sprang forward like a compass pointing due bliss. “I want you, Gigi. I want to be inside you.”

      "What are you waiting for? Because I don't think I can wait for the engraved invitation to arrive."

      His smile, feral and possessive, electrified me.  He lifted my legs and thrust his hips forward and slid deep inside me. He kissed me as we moved together, me taking as much as he was giving. I could feel every inch of him as if he were a part of me, an element that had been missing. How could I have not felt its absence before now? Our joining made me feel more real and present than I'd felt in my entire life.

      "Monty," I whispered. "Monty, yes."

      He growled in a way that would put a Shifter to shame as he increased the pace of his thrusts, moving against me with such delicious force that when the second orgasm took me, it tore a cry from my throat. His climax followed, as his hips jerked, and he finished on a low moan.

      He collapsed half-on and half-off me, as we panted, sweaty and satisfied. I laughed after a few moments. "That was..."

      "Unexpected," Monty supplied.

      "That," I agreed. "And awesome."

      He grinned, and, in a rapid move, rolled me on top of him. "Give me a few minutes, and I could be up for another round.

      I straddled him, considering how to say "Hellz, yes," without sounding too eager, but then caught a glimpse in the mirror. Crap. I looked like Pepper Rain. Without the MAN, the DNA magic had once again taken ahold.

      "Stop," I said, looking away from my reflection.

      I tried to get up, but he grasped my thighs.

      Monty frowned. "What's wrong?"

      "This." I pointed to my body, the one that was no longer mine. "Me. I look like her."

      "I don't see her," he said. "I haven't seen anyone but you since you got here."

      "How can you--"

      The suite's phone rang.

      Monty ignored it. "What were you going to ask?"

      The phone rang again. "It could be important."

      "This is important."

      But was it? We were here for a job. One that could potentially save or end our kind if we didn't get it right. "Our personal drama will have to wait. The mission," I said.

      He nodded and let go of my legs. "It comes first."

      I scootched off of him, and the minute my skin wasn't touching his, I felt an overwhelming sadness. I shoved it down as I did with most of my feelings when they interfered with work, but the melancholy wouldn't go away.

      "Fake it until you make it," I told myself, then picked up the phone on the next ring.

      "Hello," I answered.

      "Divine Virgo, we call on you to claim your rightful place," a woman said.

      "Huh?"

      The woman sounded irritated when she sighed, "Goddess, Pepper. Don't be thick. Now that you've ridden the magic pole. It's time to add you and Monty to the mix. You know, officially."

      "Rode the what?"

      "Had sex. Goddess grant me sanity," she said with an exasperated note.

      How in the world could you know that? The room had been sealed against surveillance spells.

      "You've had ample time. Don't tell me you haven't."

      "Oh. Uhm, yes, we...you know, did it." Don't make me regret inviting you, Pepper. Ten minutes," she demanded. "In the Infinity Room." The hang up on her end was hard enough that I jerked the phone away from my ear.

      I glanced at Monty.

      "What was that about?" he asked.

      "Get dressed," I said. The Divinus Paradiso was about to bring us into their inner fold, which meant, any talk about what had just transpired between us had to be tabled for a later date. "We've been summoned."
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      We swiped our room card in the elevator and pressed the button with the infinity symbol on it. The awkward silence as we rode the slow ass elevator to the Infinity floor proved too much for me to handle. "Nothing to hear," I said. "How did you get a message to Brita that we needed help?" Calls could be monitored, and he couldn't have apparated out without the cult being alerted.

      "I put two candles on the balcony."

      "Really?"

      "One candle is all is well. Two candles mean urgent need, but use stealth."

      "And what would three imply?"

      "Send the whole fucking cavalry," he said. "The townhouse they are staying at has a direct line to the balcony of the Honeymoon Suite. She and Cas have been monitoring the place since before the wedding. All she had to do was pop them down the street from the resort, walk in, distract one of the guests, and take their place."

      "Marlow was random?"

      He shrugged. "I'm sure Marlow saw a handsome couple and made herself an easy mark."

      Another thought occurred to me. I'd drank the water and activated the death curse but was the person who crafted the spell aware that it had been dispatched. "If one of the Divinus Paradiso cast that deadly magic on our water bottles, will they know that it was triggered? And if they don't, that might give us some leverage to work with. We can invite the group to our suite tomorrow afternoon for a cocktail and pull out the water bottles to mix the drinks. Whoever turns it down, that would be suspicious, right?"

      "Unless the hex had been targeted at you."

      "But I'm not me," I said, looking at Pepper's reflection in the mirrored sides of the elevator car. "It couldn't have been directed at me."

      "You used Pepper's DNA to create the spell. Maybe even that little bit could have been enough." There was a tension around his eyes. "Besides, I don't think we should open the bottles. What if even the tiniest evaporation in the air near you sparks the curse?"

      I hadn't thought of any of that. "Fine. You win."

      "It isn't a contest," Monty said. "You almost died." He crossed his arms over his chest and glared down at me. "And, are we going to talk about what happened in the room, specifically in bed, before the phone call?"

      "We are not," I said. "Not now. We have a big task ahead of us, and I can't be at my best if I'm caught up in non-work-related drama. So, can we just put a pin in it for a few days? We'll have plenty of time to discuss this after." Like when we sign the divorce papers. Gah. It dawned on me after the call that we were no longer looking at a simple annulment. We'd had sex. On our wedding night. And no matter whose body I was in at the time, it was still magically and officially binding. Fuuuudge. I couldn't afford to worry about this now, but, unfortunately, it wouldn't stop playing in my brain.

      "Fine," Monty agreed. "But after, we will talk about it."

      I didn't like the way he said we'd talk, but instead of making a thing about it, I changed the subject. "What do you think this who initiation is going to be like? I know I joked about paddles before, but I seriously don't want to get spanked."

      "I'm not sure. Pepper was surprisingly hard to crack. She wouldn't give anything away about the Divinus Paradiso."

      "If she wasn't initiated, yet, maybe she didn't know what would happen after the wedding. Some people will really jump through some messed up hoops if they are promised a lot of power."

      "My mother," he said. "She gave up her entire standing in our community for a power grab." He shook his head. "She said she did it for me. For our family."

      "What do you think?"

      "I think I'd rather have been an orphan."

