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        A Special THANK YOU to all the amazing backers who made my Hungry Fur Love Kickstarter such an amazing campaign! I hope you love what I did to the series, and all the new formats you can now enjoy it in! Next up, audiobooks! Shhhh. Don’t tell anyone!

        ;-)

        del mare alla stella,

        C.D. Gorri
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          THE SERIES

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Castor’s Corner—where the witches are curvy, the magic is unpredictable, and the fated mates come with fur, fangs, and deliciously dirty minds.

      The witch trifecta of Castor’s Corner is made up of three over-thirty besties who might be a magical mess, but they’ve got hearts of gold and zero time for nonsense—unless it comes in the form of a smoldering supernatural male.

      As the guardians of their quirky, chaos-prone town, these witches are supposed to keep things under control.

      Then the barrier goes down, and all magical hell breaks loose.

      Now the town’s crawling with trouble: ghouls in the cemetery, talking pets with attitude, ghostly family drama, and worst of all—gorgeous shifters who might just be their fated mates.

      These sexy strangers are growly, protective, and utterly devoted. And they’re not backing off, no matter how messy things get.

      If you love:

      [image: check mark] Fated mates who can’t resist a curvy witch

      [image: check mark] Magical mischief and hilarious spell fails

      [image: check mark] Steamy slow burns with a side of claws and cuddles

      [image: check mark] Found family, fierce friendship, and paranormal chaos

      Then buckle up, buttercup. The Hungry Fur Love series is here to cast a spell on your heart—and maybe your underwear.

      Dive into this sizzling romcom series full of heart, heat, and happily-ever-afters with bite today!
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        To my Husband, for being my rock, and to our children for inspiring me every single day.

        To Mommy, Daddy, Rina, & Missy, I miss you every single day and I know your having a great time in your Next Amazing Journey and it is as awesome as you all are.

        To Tammy Payne, for keeping me in line and helping me get all my craziness straight.

        To Rebecca, April, Victoria, DC, & Cara, you are my ride-or-die writing besties and I love and admire the shit out of you all.

        & Last but certainly not least, to you my magical readers who joined me on this journey and are still going strong. I do it all for you.

        del mare alla stella,

        C.D. Gorri

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HUNGRY LIKE HER WOLF

          

          A CURVY WITCH MEETS GROWLY WOLF SHIFTER FATED MATES ROMANCE

        

      

    

    
      One Witch. One weekend. One seriously sexy Wolf. Let the chaos begin.

      Can I embrace my destiny as a Seer Witch, save my hometown, and claim my fated mate—all before Monday?

      You bet my Aunt Edna–sized butt I can! Time to hike up my big girl panties and handle this supernatural s#!tstorm.

      Being a Castor in Castor’s Corner isn’t easy. As mayor, I’m always juggling fires—sometimes literal ones. And as one-third of our Witchy Trifecta, it’s my job to keep our magical town hidden from humans and protected from supernatural riffraff.

      That’s the plan, anyway.

      Too bad I was accidentally late to our monthly coven meeting and totally forgot to renew the town’s protective barrier. Oops.

      Now we’ve got ghosts, ghouls, and smoldering-hot Shifters popping up like uninvited party guests.

      The town kids are terrified of something stalking the cemetery. My besties are freaking out. And Mr. Hottie McFurry—who may or may not be my destined mate—is stirring up all kinds of inappropriate thoughts.

      Castor’s Corner is going off the rails, and guess who has to fix it?

      That’s right. Me.

      No pressure.
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      A Day in the Life of Castor’s Corner Mayor Evie Castor

      It was the end of another very long day, the kind of day where your pantyhose itch, your spellwork fizzles, and your familiar glares at you like you’re the embarrassment to the bloodline.

      So, when my phone buzzed as I waited for the world’s slowest elevator, I was already one minor inconvenience away from melting into a puddle of overworked Witch goo.

      Then I saw the caller ID: The Tasty Tart.

      Only one person in the world would name their business that and proudly slap it on aprons, mugs, and tote bags. Maribella, one of my two very best friends.

      The other was Donatella—stylist extraordinaire and the town’s undisputed Queen of Highlights.

      Together, we made up Castor’s Corner’s infamous Witch Trifecta. Emphasis on tri and freakin’ fecta—because there were days when keeping this magical Jersey shore town together felt like holding a wet cat in a burlap sack.

      I thumbed the answer button, already bracing myself.

      “Evie!” Bella’s voice burst through the receiver, breathless as ever.

      She was always breathless. And in a rush. And probably frosting three cupcakes, scolding her sentient rolling pin, and yelling at the oven all at once.

      That was just Bella. Chaos in a pastel apron. And honestly? I adored her for it.

      “What’s up, Bella?” I asked, trying to sound patient while aggressively stabbing the elevator button again.

      The ancient lift, complete with one of those clanky accordion gates, sat there like it was on a coffee break.

      Castor’s Corner City Hall was as old as the town itself. Possibly older.

      The place had charm, sure, if by charm you meant crumbling bricks, haunted bathrooms, and an elevator that moved slower than molasses in a blizzard.

      Magic didn’t work inside municipal buildings—something about too many wards and not enough funding—so I couldn’t even zap the stupid thing into motion.

      And trust me, I’d tried.

      Repeatedly.

      Possibly while hangry.

      “Evie, are you even listening?” Bella chirped, snapping me out of my elevator-induced rage spiral.

      “Trying,” I muttered, blowing out a breath and shifting the phone to my other ear. “Hard to concentrate when this death trap is giving me side-eye.”

      Bella launched into one of her signature rambles. Something about burned lemon tarts, a mysteriously vanishing bag of flour, and a flirtatious customer who kept lingering by the bakery case like he was definitely not trying to get some free cookies.

      Typical day in Castor’s Corner.

      I closed my eyes and leaned against the cool stone wall, letting her voice wash over me like sugar-laced static.

      I loved Bella.

      I loved Donny.

      I even loved this insane little town where Witches, Shifters, and Ghosts all played house like we were on some cursed reality show.

      But I was so. Damn. Tired.

      Being the mayor of a supernatural town wasn't all ribbon cuttings and parade floats.

      It was damage control, diplomacy, and trying not to strangle your constituents when they insisted the library ghost was stealing their cardigans again.

      And now? With the protective barrier needing reaffirming and me running late, I was feeling the pressure.

      I mean, no mayor in the history of Castor’s Corner had ever missed a ward-strengthening night. Not once. And I knew better. I knew I couldn’t afford to slip—not with all the magical chaos bubbling just beneath our charming, pastel-painted surface.

      Heck, the whole town couldn’t afford it.

      But sure. Let’s talk about cupcakes. Priorities, right?

      I tuned back just in time to hear Bella wail, “—and then the frosting exploded, Evie. Exploded. Do you know what pink buttercream does to a cashmere blend?”

      I didn’t. But I had a feeling I was about to find out, possibly with photographic evidence and a rant about designer dry cleaning costs.

      The elevator finally groaned to life with a wheeze and a thunk, like it too had given up on the day. As I stepped inside, gripping my phone and the last thread of my sanity, one thought spun through my frosting-deprived, mildly frizzed brain.

      This town is going to eat me alive if I don’t figure things out—and fast.

      Preferably before the full moon.

      Or before my Witch Trifecta accidentally broke the supernatural world. Again.

      Either way, the writing was on the wall. And in my planner. And probably scrawled in magical ink across the town’s ley lines.

      In fact, I was sure of it.

      I mean, here I was—thirty-something, single, slightly magical, and one more stressor away from turning into a feral raccoon in yoga pants.

      My hair was frizzing from emotional instability and humidity, my under-eye bags had their own zip code, and don’t even get me started on my to-do list.

      The font on that scroll of doom had shrunk three times just to fit the page.

      What did a Witch have to do to get a little R&R, for fuck’s sake?

      A weekend with no crises, no potluck-turned-portal events, no spontaneous hauntings in aisle five at Hex-Mart.

      Was that so much to ask?

      Apparently, yes. Yes, it was.

      Because instead of a massage and a mimosa, I was stuck managing magical infrastructure, trying to keep our town from imploding, and dodging enchanted baked goods like they were grenades with frosting.

      And don’t even get me started on the love life I didn’t have.

      Where was my tall, growly, emotionally constipated fated mate? Huh?

      Did I miss my cue?

      Was he stuck in traffic?

      Probably.

      Knowing my luck, he was circling the town square trying to parallel park and questioning his entire life.

      So yeah.

      Things were unraveling, I was spiraling, and I had a bad feeling about the upcoming full moon bonfire.

      It felt like life was about to get a lot more complicated than the usual chanting, spark showers, and fireproof panties.

      And yet? I couldn’t shake the tiniest flutter in my chest.

      Because deep down, in the weird, glitter-glazed center of my chaotic Witch heart, I had a feeling that something big was coming.

      Something wild.

      Something dangerous.

      Something delicious.

      Gaia help me, I wasn’t sure if I was ready.

      Little did I know, ready or not, Castor’s Corner was about to get a whole lot messier.

      And so was I.

      “Evie, did you even hear what I said about the spell?” Bella snapped.

      “Sorry, Bella, you’re cutting out,” I lied, with all the conviction of a woman who’d used that excuse daily since the invention of cell phones.

      “Oh, hush up. I know you better than you think.” She wasn’t wrong. “Anyway, listen—I think I might have finally cracked the spell! You know, the spell to take the calories out of my Double Devil’s Food Delights!”

      Just hearing the name made my mouth water.

      Bella’s baking wasn’t just good—it was dangerous.

      Her pastries had started more fights than the high school football team’s last three losing seasons combined.

      One time, right before Easter, she’d made a batch of Chocolate Bunny Supreme cupcakes.

      They sold out in under twelve minutes and sparked a literal fistfight in front of her shop window.

      The sheriff had to intervene. And by the sheriff, I mean both the sheriff and his only deputy—poor old Charles, a Sloth Shifter who unfortunately did not have the heart for high-speed cupcake riots.

      The funeral had been a quiet, somber affair.

      Bella provided coffee and muffins afterward. They were lemon poppy seed muffins. And they were divine, which felt wildly inappropriate and also exactly right.

      So yeah, when she said she was working on a spell to make her baked goods guilt-free?

      Sign. Me. Up.

      “All I have to do,” she continued, voice practically fizzing with excitement, “is enchant the batter at precisely 425 degrees while reciting the incantation à la mode—that’s the name I gave it, cute right?—and boom! Same rich flavor, zero magical weight retention!”

      It was charming how optimistic she sounded.

      Dangerous, but charming.

      While she babbled on about sugar stabilization and calorie sigils, my brain wandered. Because that’s what it does when I’m faced with pseudoscience, Witchcraft and pastry-based miracles.