      "It's not all sunshine and roses at the children's home for unwanted witches, trust me." The sadness I'd experienced earlier crept back in. "I would have given anything to know who my parents were. If for no other reason than to tell them to suck it."

      Monty smiled. "I wish I would have told my mom to suck it."

      "She still alive, so there is still time." The buttons on the elevator had stopped lighting up, but we still hadn't reached the Infinity floor. "Just how far up does this elevator go?"

      Monty pressed the infinity button again. Nothing happened. He pushed all the other numbers. The elevator still felt like it was moving in an upward direction.

      "Try the emergency stop."

      He pulled the red knob. There was no change.

      "Where ever this elevator is taking us, we are just going to have to ride it out," Monty said.

      "I don't like this," I said, feeling itchy. "I hate going into a situation without any intelligence."

      "You are one of the only people I'd go into an unknown situation with," Monty said.

      I glanced up at him. "Really?"

      "Who do you think put your name forward for a team leader position. I knew you'd make a hell of an agent. You have a keen mind, and you're quick and decisive when it comes to taking action. I couldn't think of a better person to face this mission with."

      "If I didn't know better, I might think you like me."

      "You don't know better," he said. "That's been pretty obvious."

      "What--"

      He held up a hand. "We aren't talking about it until the job is done. Remember?"

      I sighed. "Fine. But did you request me for the job?"

      "No," he answered honestly. "The Council didn't ask my opinion, but if they had, I probably would have put up your name."

      I nodded and let that sink in. "I know Pepper Rain was a job but did you ever--"

      He stared down at me and said, "After the job."

      I harrumphed right about the time that the elevator dinged. "Release," I said as the doors opened. Stars flooded our view like a clear night in the desert. Only, there was no ground, no hills, no trees, no ocean, only sky above, below, and around, as if it stretched on forever. For infinity. I hesitantly placed a foot outside the elevator, and my foot found solid purchase. I moved entirely outside the elevator and had to steady myself as the stars came to life beneath me. "Wowza." The door closed as Monty took my hand and stood beside me. I turned to look, and space now populated the area where our transportation had once been. I swung my free hand back, and it landed on the door.

      Ah, it was an illusion. The view around us was meant for shock and awe, and while it didn't disappoint, it wasn't real. Monty gripped my hand tighter.

      "Move into the circle, our celestial sister and brother," a disembodied voice intoned. A circled of clustered stars formed about ten feet in front of us.

      Monty and I moved cautiously toward it. Together, we each stepped inside. I gave him a look that said, "What next?" He gave me one back that told me my guess was as good as his.

      With all the drama of a quick-change artist, twenty-two sets of star clusters began to twirl just outside the circle and were replaced by the masked figures from earlier. All but their feet were exposed, which made me think they'd been wearing reflective robes of some kind that were now bunched up around their ankles. Why all the parlor tricks? The show was impressive, but why would they bother? Unless this was all part of the ritual. The blonde with the ram mask, who I was sure was Doyle's Libby, held her hands up. In one was a small sickle, the other a compass.

      I didn't like being in the same room with someone who had a weapon, but since the odds were not in mine or Monty's favor, I would have to roll with it.

      "We are of the Goddess. The Chosen. Divine by right. We welcome you into the twelve. Each feminine and masculine, now made perfect and complete. Pepper and Monty, do you accept our magic as we gift it freely?"

      Again, Monty and I exchanged looks. He nodded.

      "Yes," I said. "We accept."

      "Shed your worldly skins," she ordered. When I gave her an odd look, her mouth thinned into a grim line. "Take your clothes off," she clarified.

      Crap. This was a sex cult. I thought about making a break for it, but Monty had already stripped off his shirt, kicked his shoes off, and was shimmying out of his pants. My eyes bugged as he dropped his underwear last. I knew he was well-endowed for a warlock, well, for any man, really, but the general murmur of appreciation among the other witches and some of the warlocks, made me want to scratch some eyeballs out.

      Fine. If Monty could do it, then so could I. The mission and all that good junk. We had humans and witchkind to save, after all. I wore a buttoned-up pink sundress that I could have yanked over my head in two seconds, but I chose the long route, unbuttoning each and every pearly button slowly and meticulously. A cough and a throat clearing made me pick up speed through the last three. My dress opened like a robe, and I let the straps slide down my shoulder as it fell to the floor behind me. I was thankful I'd brought at least one matching pair of underwear and bra. They were white, and not at all super sexy, but they weren’t my usual made-for-combat type either. The bra had thin straps, a deep-v plunge, and a little extra padding to push up Pepper's already perky boobs, and the bottoms were cut bikini-style. Comfortable, but still feminine. And I felt entirely exposed in front of this room full of masked perverts.

      The blonde glared and gestured for me to hurry up with a small twirl of the sickle. I slipped off my sandals first, then reluctantly unhooked the clasp at the front of my bra, dropping it in the same way I had the dress.

      Monty angled his body in front of me, offering me some semblance of privacy where there was absolutely none. I draped one arm across my breasts while I used my free hand to work my underwear down my thigh.

      Another murmur of appreciation rippled around us. Great.

      "Come forth tributes and bow to your masters." The woman clicked the sickle against the compass.

      Like rats scurrying from their holes, what must have been a hundred or so more people stepped out of the darkness from all directions. They were white like the witches and warlocks, but I was pretty sure we'd just found our human sacrifices.

      They dropped to their knees behind the cult members, bowing low in prostration.

      "Divine Constelatio," Libby said. "Make us worthy!"

      "Make us worthy," the humans repeated. "Make us worthy."

      "Tonight, we will accept your sacrifice and bring forth Cronus and receive his gift."

      "Receive his gift," the humans repeated. "Receive his gift."

      "Tonight?"

      Monty grabbed my hand again, a sizzle of magic passed between us. He was as alarmed as I was. Crap. Crap. Crap. The ritual wasn't tomorrow night. It was now. And the humans were about to be cult kibble.
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      One by one, each of the cult members dropped their gauzy robes to the ground.

      Doyle, the other Aries and Libby's partner, approached Monty and me. He held two masks in his hand. They were plain white with an M with a ribbon leg etched into the outer edges. The Virgo symbol.