      I was reminded of something Magdalena, the next La Befana, had once told me on a Swoosh call.

      For the record, Swoosh is the magical world’s answer to Zoom, except we don't glitch, freeze, or spontaneously combust from spell interference.

      Usually.

      The app was created by a group of technomancers—Witches and Wizards who cast using technology as focal points instead of your average magic wand—who got fed up with blown routers and melting phones.

      Honestly, bless them.

      Anyway, during one of our mandatory leadership check-ins, Magdalena—La Befana, the curly, redheaded terror of the east coast coven circuit, second only to Sherry Morgan-McAllister, aka The Morrigan (capital T, capital M)—once gave me a nugget of profound magical wisdom.

      “The point of something being so damn good is that there’s always a cost.”

      She hadn’t been talking about money.

      Gaia, no.

      In this case, she meant love handles.

      Because nothing in life, not even a magically enchanted, zero-calorie chocolate cupcake with a ganache swirl and edible glitter dust, comes free.

      Magic had rules.

      Unfortunately, so did hips.

      And in my case? Both were beginning to feel cursed.

      But that was the cost of Maribella’s killer Double Devil’s Food Delights.

      Those bite-sized chocolate cake-cookie hybrids—stuffed with homemade buttercream and whatever sinful filling she’d concocted that week—were what dreams and waistband regret were made of.

      I wasn’t exaggerating when I said people had been maimed trying to get their hands on them during Sunday brunch or holiday pre-orders.

      Another time, her bakery got a write-up in the Castor’s Corner Chronicle calling it “more dangerous than an ogre biker bar.”

      That gem came after last year’s Samhain Festival, when two Big Cat Shifters threw down—literally clawed each other’s clothes off—over the last Peanut Butter Delight.

      It ended with one in the ER, one in jail, and Bella crying because someone crushed the cupcake during the fight.

      “Sounds great, Bella,” I said, doing my best to sound supportive and not like I was silently reliving the trauma of her last magical baking experiment.

      “It is, right?” she beamed through the phone.

      “But how do you know it worked?” I asked, instantly suspicious.

      The kind of suspicion that had you sniffing your drink at brunch because you just knew someone slipped a truth serum in it for funsies.

      See, being a Witch came with rules. One of the big ones? You don’t use magic for your own personal gain.

      It’s like Witchcraft 101.

      Break that rule and the universe has a tendency to slap your face with irony—or slime.

      Maribella knew that. It’s why she never tested her enchanted goods on herself.

      Fool me once, I thought grimly.

      “Well, um, I don’t, Evie Love,” she admitted sheepishly. “Not for sure. That’s why I wanted you to try them out.”

      She whispered that last part like I wouldn’t notice.

      “Uh uh. No way,” I said immediately, already tasting doom.

      Or worse—salty sludge masquerading as chocolate.

      “Come on! I’ll bring them to the field tonight, after we finish recharging the wards,” she said in that singsong voice she used when bribing us with sugar.

      “Bella, I will not be your guinea pig,” I warned, stern and unflinching.

      Not again. Not after The Incident.

      Last time she asked me to “just taste this real quick,” I ended up with a mouth full of what I can only describe as cursed pudding.

      Slimy. Bitter. Lumpy.

      I’d gagged so hard I saw the veil.

      Even now, my overactive gag reflex was threatening to rise like an angry sea god.

      Gaia, take me now.

      “Ohmygawd! Evie, stop exaggerating,” Bella growled, clearly offended by my totally justified food trauma.

      “Not. Sorry. Gotta—” I clutched my stomach as another dry heave threatened to bubble up.

      The memory was too fresh.

      Too moist.

      It took a few deep breaths and some mental shielding to calm down.

      The taste might be gone, but the betrayal lingered.

      Look, I knew Magdelena was right when she said everything has a price. I mean, La Befana was typically right about most things.

      In this case, she wasn’t talking about money. She meant consequence.

      Balance.

      That’s magic, baby.

      The bummer, though?

      Witch metabolism was supposed to be off the charts.

      Fast, efficient, the kind of thing that lets you devour a cinnamon roll and still zip your jeans.

      But somehow, my besties and I had gotten the short end of the supernatural stick.

      Maybe it was our Italian genes.

      Maybe it was the carbs.

      Or maybe it was the universe being petty.

      Whatever the reason, Bella, Donny, and I were not your typical sleek and svelte Witches.

      We were curvy.

      Soft.

      Sturdy.

      Hungry.

      But not just for cookies and cupcakes and salted caramel spells.

      We were hungry for more.

      For laughter that felt like home.

      For partners who didn’t just tolerate the magic and the madness, but relished it.

      For hands that didn’t flinch at hips or thighs or bellies but gripped them with reverence.

      We wanted it all.

      The cake, the coven, and the kind of love that felt like magic.

      And maybe, just maybe, if we didn’t completely wreck the wards tonight, the universe might finally throw us a bone.

      Or some sexy as all get men made just for us.

      Preferably the kind with a jawline that could cut glass and a growl that curled toes.

      Yes, please.
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      Later that Same Day

      After I left City Hall—finally freed from that creaky, bureaucratic crypt—I headed out to run a quick errand before meeting the Witch Trifecta at our usual ritual spot.

      Just your average pre-bonfire pit stop.

      No biggie.

      My mind was buzzing louder than an entire Gremlin Hive on Red Bull.

      Bella’s “maybe safe” calorie-reduction spell was still fresh on my mental playlist. My stomach, ever the opportunist, took that as an invitation to growl loud enough to scare a passing raccoon.

      Then there was the firefighter shortage. We had exactly two on staff—one of whom was more flammable than helpful.

      Not great when your town’s top three annual events involve open flames, enchanted fireworks, or rogue pyromancers.

      Sheriff Davies had also hinted—again—that he was ready to retire and “finally spend some quality time ice fishing with Myrtle,” which was code for sit on his porch and complain about politics to his wife until she hexes him into a mute spell.

      And of course, the eternal curse of Castor’s Corner. The parking situation.

      Sigh. Deep, soul-weary, exhausted-Witch sigh.

      Looking back now, maybe that was why the spell went sideways.

      Or maybe it was because Donatella decided—on ritual night, no less—to bleach her midnight-black hair and go for teal with attitude.

      The only thing that color had was regret.

      Or perhaps it was Maribella’s fault.

      She scorched the caramel filling for her dulce de leche doughnuts and refused to accept defeat, choosing instead to charm the bitterness out.

      That poor doughnut ended up tasting like heartbreak and burned toast.

      Any one of those things could’ve nudged the universe out of alignment.

      Or maybe the stars were already misaligned.

      Mercury was retrograde.

      Or maybe fate just decided to fuck with us just for shits and giggles.

      Whatever the reason, what should’ve been our usual full moon bonfire and standard-issue ward-strengthening spell turned into a clusterfuck of epic, spark-spitting, ley line-rattling proportions.

      To summarize, we fucked up.

      Big time.

      And that’s how I found myself in the middle of my woods—post-spell, slightly singed, naked as the day I was born, and blinking at the sight of three tall, muscle-bound, sex-on-a-stick strangers standing in a patch of glowing ash like they’d just fallen out of a fantasy calendar.

      They were definitely Shifters.

      You could tell by the eyes.

      And the aura.

      And the fact that they smelled like fresh pine, testosterone, and bad decisions.

      Their monster-sized SUV sat dead right behind them, somehow not even dusty despite the mud and dirt on the road.

      Country music played low from the cracked-open windows, the twangy drawl clashing violently with my mounting rage.

      One of them had the audacity to smile at me.

      Fucking smile—can you believe that?

      “Excuse me, the name’s Jaxson,” he said, all Southern charm and sinful biceps, “and I was wonderin’ if you could help us? Is this Maccon City?”

      I blinked.

      Twice.

      Then I channeled every drop of righteous fury passed down to me from generations of strong Castor women and snapped.

      “No. This is not Maccon City. You’re in Castor’s Corner. I’m Evelyn Castor—mayor and pissed-off citizen—and unless one of you brought a fire extinguisher, a peace offering, or a damn portal key to reverse a magical disaster, I suggest you stop smiling and start explaining.”

      And this moment right there? This was the moment everything changed.

      And me? I hadn’t even had a doughnut yet.

      So, how did everything go wrong? Well. Let’s start at the beginning.
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      Earlier That Same Day

      It all started when my car blew a gasket.

      Or tore a belt.

      Or snapped a mana-link cable.

      Honestly, I had no idea what actually went wrong—some kind of garage-speak nonsense that made my eyes glaze over and my brain tap out.

      All I knew was the engine hiccupped, coughed like a dying dragon, and gave up the ghost.

      Suffice it to say my car glitched.

      I was late for work at the start of the day, and everything went downhill from there.

      Which was a shame, really. Because it was Thursday, and Thursdays were supposed to be my pre-weekend happy place.

      I’d been looking forward to two blissful days of taste-testing Maribella’s newest bakery experiments—possibly featuring cursed cronuts—and getting a mani-pedi from Donny, who’d just received her latest shipment of enchanted nail polish.

      I’d had my eye on a color called Purple Rain, allegedly inspired by La Befana herself.

      According to Donny, the glittery concoction would turn your nails into reflective disco balls—mirror magic with extra sass.

      I wanted it purely for the entertainment value.

      Couldn’t hurt to blind a few political adversaries with fabulous fingertips.

      Yeah, okay, it was a little dorky.

      But what could I say? I was a sucker for shiny things and supernatural glam.

      Anyway, I should have known it was all going to hell when my coffee maker belched out thick black sludge instead of my premium French roast.

      The smell alone could have raised the dead—and not in a good, “Yay! Grandpa's back!” kind of way.

      By the time the truck gave out—again—I was already halfway to a meltdown.

      That made three breakdowns this month alone.

      And before you say it, yes, I know I should’ve replaced it years ago. But this wasn’t just any clunker.

      It was my grandmother’s red Chevy pickup, handed down with pride and powered by spite and nostalgia.

      She named it Lucia after her favorite opera singer and swore it was sturdy enough to outrun a Hellhound in heat.

      I was emotionally attached, irrationally loyal, and maybe just a teensy bit cursed.

      It was all I had left of her, aside from the house I grew up in and my long, straight, undeniably Roman nose.

      Whatever. The nose gave me character. And it made me look distinguished, I decided when I was in college, especially when paired with the right lipstick.

      See, I tried a magical nose job once when I was sixteen and insecure.

      Huge mistake.

      My nose had grown an extra inch and a half overnight, curving slightly to the left like a cursed parsnip.

      Nonna, bless her twisted little heart, made me walk around like that for twenty-four hours as a punishment for magical vanity.

      “Let this be a lesson,” she’d said, cackling and sipping espresso as I cried over a hand mirror. “Next time, use contour.”