      He tied the mask around Monty's face first and then kissed him on the cheek. "Welcome, Brother," he said.

      Next, he led me a few feet away and tied the mask around my face. He stood closer to me than he had Monty, and his dangling sword brushed my thigh. Twice. Gag.

      He leaned in as if to kiss my cheek and said, "when time is ours, we will finally have our moment."

      "What is this place?" I kept my voice as quiet as his.

      "A show for the worshippers, of course. It makes it easier for them to die willingly for the cause if they think we'll ascend them to a better place. I thought I told you about it."

      "Right. Right. You said we'd celebrate tomorrow night," I hissed.

      "Yes," he agreed so quietly I could barely hear him. "After I take power, we will have all the time in the world."

      Goddess all mighty. I'd misread his earlier words, and not only had I been wrong about the timing of the ritual, but I'd also been mistaken about his character. "When this is over, I promise you a reward you will never forget." And one you will live to regret, I added mentally.

      "Join the circle, Brother and sister, as we raise the Scythe of Cronus."

      That was the second time they'd mentioned Cronus. I had not been great at mythological studies in school, but I seemed to recall Cronus as one of the Greek titans. Or something like that. What was extraordinary about a scythe?

      "Cronus, Cronus, Cronus," the humans chanting, their loud voices filling the room. Which meant, I didn't have to worry much about being overheard as Monty and I took the open spot among the twenty-two other witches and warlocks.

      "Do you know who Cronus is?"

      "Time," Monty said.

      "What about time?" I asked.

      "Cronus is another name for Father Time, and his scythe is supposed to control time."

      Well, this was turning into a nightmare of epic-shit-show proportions. What was it that Fate had said when I asked what was at stake? Oh, yeah, nothing but time. Thanks for the heads up, lady. Gah!

      "Is this seriously happening?" I whispered. All we were supposed to do was locate the humans and all the cult members, then contact the Council, and they would swoop in with their bobblehead army in tow while we got the heck out of the town, well, the resort anyhow, with the mortals. Actually, participating in the ritual, naked as the day we were born to raise Father Time and steal his giant time weed whacker was not on the agenda. The chanting grew louder, and it made me sick to my stomach.

      "Cronus, we beseech thee, on this moonless night, to come to us so that we may pay tribute to your greatness. We hide nothing from you. Come to us."

      "Come to us, come to us," they repeated. "Libby cut her hand with the small scythe she held. She pressed the wound over the face of the compass and then passed both items to Doyle. He sliced his hand next and repeated the process. The compass and curve blade made their way around to each cult member until it reached Monty and me.

      "We can't do this," I said.

      "You're not a Virgo, right?" he asked.

      "I'm a Scorpio, according to one of my birth certificates, but the other says I'm a Sagittarius. Does it matter? Can we be sure it won't work just because my birth sign is wrong?"

      Before he could answer, the Libra warlock to the left of me leaned over and said, "Quit yacking and get to it."

      "Rude much," I replied in my best Pepper imitation. He scowled but backed off. This was stupid. So, so moronic, I thought, as I sliced my hand and placed the bleeding cut on the compass before handing it to Monty.

      A weirdly warm sensation fluttered over my skin. A sheen of sweat formed on my skin. Were the stars spinning? Bile burned as it climbed my throat. Oh, Goddess, I was going to yark. "I don't feel well," I said.

      Monty had just finished his part of the ritual when he looked at me. His eyes widened. "Glamour," he said.

      I swooned. "What?"

      "Your glamour. It's down?"

      I looked at my hands, Instead, of long, carefully painted nails, they were clipped short and in need of a manicure to tame the thick cuticles. Pepper's willowy legs and arms had been replaced with my bulkier muscles. No. Goddess, how could this happen? Since I hadn't canceled the spell, it shouldn't have been suspended without a nullifier. "Beauty and fame, Pepper Rain be thy name. Looks and grace, give me her body and face," I said, incanting the glamour spell again.

      Nothing happened.

      Monty threw the compass down and held the sickle up as if to cut down anyone who approached. He put his arm around my shoulders.

      "This isn't good," he said.

      "No shit," I told him, feeling less woozy. "What was your first clue?"

      "No, you don't understand. I can't apparate." He shook his head. "I can't access my magic at all."

      "The bloody freaking compass," I said. "It has to be acting as a nullifier."  The cult members were now staring at us, their expressions horrified. I watched several of them try to conjure magic, and none of them could get it to work. "And we're not the only ones it affected."

      A whirlwind of stars began to swirl in the circle where Monty had thrown the compass. Oh crap. The summoning was happening.

      The humans, who still worshipped at our feet, hadn't gotten the memo about the shit storm headed their way, and with the cult members in the throes of panic, I looked for an escape route. "We have to get out of here."

      "We can't leave the mortals, and we can't let them get their hands on the scythe!" Monty shouted as the whirlwind's roar reached a crescendo. My hair whipped around my face as the boundaries of the magical portal or whatever the hell it was extended farther out from the center. Libby screamed as she was pulled inside the vortex.

      I watched Doyle get sucked in next, and when the Geminis went next, my fight or flight kicked in hard. "Move, move!" I hollered to Monty. "Now!" I shoved him, unable to get any sort of bearing for where the elevator doors had been. I just knew I didn't want him anywhere near the witch eating hurricane when it was our time.

      An arm wrapped my neck, and I felt the point of a blade press into my cheek, just under the edge of my mask near my eyes. "Hold still unless you want me to blind you before your sacrifice is complete."

      I recognized the voice. "Marlow?"

      "You had to ruin it, didn't you, Pepper?" She pressed the tip hard enough to bite into my skin. "You always do. If you had played your part, everyone would have lost their magic to the compass, except me, of course. You all would be my ultimate sacrifice to Cronus, and he would take me for his bride. But the ritual is incomplete. And it's all your fault."

      "I thought you were sacrificing the humans."

      "You really are thick," Marlow said. "They will be my new worshippers when I become Goddess of Time. It's the only way for a true god to exist. And all witchkind will know my wrath when I manipulate time to make you no better than the humans."

      "There's only one Goddess," I said, "and you will never be her equal."

      Marlow shook me, the edge of the blade slicing the side of my face. A noise of agony escaped me.

      "Let her go!" Monty shouted.

      "Control your man, Pepper, or I'll throw you into the doorway now."