      Needless to say, I never attempted magical plastic surgery again.

      Some lessons get etched right into your trauma.

      Now standing beside my stubborn, broken-down truck on the side of Witchwood Lane, I sighed, pulled out my cell, and dialed the only person who knew how to coax Lucia back to life.

      “Auto Boys! We work your body right!” came the gravelly shout of Jeffrey Hardwick, town mechanic and professional menace to HR departments everywhere.

      “Jeffrey,” I said, deadpan. “How many times do I have to tell you that slogan’s gonna get you sued?”

      “Hasn’t happened yet, Madam Mayor,” he said, laughing like a coyote in a cornfield. “And I ain’t changing it. It’s memorable.”

      Jeff was older than sin, half Gremlin on his mother’s side, and ran the only garage in town.

      The man looked like he’d rolled out of a toolbox in 1972 and just kept going, fueled by motor oil and mischief.

      But despite the outdated catchphrases and tragic comb-over, the guy knew cars. And he treated Lucia with something like respect.

      “Truck’s down again,” I told him. “It’s making that sputtering cough and then just dies. Like a dramatic Victorian heroine, but less poetic.”

      “Again? Evie,” he groaned. “When are you gonna give up on that hunk of junk and get yourself something made in this century? Something with actual brakes and airbags that don’t smell like mothballs?”

      “What would you do for work if I did?” I countered.

      That shut him up for a second.

      “Fine,” he grumbled. “I’ll send Mikey to grab it.”

      Ah, Mikey. The long-suffering son. Lived at home. Probably played way too much Dungeons & Demons as a kid.

      He once tried to flirt with me at the Founder’s Day dance by comparing my eyes to ancient magical mud pies.

      Sweet kid. But too skinny.

      He wouldn’t survive five minutes with me.

      “You know,” Jeffrey added with a little too much casual cheer, “Mikey did mention how nice you looked the other day.”

      “Forget it, Jeffrey,” I said sharply.

      “Oh, come on now⁠—”

      “Goodbye, Jeffrey.”

      I hung up and ordered a WUber—our town’s magical ride-share service.

      It was like Uber, but with cars, trucks, sometimes broomsticks and questionable drinks and snacks.

      As I waited, I took a deep breath, glared at the broken truck, and tried to tell myself this was just a minor hiccup in a totally manageable day.

      But deep down, I knew the truth.

      The day was simply cursed.

      I just didn’t know my truck acting up was the beginning of everything going wrong.

      As for Mikey, let’s just say dating an iron-wielding half-Gremlin was not on my to do list.

      Don’t look at me like that.

      I’m not speciesist.

      I already said the guy was half my size. I’m way too curvy for the likes of Mikey.

      But since you asked, yes, interspecies mixing did occur in the supernatural world, but I had to acknowledge it could result in some strange ass looking children.

      Take my cousin Waldo.

      The man had yellow-tinted skin that made it almost impossible to pass in the normal world.

      Lucky for him, he could always claim he had liver disease to account for the yolkish tint.

      Everyone in Castor’s Corner was at least part supernatural.

      As such, they were aware of the rules of our world, and keeping it secret was of the utmost importance.

      That’s where the Witch Trifecta comes in.

      See, I’m one of the three Witches chosen to guard our town from outsiders.

      Especially non-magical ones.

      My name is Evelyn Castor, fondly called Evie, or even little Evie, by the townsfolk.

      Yes, I am a descendant of the town’s forebears.

      I’m also a certified magical Witch, with a cache of powers I inherited from my ancestors, and my special gift is the sight.

      That’s right, I can sometimes get peeks into the future, and occasionally, I can even see and chat with the dearly departed.

      But on this particular Thursday, I was totally and completely blind.

      I had a huge, dark, bulbous clusterfuck of a cloud system portending all kinds of doom and gloom hanging over my head.

      I just couldn’t see it.

      And as I waited for my WUber, I had literally no idea all hell was going to break loose later that night.

      “Hey Evie, get in!” A much welcomed, and noticeably absent of late, voice boomed from a few feet away.

      I stilled a moment before replying and grabbed my phone.

      Looking down at the open WUber app for supernatural transport within city limits, I saw that Stanley was listed as my driver.

      The app pinged, and I looked down to see he had marked himself as arrived and client retrieved.

      Another ping sounded, and I frowned as I read.

      The fucker gave himself a 30% tip, probably using my login.

      He had set it up, after all.

      Stanley knew all my secrets.

      Well, most of them.

      As my fabulous former administrative assistant, he sorta set up all my accounts and knew all my passwords.

      Kind of made his leaving a huge pain in my round ass.

      Especially when I wanted to update my supernatural social media and Date to Mate accounts.

      Date to Mate was like a magical dating app created by Uncle Uzzi, the magical matchmaker extraordinaire himself.

      There was also Windr, which was more like a hookup app for supes, Witches in particular.

      Those just looking to get down and dirty without strings.

      I happened to have a healthy attitude about sex, even if I never used the thing, I wanted to keep my options open.

      Okay, fine, Stanley downloaded the app without my permission and set up an account for me.

      He thought I needed to get laid because of the high stress levels of my job.

      Did I mention I was the mayor?

      Yeah, I did.

      Okay, well, anyway, I was shocked to see him in front of me.

      What the eye of newt was he doing here?

      “You’re driving for WUber?” I asked, shaking my head as I got into his super clean and brand spanking new BMW.