      "I'm not Pepper," I ground out through clenched teeth.

      "You think you can fool me, but you can't. You just take and take, but now it's Mar-mar's turn." She struggled to pull me back to the circle, and when I resisted, the knife sliced into my cheek and hit bone.

      "Stop! I'm not freaking Pepper Rain. Look at me, you idiot." Okay, maybe antagonizing the witch with the knife to my eye wasn't a good idea, but since I was out of them, I would take any chance to throw her off her guard. I reached up and ripped the mask from my face. "Look at me!"

      She spun me around. "Who are you?" she demanded as she shook her blade in my face.

      "I'm Gigi Wise. Welcome to your ass kicking." I brought my knee up and nailed Marlow in the gut as I grabbed her head and threw her to the ground. Monty nodded. "We have to stop this," he said.

      "How? We don't have any magic."

      "But they do," he said, pointing to the witches and warlocks who hadn't bloodied the compass. They desperately looked for a way to stop the ritual and called up their magic to slow the F5 tornadic door to Father Time's lair.

      The entire space began to quake and shake beneath us, and I crashed into Monty. The licks of the winds tugged at my heels, pulling me toward the vortex. I'd offered my blood, and the summoning spell was accepting my sacrifice. Marlow was crab crawling backward, her skin glowing red with angry energy. She laughed as I was pulled toward the circle. Monty grabbed my hands, tugging me in the opposite direction.

      "Let me go!" I shouted. "You can't save me." All the humans had scattered, pressed against an invisible wall, as far from the whirling doom center of this crazy, magical Tootsie pop as they could get. "Help them," I begged. I didn't want Monty taken down with me. He needed to get as far away as possible.

      "I won't leave you," he said.

      "You both are dead!" Marlow laughed maniacally as if she'd been tearing pages from the evil handbook. "Don't fight your fate."

      Fate! Gah. I'd forgotten about her in all the chaos. This fiasco was her fault. She'd put me on this path. Why? Had my failure been her plan all along? What was it she'd said to me. The fate of the witches was in my hand. She'd drawn a line across my palm with her finger. In my hand... I didn't have any magic? Maybe she'd been trying to warn me not to cut my palm with the stupid sickle and kill my own damn magic.

      My arms felt as if they were ripping from their sockets as the vortex pulled me closer, and Monty slid forward with me. "Please, just let me go," I said. My pleas made him hold on tighter. He wasn't going to let me go. We'd made things personal, and it was interfering with work. "Do your damn job, Montrose Abadose!" I shouted, pouring every ounce of anger I could muster into my voice. "I'm a lost cause, but the mission still comes first."

      "Don't give up on me," he said. "Not now."

      "I wouldn't save you," I lied. "I'd do what I had to do to get the task done. Now quit thinking with your dick and think with your head."

      My words startled him enough that his grip loosened, and I yanked my arms back, freeing myself of his grasp as the vortex whipped me inside. I shrieked as the hurricane tore at my flesh.

      You are a child of destiny. Trust in fate. The words were as whispers in my ears. The same phrase Fate had written on the card. Once again, I remembered her drawing the line on my palm. Saving the witches was in my hand. My hand.

      You are a child of destiny. Destiny's child. Like the band. But they broke up, so maybe not. The wind around me died, and I simply fell and kept falling, the path seemingly endless. Destiny had a soft spot for Chance. It's why I was here. That's what Fate had told me. I was a child of destiny. Why did I keep going back to that?

      How long had I been falling? Minutes? Hours? Days? Years? Long enough, my bladder felt like it would explode if a bathroom didn't show up in this corridor to Cronus soon. I guess when you were the master of time, it was all relevant. I'd also had way too much time to think about how hurt and horrified Monty had been when I let him go. I'd said so much that I hadn't meant. I would have done anything to save him. My being here was proof of that. I cared about him in a way I'd never felt about anyone. Was it love? Maybe. Since I'd never had parents, I'd never experienced it before. I didn't know what it was like to have someone want to risk everything for me, but now I knew what it was like to want that for someone else.

      Never had parents. The thought played in my head. Child of destiny. It was in my hand. I looked at my palm. The slice was still there, but the bleeding has stopped. It's in my hand. The wound was in my hand. It stung a little. I traced it with my finger the way Fate had. Take a chance. My eyes widened as the cut began to knit shut, and a loud, uncomfortable giggle burst from my lips when it healed completely. I touched the gash on my face and kept my fingers there until I could no longer feel it.

      I'd healed myself. How? I was a creator witch. Not a healer. That was Monty's gig. I looked at my hand again.

      You are a child of destiny. Destiny always had a soft spot for Chance. I'm good at being unseen, and you're good a being unheard. Oh, Fate, you crazy bitch. I'd finally figured out what she'd been hinting at. I would embrace my fate and take my destiny. My parents were no longer unknown. They were Destiny and Chance. Now, how was that going to help me escape this doomsday scenario and stop the witch in time?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat at a dinner table filled with pot roast, mashed potatoes, brown gravy, hot rolls, freshly made cream corn, pudding and whipped-cream salad, and three table settings. At the head of the table sat a perfectly ordinary, but handsome blonde man. "Hello, daughter," he said.

      At the second plate setting, a woman with darker blonde hair, and my amber eye color. She smiled. "It's so nice to meet you."

      They looked exactly the way I'd always imagined. Exactly. "What is happening?" And why wasn't I falling anymore? "Where are we?" My bladder was still stretched tight. “And do you have a bathroom?”

      "Fate said you were a little dense," the woman said, completely ignoring my request for a facility. "We. Are. Your. Parents," she said slowly and with exaggerated enunciation.

      "I. Am. Your. Father," the man said, in the same way.

      "Look, Darth. I don't know who the hell you are or why you've brought me here, but I will not let you take me without a fight." I stood up and raised my fists, knocking my chair over in the process. It disappeared before it hit the floor. "What the--"

      "I hate loud noises," the woman said. "Icky to the ears."

      The man sighed. "I knew this was a bad idea."

      "For a guy who personifies chance, you sure don't like to take any. Chances that is."

      I groaned. "You're my parents," I said.

      "See," the woman said brightly. "I knew she'd get it."

      "Just to get the formalities out of the way, you both suck."