      “I have to. It’s not like you pay me enough,” he said, winking and handing me a cup of steaming hot coffee and a cruller from Maribella’s bakery.

      “Am I paying you at all anymore? I thought you ran away to follow your cock, I mean heart to greener pastures,” I said, taking the goodies before he could pull them back.

      “Evelyn Castor!” Stanley yelled my name in mock outrage.

      I knew he wasn’t really angry.

      The Wizard was bawdier than anyone else I knew.

      Thank Gaia, he found a man to fully appreciate that side of him. Otherwise, I’d have to take the fucker out.

      Stanley was a close friend of mine. He wasn’t one of the Trifecta, but he was next in line as one of my besties.

      “You know, it boggles the mind why I’d even consider working for you,” he snarked. “Alas, Stephen has his job, and though I am too good for you, no one else can fill this position the way I can.”

      “That’s what Stephen said,” I replied snarkily.

      Well, as snarkily as I could manage with a mouth full of cruller.

      Truth was, I was relieved as fuck.

      When Stanley and Stephen got married last spring, I was devastated to lose my assistant.

      The man had a superior talent for cutting through red tape and getting the city council to back the fuck down. When he announced his impending marriage and told me he was leaving—quite suddenly, mind you—I did the only thing I could.

      I cried and pleaded and begged.

      But the course of true love had run amok all over my fucking life. Like it had been since I hit puberty.

      And this was all about the same time my relationship took a big fat crap on me, also known as my boyfriend dumped me, stating I was too demanding and had no time for him.

      Losing my ex was nothing compared to losing Stanley.

      Love truly sucked balls as far as I was concerned.

      It never worked out for me.

      And to add insult to injury, love went and took the only person I could ever fathom working with for any amount of time—oh hell no!

      Okay, fine.

      I had a teeny-tiny people problem.

      See, I hate them. People. All of them.

      As for love?

      Yeah, um, well, to hell with that shit.

      I had no use for that starry-eyed, chest-aching, stomach-flipping nonsense.

      Just thinking about it made me itchy.

      Like, full-blown break-out-in-hives, hand-me-the-calamine kind of itchy.

      And no, it wasn’t because I’d grown up unloved. Quite the opposite. I came from a big, loud, affectionate family full of spell-slingers, sauce-stirrers, and unsolicited advice-givers.

      I knew what love could look like.

      I just also knew what it looked like when it turned sour.

      Because some of my relatives—bless their spellbound hearts—had a real problem keeping that love in the family.

      And I don’t mean in a creepy cousin way.

      I mean committing to the damn thing.

      Nonna had loved Grandpa Al with everything she had.

      Like epic romance, write-a-novel-about-it level love. And then? He skipped town.

      Disappeared into the mist—or, more accurately, the Pine Barrens—with barely a note and a promise to find himself.

      Newsflash: he didn’t find himself.

      Unless yourself is code for twenty years of zero contact and ghosting the entire family before literally ghosting.

      Nonna mourned the old bastard till her dying day.

      Never looked at another man.

      Never wanted to.

      That kind of grief? That changes a girl.

      It leaves residue. Sticky emotional goo that clings to your soul and whispers, Don’t you dare fall in love. You’ll end up stirring soup for one and crying into your cannoli.

      So yeah. Love had a lousy rep, at least from where I was standing.

      But enough of that. Back to Stanley.

      “Okay, your honeymoon was sooooo long,” I drawled dramatically, flopping back into the seat of his glam-as-hell car. “Now spill. I want details. How was Europe?”

      “Old. Gloomy. Overpriced,” he said with a dismissive wave. “I missed me some good old Jersey Shore sunshine and overpriced cotton candy.”

      Then he gunned the engine and made a sharp U-turn across a double yellow line.

      “That’s illegal, you maniac,” I hissed.

      “It’s fine. I know people,” he replied with a wink.

      God, I’d missed him.

      I didn’t want to say it out loud—not yet—but seeing him again made me feel like I could breathe.

      Being mayor of a supernatural town was like running daycare for magical creatures with access to alcohol and explosives.

      And since my name was literally Castor, people expected me to sacrifice every part of myself for the town’s wellbeing.

      And I did. I do.

      But some days, it felt like no one saw me.

      Except for Donatella. And Maribella. And Stanley.

      Stanley, who was equal parts admin assistant, sass-fueled life coach, and emergency wine supplier.

      He was the rare soul who’d tell me I was being ridiculous and re-alphabetize my potion files while I sulked about it.

      He was also the only person on Earth who could call me out with flair and Gucci.

      I studied him, bracing myself for the news I didn’t want to hear. That this was just a quick visit.

      That he and Stephen were flying off to some moonlit beach where the champagne sparkled and the air didn’t smell like salt, bonfires, and slightly burned magic.

      I couldn’t handle losing him again. Not when I’d only just started pretending, I was okay without him.

      Stanley looked over, pushing his sunglasses up into his hair. “Alright, young lady. I know exactly what’s going on in that Witchy little head of yours.”

      Note to self: steal those shades the second he leaves them unattended.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I sniffed, prim and defensive.

      “Sure you don’t. Which is why I’m just going to say it—dramatically, of course.”

      He took a deep, showy inhale like he was about to belt out a Broadway number.

      “After a luxurious three-month honeymoon across Europe—during which I was adored, pampered, and stuffed with sinful cheeses—Stephen and I have decided to move home. To Castor’s Corner. Permanently.”