      "Chance sucks," Destiny disagreed. "I'd much rather blow." She giggled at her joke.

      "Har har, and super gross. Why do you two look like a couple from a fifties television show?"

      "Because this is how you picture us, dear," Destiny said. "We wanted to make you feel... comfortable."

      "Too late for that."

      "We're here to offer you a chance," Chance said.

      I widened my eyes. "Let me guess? To fulfill my destiny."

      Destiny clapped her hands. "She's not dense at all!"

      "Goddess help me."

      "She is," Destiny said. "She's allowing us to interfere on your behest this one time."

      "How?"

      "She's all-powerful and omnipotent," Chance explained.

      I shook my head. "No, I mean how is She allowing you to interfere."

      "She will let us send you back in time to one single point so that you can make a different choice and change your--"

      I held up my hand. "I get it. And what do I have to do in order get this boon?" I asked suspiciously. There was no such thing as something for nothing.

      "You have to be willing to give up the thing you love the most."

      "My job?" I said, hoping they'd accept it. Up until a day ago, it would have been the truth.

      "Oh, child. The Goddess knows your heart," Destiny said. "You can save yourself. You can save him. If you're willing to let him go."

      I fought down the anger and sorrow clawing at my chest and throat. I couldn't say it. Not yet. I wasn't ready. So, I stalled. "What am I?"

      "What do you mean?" Chance asked.

      "If I'm your daughter. Why did you drop me at an orphanage for witches?"

      "Because you're a witch, Gigi," Destiny said.

      "How can that be? Why am I not like you?"

      "There can only be one of us," Chance said as if stating the obvious. "So, when you were born, we rolled the dice on your destiny, and fate chose to make you a witch. It's much better than a vampire or a banshee, isn't it?"

      "I could have ended up a vampire?"

      Destiny shook her head, "I might have nudged the dice in the right direction."

      "What's your decision, daughter?" Chance asked. "If you wait too long, we might not be able to move you to a fixed point before the ritual."

      Tears came unbidden. It tore me up inside to think about life without Monty, but if I didn't make the choice, none of us might make it. Chance handed me a hanky like a good fifties dad would.

      "Sometimes you have to take the hard path in order to get the best result."

      "But it's ultimately your choice, dear," Destiny added. "Free Will would have a fit if it was any other way."

      "What are you willing to give up to save your species?" Chance asked. "You must say it."

      I would lose him either way. At least if I chose to give him up, he would have a shot at a happy life. "I am willing to give up Montrose Abadose as my one love to save him. To save us all."

      Destiny got up and walked around the table to me. She took my hand. "Think about the point in time where you want to return."

      Chance stood up and took my other hand. "Be specific."

      I wanted to go back to the point where Monty held me in his arms after we made love, to bask in the heat of his body one last time, but that would be selfish on my part. I knew if I were going to give him up, it would have to be a complete break. But somehow, I couldn't stop myself from thinking about the moment he held me as the death curse left my body.

      "There," Destiny said. "Hold it."

      "Wait," I told her, but was silenced with Monty's mouth against mine. I let the kiss linger longer than it should have, the taste of him igniting my passion once again until a sob escaped my lips. "Stop," I said. "We can't." I pushed him away. "We can't do this."

      "But you--"

      "I know. I asked for it. But now, I'm saying it won't work." I shook my head and looked away, unable to meet his gaze. "Besides, we have a job to do. The cult is doing the ritual tonight, and the humans aren't the sacrifices."

      "How do you know that?" Brita asked as she came in from the balcony.

      "The same way I know three candles means to send in the cavalry. I suggest you get to lighting them," I told her. "Marlow Marshall is the mastermind behind this whole thing, and she's planning to sacrifice the entire cult to capture the power of time."

      "That sounds a little outlandish," Monty said.

      "Try a lot." I crossed the room and picked up the MAN. "An hour ago, I would have agreed with you. But you'll just have to trust me on this one." I shook my head and handed him the nullifier. "We're going to need this."

      "Candles are lit," Brita said. "You know, Cas still might be distracting Marlow. My face her face," she said, and once again looked like the stuff of my nightmares. "I can maybe take her place."

      "She's more dangerous than you think," I told Brita. "Go back downstairs. Find Cas. And tell the Council they need to bring all the bobbleheads they can find and meet us on the top floor of the resort..." I looked at the time. "...in one hour."

      "What will you both do?"

      "Wait for the call that sends us upstairs," I told her.

      She nodded and left. When it was just the two of us, Monty stared at me with an intensity that made me squirm.

      "What happened during those few moments when the curse left your body? Did you have a vision?"

      "Something like that."

      "What did you see?"

      "I saw my destiny,'' I told him as longing and grief threatened to choke me. "Nothing more." The pressure on my bladder was getting intense now. “I’ll be right back.”
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      One potty break and two hours later, Shirley and a fifty-man team of warlocks had shackled the Divinus Paradiso witches and warlocks together and poofed them all to jail cells in Salem, where they wouldn't be allowed to practice magic for a very long time. Doyle’s face when he realized I was responsible for his arrest, and that I’d infiltrated the cult by wearing a Pepper skin, had been nearly worth the price of admission.

      The only one who had no chance of parole was Marlow Watts. That witch wouldn't be able to practice spellcasting ever again, thank the Goddess. She'd confessed to the death curse. The witch had confessed she’d wanted to take Pepper out of the equation. She'd hated her and had figured out that she didn't need twenty-three sacrifices, only twenty-two, which equaled eleven pairs. Eleven was a power number for witches. And since she'd had no plans to sacrifice herself, she'd had one extra person. Me.

      She'd almost succeeded. I could still see the look on Monty's face when I'd been whisked away. Chances were, he'd been sucked in as well. I'd made the right choice. Really, it had been the only choice.

      After it was all said and done, Monty and I gave our statements. I left out the part about meeting my sucky parents and went with Monty's theory that my brief death had given me a glimpse of the future, an act I had no interest in repeating. Saying goodbye to Monty had been formal and complicated. What could I do? I had no idea what the ramifications would be if I went against the Goddess. She'd given me the chance to make things right. If I crossed her, she might take it all back. That would be worse than knowing I could never be with Monty. At least, that's what I told myself.