      I blinked. My heart stuttered.

      I wanted to play it cool. Truly. But I lasted all of two seconds before squealing and bouncing like a caffeinated pixie on his plush leather seat.

      “Really? Like really really? You. Here. Back home. For good?!”

      Stanley grinned. “OMG, yes, Evie. Holy Gaia, you reek of desperation.”

      I gasped, scandalized. “How dare you.”

      But I was glowing. I could feel it.

      The tension in my chest cracked open like a bad spell jar, and all that hope and joy came pouring out.

      I’d missed him so much it actually hurt.

      He reached over and gave me a quick hug. The kind that was brief but grounding—warm arms, lavender-scented cologne, the hum of Wizard magic crackling like champagne bubbles around us.

      I was so moved I nearly dropped my doughnut.

      Nearly. Let’s not be dramatic.

      “Stephen knows how I feel about this place, cupcake,” Stanley said softly. “He gets it. So, we’re staying. And we just hired a contractor to restore the old Gardner mansion. Between helping you run this town and rebuilding that creaky palace, I’ll be plenty busy. And when Stephen’s off kicking ass on Wall Street, I’ll be holding down the supernatural fort.”

      His magic danced around the interior of the car in twinkling shades of lilac and silver, dusting the air with sparkle and peace.

      That was Stanley’s magic—always a little fabulous, always a little fierce, and always just what I needed.

      We’d been inseparable since preschool—back when friendship meant snack swaps, secret pinkie pacts, and a shared obsession with sparkle.

      Stanley had asked to try on my pink plastic princess heels during dress-up time, and I’d said, “You better slay if you wanna rock them.”

      He did.

      And honestly? He’s been slaying ever since.

      My mother, of course, had a fit every time I wore those heels, certain I was one step away from snapping my ankle like a dry wishbone.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      To this day, I still couldn’t walk in anything higher than an inch without risking my dignity and skeletal alignment.

      Stanley, on the other hand? The man could sprint in stilettos. Backwards.

      So yes, I was now a flats-only kind of Witch—and that was just too damn bad for any tall guys I dated.

      I’d already sacrificed one prom night and a week of mobility to the evil gods of platform heels.

      Never again.

      Some things were simply not worth the pain.

      Like high heels.

      Or Wizards named Richard.

      But I digress.

      “Hmm, nice loafers,” Stanley remarked, giving me an approving once-over.

      “Thank you,” I replied with a humble nod, as if I didn’t spend forty-five minutes picking these out this morning.

      They were my favorite pair. Aquamarine-dyed vegan leather with tiny magenta tassels, gold beading, and teal rubber soles.

      Magical, comfortable, and obnoxiously cute—like me.

      Stanley, for his part, was decked out in at least four different shades of purple—including a silky lavender button-down and eggplant slacks so sharply creased they could cut through dimensions.

      The man was a peacock and proud of it.

      “Did the city council finally revoke that idiot’s permit to move the fire hydrants?” he asked casually, like we weren’t still recovering from that magical traffic nightmare.

      “Yes and no,” I said with a sigh. “I’ve been sneaking around at night putting them back one by one.”

      Our former fire chief—bless his aggressively useless heart—had gotten the brilliant idea to optimize response times by shifting all the hydrants six inches into the street.

      All he did was create a hydra-headed hydra of parking tickets, fender benders, and angry citizens threatening to sue the town.

      Stanley rolled his eyes. “Idiots.”

      The city council was mostly made up of Wizards, so yes—idiots was accurate.

      Not that Stanley was a traitor to his own kind.

      He just had eyes.

      And common sense.

      Honestly, he was more Witch than Wizard, anyway.

      The whole penis thing was just a technicality.

      We chatted as we climbed the stairs to my office, coffee in one hand, fried carb deliciousness in the other.

      I was basking in the warmth of having Stanley back.

      One of my best friends, my sass backup, my scheduling savior.

      And now that he was here, it actually felt like I had a shot at surviving this week with my soul intact.

      His husband Stephen was a gem, too. A half-Goblin financier who managed hedge funds like a battlefield general.

      He adored Stanley, respected his magic, and had once threatened to sue a hotel into oblivion for overcharging us on a coven retreat.

      My kind of guy.

      “So, did I mention I just hired a contractor to redo our new place?” Stanley said, practically vibrating with joy. “I still can’t believe we’re moving into the old Gardner mansion. I mean, I’ve always known I was meant to be the lord of a manor.”

      I snorted. “Please. You’ve been playing that role since preschool. All you’re missing is a butler and a wine cellar full of mood lighting.”

      “All I’m saying is,” he went on, striking a dramatic pose, “after work, I plan to greet my very busy, very sexy husband—fresh from conquering Wall Street—in a silk robe and velvet slippers, cocktail in hand. Maybe even a monocle. Haven’t decided yet.”

      A shimmer of lilac-hued Wizard magic burst around him like glittery confetti, all sparkle and smug satisfaction.

      “Okay, TMI, pal,” I laughed, pretending to gag but secretly soaking up every second.

      And yeah, maybe there was a teeny-tiny flash of envy—gone as fast as it came.

      I wasn’t proud.

      But truth? I felt lighter just being near him.

      We reached my office, coffees in hand, spirits high.

      Finally. A good moment.

      “I was thinking,” Stanley said, flipping open his enchanted tablet. “We tackle the new rec area permits first, then review the fire chief applicants—Oh my Gaia, Evie, do we still not have anyone to replace Daniels and his crew?”