      All I'd wanted to do was fling myself at him and profess my feelings. Instead, I shook his hand and thanked him for a job well-done.

      "See you at the divorce hearing," I said, my hand still in his. We'd have to wait a mandatory one week before we could file. It was witch law.

      He nodded. "You mean the annulment," he corrected.

      I swallowed back hot tears. "I..." I'd fallen in love. It had made the marriage real, even if I'd turned back time to before we'd had sex.

      He let go of my hand. "It will have to be a divorce," he said, his tone bitter. "I'll see you then." His gaze pinned me. "Goodbye, Gigi."

      "Goodbye, Monty."
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      When the week had passed, Drag went with me to the Council offices for our hearing. From the door, I saw Monty seated on the other side of the mediation table with Brita and Cas. He looked as unhappy as I felt.

      "Nothing to hear," I said. I grabbed Drag's hand. "I can't go in there, but I have to. Help me do this."

      "He loves you," she said. "You know that, right?"

      I didn't respond.

      "According to Brit, he was willing to die with you when you drank that hex. He stayed with you no matter the cost. You cannot deny that he loves."

      I knew the truth in her words. It was why we had to divorce, at least from Monty’s perspective. Monty fell in love. He'd sealed the marriage binding by losing his heart. I'd lost mine as well, and now it was broken in a million pieces. But I'd made the deal.

      "I don't deny it," I told her. "I just can't have him. Go in and wait for me. I just need a moment to regroup."

      I took a seat on a bench outside the room. Someone sat down next to me, and I noticed the camo pants before I could even look up. "Hello, Fate." I couldn't keep the anger from my voice.

      "Hello, niece." She propped her elbows onto her knees and planted her chin in her upturned palms and focused her metallic gaze in my direction. "Why so glum?"

      "Oh, I don't know. Maybe because I gave up my best chance at happiness to save our kind, and all I get for my effort is a lousy divorce."

      "And the knowledge that you did the right thing. That you saved a lot of witches and warlocks."

      "Yay me."

      "The fact that you were willing to give up true love for such a noble cause is a true miracle. Most wouldn't have had the strength. They would not have been so willing."

      "Would you stop saying willing over and over and rubbing it in my face," I snapped.

      Her hair flew up, and the air around me stirred.

      "I'm sorry," I apologized. Jeesh, she was touchy.

      "I'm willing to forgive you," she said. "It doesn't mean I have to, but in this case, I will because I know you're having a bad day."

      "I'm glad you're willing to--" I blinked at her. "But it doesn't mean you have to? You just have to be willing? Goddess on a stripper pole!" They were all assholes. Destiny, Chance, Fate, Free Will, and even the Goddess, who I hoped was not reading my mind at this moment.

      I jumped up from the bench.

      Fate smiled. "That's my girl."

      I stopped myself from telling her to kiss my ass. Instead, I stormed into the mediation room.

      "Monty, I love you," I declared.

      "What?" he said.

      "I love you," I said again?"

      "I can't hear you," he said. "Do you have a silence spell up?"

      Shoot. "Release."

      "Whatever you have to say, Gigi, you can say to the mediator, the Honorable Mysty Laramie," a council representative said.

      "Fine," I huffed. "Honorable Mysty, can I speak?"

      A bored-looking brunette, sitting at the far end of the table and wearing a black robe, nodded. "Go ahead, Ms. Wise."

      "I am in love with Montrose Abadose. I think I've been in love with him since the first time I saw him at the training academy. Or at least, I was in lust with him. But now, it's love. From the moment he kissed me at our wedding, I was hooked. And, when he saved me from a deadly hex, risking his life to protect me, I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him, even if it had been just those few short seconds. I would have died happy, knowing it was in his arms."

      "What are you saying?" Honorable Mysty asked.

      "I'm saying, I don't want a divorce. I love Monty. I love him with all my heart. Enough that I'm willing to come in here and face potential humiliation if he doesn't feel the same way." I moved my gaze to Monty. "I'm just a witch, standing in front of a warlock, asking him to love her."

      "Goddess, she went full Notting Hill," Drag muttered.

      "Permission to speak, Honorable Mysty," Monty said.

      "Granted," she said, leaning forward and no longer looking bored with the proceedings.

      Monty cleared his throat, his blue eyes sparkled like jewels as he stared at me. "You had me at I am in love with Montrose Abadose."

      I smiled. He'd Jerry Maguired me.

      The mediator cleared her throat. "Is that all you want to say?"

      "I'm in love with you, Gigi Wise. And I have been for a long time. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I don't want a divorce."

      "Case closed," Honorable Mysty said. "Get out." I swear she had a tear in her eye as the Council rep ushered us through the door and into the hallway.

      Monty took me in his arms and kissed me until my lips buzzed. After, he said, "I thought you didn't go for the big romantic gestures."

      "I do now." I leaned into his palm as he caressed my face. "I just wish you could have seen me on our wedding day."

      He smiled. "I did." He pulled a MAN from his pocket. "I wore this the whole time we exchanged vows, and through most of the evening until I could no longer hide it. I saw you, Gigi. I always see you."

      I didn't think my heart could fill with more love, but it did. "Truly?"

      "Yep. When I told you that you looked beautiful, you know, when I gave you the pin, I meant you, Gigi. Only you."

      I threw my hands behind his neck and pulled him down for another kiss.

      "Get a room," Drag said. "Children are watching."

      "What children?"

      Drag pointed to herself, Cas, and Brit.

      "Oh." I stuck out my tongue at her. "Maybe we should go somewhere more private," I said to Monty. "You know, a place where we can wear fewer clothes without breaking any public laws."

      He laughed. "I know just the place. Hold on."

      He popped us out of the Council offices, and when we reappeared, I was in a flowing white gown, flowers decorated my hair, and I was barefoot standing in a stream of petal laden blue water. My hand went to my mouth. This was my fantasy wedding.

      "How did you know?"

      "Drag might have told Brita who might have told me that you cried a little at this particular scene in a movie."

      The stream didn't lead to an altar, though. In its place, was a large bed with white linen decorated with rosebuds in the shape of a heart.

      "Where are we?" I asked. "And please don't say the Bahamas."

      "India," he said. "Near the Golden Triangle. About as far from the Caribbean as I could think of."

      I hiked my skirt up and jumped up, wrapping my legs around his waist. "I have the best husband. Now, take me to bed, stud. You can do that thing you do, you know, that one move with your tongue." I wiggled my brows.

      He narrowed his gaze at me. "And what makes you think I know that kind of move."

      "Uhm." I shrugged. "Near-death clairvoyance."

      "One of these days you're going to have to tell me the truth about that night." He carried me to the bed and threw me down on the blankets, so much like our first time, that I squealed. "Until then," his eyes darkened with lust. "I plan to make you the happiest wife around."

      "You already do," I said as he stripped down to nothing and crawled on top of me. "You already do."

      
        
        The End
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      When your crushing on a vamp, who happens to be a tramp, it's time to practice safe hex.

      When the Rogue Magic Control Agency is tasked with security for a secret meeting between the Midwest’s vampire king and the Baba Yaga, witch Drag Jones is bummed that the mission is so boring. Walk the perimeter. Make sure there are no traps. Don’t stake any bloodsuckers. Blah. Blah. Blah.

      Turns out, vampires are sneakier than she could have ever guessed, and their powers don’t register on her magic-sensing radar. And one, in particular, a gorgeous smart-ass named Baz, has her rethinking celibacy. She can't decide if she wants to stake him or kiss him. Given the right motivation, she might do both.

      Vampire Baz Delgados is ninth in line to the Ravenblood throne, and head of security for the king, his older brother. When Baz first spots the pink-haired cutie in combat boots, he can't take his eyes off her. Something about the beautiful witch sings to his undead soul.

      Unfortunately, an ancient enemy threatens not only the burgeoning new alliance between vampires and witches but also the lives of everyone Baz and Drag love. They must work together to fight this new evil, or they’ll lose everything … including each other.

      

      
        
        Chapter One (Preview)

      

      

      The damp night air clung to my skin like a spider's web I couldn’t peel away. An extremely loud rapid-fire of hard clicks blasted over my head. I dropped to the mossy floor of the Mark Twain Forest in southern Missouri, my hands sparking with defensive magic. I clicked my tongue piercing, a silver barbell, against my front teeth, a nervous habit that, if I had been a human and not a witch, could cause real dental damage.

      "Calm down, and quit doing that," the big, burly beast of a bear-man, affectionately known as Time Bomb, said. "It's a tree frog."

      I stopped clicking my piercing but didn't get up. "Aren't they tiny? I swear that noise had to come from something huge!"

      "Trust me," Time Bomb said. I heard him chuckle. "It's a harmless tree frog."

      I put away my magic and stood up, dusting dirt and moss from my jeans. "I can't believe I got roped into this job. I don't like trees or bugs, damn it. I'm not cut out for all this," I waved my hands at the surrounding trees, "nature. Ugh."

      "Nature is fun," my partner said. "Quit being such a drag."

      “Ha, ha. That joke never gets old.”

      Drag was the moniker I'd adopted over the years, and it fit me better than my birth name ever had. "This is such a waste."

      It wasn't the first time I'd made the complaint, and Time Bomb grunted. "Recon is always boring. Of course, after taking down that Caribbean cult in four months ago, boring is a nice change of pace."

      Our current team leader, GiGi Wise, and her new husband who happened to be our old team leader, Monty Abadose, had been tasked with infiltrating a cult of witches and warlocks hellbent on harnessing time.

      "Come on," I told him. "That Bahamas mission was a blast." Literally. The whole top floor of the cult's resort had exploded, almost taking our bosses with it.

      "Ha ha," Time Bomb replied. "Buckle up, buttercup. We have another two miles to cover before we can head back to camp."

      A private conference between Legabute Ravenblood, the king of the largest vampire faction in the Midwest, and the Baba Yaga would be taking place in a cabin in these Ozark woods, an uber-off-the-grid location, and our team had been assigned security.

      "Up close and personal meetings with blood-sucking lords of darkness, you know, in the dark, is a bad idea," I said.

      Time Bomb stopped, his head tilted back, nose in the air. "Unfortunately, Drag, nobody asked our opinion." His eyes narrowed. "Do you smell that?"

      "Since I don't have the snout, why don't you just cut to the punchline”"

      "A pungent musty aroma."

      I sniffed. My paltry human senses detected nada. "Musty? Like mold?"

      "Maybe," he said. "Or maybe a mushroom?"

      "Great. Mushrooms. I'm not sure that's noteworthy." I cocked a brow at him. "Unless it's moldy vampire balls?" I laughed. He didn't. "Are you sure you're not just hungry, big guy?"

      "For vamp testicles? Not unless they’re breaded and deep-fried."

      "Gross."

      Now he laughed.

      Speaking of deep-fried food, my stomach growled.

      The corner of his lips curled up into a sly smile. He met my gaze. "I think someone's hungry. You want me to get out my knife when the delegation arrives?"

      "Shut up." Witches had a high metabolism, which meant, when it came to eating our weight in food, we gave Shifters a run for their money. "I like my balls sautéed with fresh garlic and a side of holy water."

      He chuckled again in a way that most would call sexy, but we were team members, partners, and I had put him in the friend-zone the first day we met. And, other than some infrequent harmless teasing, like now, Time Bomb had never shown any real interest in me, which made it easy to avoid any indiscretions.

      "Eeeeaaaaawwh!" The high-pitched scream put my hair on end and had me whipping around and putting my back against Time Bomb's as I frantically looked around for the assailant.

      This earned me a deep belly laugh.

      "What?" I asked in a harsh whisper. "What the hellz was that?"

      "That," he said, "is a red-tailed hawk."

      Heat rose in my cheeks. "So, not a vampire."

      "Nope." He was strangely still. "Just a hawk, most likely warning us off his territory. You can put your sparks away. They are starting to singe my jeans."

      I shook my hands. "Sorry. I'm really on edge."

      "I can tell." Time Bomb gave me a gentle push. "You know magic can't kill a vampire, right?"

      "I know that." We'd been briefed before the mission. Vampires were killed by tearing off their heads and staking them through the heart with silver. Nothing else would stop those undead assholes. As a team, it would be Time Bomb's job to do the head-off-the-neck part had to be done by a Shifter, and then it would be my turn to finish the job with a silver nail, you know if the vampires decided to get treacherous. Unfortunately, if it came down to death-measures, Time Bomb would die in the process because vamp blood was extremely toxic to Shifters. I think that possibility had me on edge more than any other factor. I wasn't close to my siblings, and Time Bomb had become like my brother--the one I chose, not the ones I'd been saddled with. As a team, we'd survived mad warlocks, evil witches, and Shifters gone wild. I only hoped that treacherous vampires wouldn't be the end of us.

      Time Bomb must have read the doubt in my face, because he said, "Remember, this is a boring job, a formality. The vampires called this meeting. They wouldn't double-cross Baba Yaga, not if they want to live to see another moonrise. Your witch queen is no joke." He shook his head, his dark hair spilling over his eyes. "Besides, you don't feel any rise of power around here, right?"

      Sensing and locating magic and power was my specialty, a big reason the Rogue Magic Control Agency or the RMCA had recruited me in the first place. If the source was close, I could feel it without any ritual, but if it was farther away, I had to call it to me. When I was a young girl living in a town full of witches, I lived with a constant buzzing under my skin. The stronger the witch or warlock, the more intense the vibrations. It even happened to some extent with Shifters, fairy folk, and even humans, who all had a basic level of mundane magic.

      I was born and raised in a tiny supernatural village outside the Cotswolds in England between Swindon and Basingstoke. For years, I'd scratched skin off my arms and legs, creating sores that needed constant healing. It wasn't until my thirteenth birthday that my so-called "gift" had been revealed. It was 1955, and Baba Yaga had come to our village for the Festival of Samhain, and the buzzing under my skin grew unbearable to the point that I'd needed to be knocked out. Time Bomb was right. Baba Yaga was no joke when it came to magic. Her power had nearly flayed me from the inside out. But her visit had also been my saving grace.

      She'd moved me away from England to the Nevada desert and matched me with a telepathic witch, Brinzel Washington, who would become my teacher and my surrogate parent. My mom and dad hadn't put up much of a fight to keep me home. My affliction had been a source of embarrassment for them. Frankly, my leaving had been a relief. Even when I'd returned home when I turned eighteen, they were less than thrilled to have me back. It's why I decided to move back to the states permanently in 1971.

      The first time I'd walked into Brinzel's adobe, it had been as if for the first time in my life, I could take a deep breath that didn't hurt. The wards she used to keep the voices at bay had also managed to dampen her magic and distant residual power. From that moment on, I'd been eager to learn. Brinzel's telepathy had caused her much the same agony, and she'd mastered the techniques to block out the voices crowding her head. She'd taught me her methods, and they had worked. I'd gotten pretty good at blocking my receptors, and when I did open them, I could limit my range to a mile or two, so that I wasn't picking up Baba Yaga or Zelda, the current heir to the Baba Yaga scrunchie and leg warmer collection, whenever they faced disaster, which, from what I'd been told, was often.

      Even so, I had to concentrate to keep the itch at bay, which made dating a definite no-go for me. I'd tried, but moments of passion, even minor lust, split my ability wide open. My forced celibacy sucked, but I'd learned to live with the disappointment after several failed dates over the years.

      But in the short term, my power was an asset to my team, and I could, with concentration, determine the extent of what I allowed in. So, I braced myself at the expectant vibration that came with opening up to my surroundings.

      First, I felt Time Bomb's vague hum, and I had to pull back a little before it rattled my bones. I had gotten pretty good at identifying when I picked up individuals I was more familiar with, and when I pushed out farther, I felt the stings of Gigi, Monty, and Cas and Brit, a witch-Shifter couple, that worked for Monty. They were at the most distant edge of the perimeter.

      I quickly reeled in the tendrils until the power became less than a tickle, then rolled them up and stomped them down until I was blissfully numb once more. "Nothing," I told Time Bomb. "I only feel our two teams."

      "Great," he said. "See? No vampires."

      "Uh-huh." I had never actually been near a vampire before and stabbing practice dummies during RMCA training didn't count. But from what I'd read, they were extremely dangerous and powerful, and I wasn't sure I was ready for what one might set off in me. I noticed then that Time Bomb had a far-off stare going on, which meant he was listening extra hard. "You look constipated," I said. "What do you hear?"

      "Surprisingly, very little." He shook his head. "That's what worries me."

      Only after he said so, did I realize he was right. The tree frogs had stopped croaking, the crickets were no longer chirping, bird noises had ceased, and I had to wonder, had the red-tailed hawk tried to warn off us… or something else?

      "Do you still smell the mushrooms?"

      He nodded. "It's stronger now."

      His nose wasn't as good as a werewolf's, but it was pretty damned developed. The fact that the scent was getting stronger worried me. "But you still don't hear anything?"

      "Nope."

      I dropped my shields again, opening myself to the bombardment to my psyche, but still didn't sense anything unusual or alarming. "I don't feel anything."

      "I've got something you can feel," a voice said in what sounded like a loud whisper coming from behind us.

      I whipped, ready to light someone's ass on fire, but no one was there. "Who said that?"

      "Who said what?" Time Bomb asked. The muscles in his neck bunched as he hunkered down, ready for a fight.

      "You didn't hear it?"

      He turned his head to the left and right. "Nothing. But the musty scent is getting closer yet."

      "I don't like this," I told him. "Not one bit."

      "We should call it in," Time Bomb said.

      "And tell Gigi what exactly? You're having scent hallucinations, and I'm hearing voices?" The eerie quiet sent a shiver up the back of my neck. "We need more information."

      "That's why they pay me the big bucks," the voice said right before a tall man appeared out of thin air. He stood several feet away from us.

      I eeped, red magic raining from my fingers. Time Bomb growled, his nails turning into thick, sharp claws.

      His hair was the color of pitch, but his eyes were bright golden-yellow, an intensely stark contrast. My stomach clenched as he narrowed his unsettling gaze on me.

      "Who are you?" I asked. My ability was null in his presence. I couldn't even sense Time Bomb anymore. I amended my statement. "What are you?"

      The man's full lips pulled back from his teeth in a smile that melted my panties and froze me in place. "Why don't you grab some garlic, holy water, and your sauté pan, love?"

      "Vampire," I hissed.

      "Ding, ding. You got it in one. Though, I'm afraid my balls are off the menu." He winked at me. "For now."
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