      “Still vacant,” I muttered.

      It had been a hundred years since the great fire that decimated half of Castor’s Corner, and we still hadn’t found a permanent fire crew willing to stay.

      We had volunteers, sure, but no one wanted the job full time. Not since the last squad mysteriously aged thirty years after one too many magical flare-ups.

      And let’s not even talk about the sheriff. The man was ready to retire and had already started crocheting in his office.

      I was one emergency away from appointing a talking raven as interim law enforcement.

      “Yeah, well,” I sighed, “Daniels wasn’t right for the job, anyway.”

      Or for me.

      Stanley glanced at me but didn’t comment. Bless him. He could have.

      I knew he wanted to say something about my tragically bad taste in men.

      Especially Richard “Dick” Daniels—the Wizard ex-fire chief with all the charm of a tax audit.

      Stanley simply cleared his throat and said, “So, what shall we tackle first, Madam Mayor?”

      His chipper tone yanked me out of my pit of regret. I opened my mouth to answer—and that’s when the yelling started.

      A chorus of voices exploded from the lobby like a banshee chorus in a blender.

      “Madam Mayor!”

      “Evie!”

      “I am still waiting on my appeal!”

      “You said you’d hex my neighbor’s squirrel infestation!”

      I turned the corner to see a dozen angry townsfolk crowding the lobby, shaking scrolls and petitions and—was that a floating ferret with glowing eyes?

      “Holy shitballs, Evie!” Stanley hissed. “What the eff went on here while I was gone?”

      He immediately launched into assistant mode, waving his hands and tossing out calming spells like candy.

      I slammed my office door shut behind me and slid to the floor, muffin crumbs on my skirt and doom in my heart.

      It was Thursday.

      But make no mistake.

      It was the Mondayest Thursday ever.

      And I had a bad, bad feeling it was only going to get worse.
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      And The Complaints Continue

      “What are you saying, Miss Spritely?” I asked, doing my best not to sigh audibly as the town’s most dramatic elementary school principal cornered me two steps from freedom.

      Stanley, already halfway out the door, gave me a sympathetic wave and tapped his watch with exaggerated flair.

      The universal wrap it up, woman gesture.

      I shot him a helpless look as Miss Spritely’s voice rose another octave, drilling directly into my brain like a caffeinated Banshee.

      It was officially after office hours. I was supposed to be heading to the woods to meet the Witch Trifecta for our monthly ward-strengthening ritual.

      You know, the one that kept our town from being overrun with chaos and creatures from beyond?

      But noooo. I was stuck here, dealing with a hysterical principal on the edge of a full magical meltdown.

      “Are you not concerned about our children at all, Madam Mayor?” she shrieked directly into my ear like I had just endorsed demon-led daycare.

      I winced. My head throbbed in perfect rhythm with every step I took toward the elevator, praying it would open quickly so I could escape to the sweet, sweet embrace of fresh air and Witchy bonfires.

      “Of course, I want our kids to be safe,” I said, summoning every ounce of calm and professionalism I had left—which, to be fair, was running dangerously low. “But maybe you could—not scream at me while I try to help?”

      I could practically hear how my bestie Donatella would have reacted to this whole thing. She was probably snorting from afar even now.

      Donny would’ve zapped this woman into silence in under five seconds.

      Maribella would’ve nodded empathetically while plotting her death via poisoned caramel glaze.

      Me? I was the mayor.

      The elected adult in the room.

      Which meant I had to smile, nod, and absorb verbal abuse like a human sponge with a taxpayer-funded salary.

      As my Nonna always said, “Politics is a tightrope walk, bambina. And sometimes, you gotta do it in heels with a Werewolf biting at your ankles.”

      Sage advice.

      “I’ll notify the sheriff about the incident,” I said, attempting reason. “But how exactly can I help you right now, Miss Spritely?”

      I held out a sliver of hope that she might say thank you and hang up.

      Ha. No such luck.

      Instead, she launched into a detailed list of student names, ages, and tardy times down to the minute.

      Which wouldn’t be quite so ridiculous if we didn’t already have a dedicated truancy officer for this exact kind of thing.

      Emily Borzi, our feline Shifter truancy officer extraordinaire, had apparently taken the complaint earlier today.

      But instead of handling Miss Spritely’s concerns herself, Officer Borzi directed the high-strung principal straight to me.

      Smart kitty.

      I made a mental note to have a very stern chat with Emily—and possibly lure her into compliance with a new scratching post and some smoked salmon.

      “I still don’t understand why you’re calling me,” I said, somehow still calm. Mostly. Barely. “I’m the mayor, not the magical school crossing guard.”

      “Because, Evie Castor, it is your job to ensure the safety of this town,” she snapped, using my full name like she was about to assign me detention.

      “There’s something going on at the Castor’s Corner Cemetery. Something unnatural. Something that’s scaring our children. It’s your duty to investigate and expel that unsettled spirit before it attracts attention we don’t want.”

      And just like that, she hung up with a theatrical huff worthy of a soap opera villain.

      “Shit,” I muttered, staring at my phone like it had personally betrayed me.

      I jabbed the screen to hang up—too late—and bit my lip hard enough to leave a dent in my soul.

      My thoughts swirled into a frenzy.

      Ghosts in the cemetery? Now?

      Was someone pulling a prank?

      Or was there really something lurking among the headstones, creeping out magical kids before homeroom?

      Let’s not forget that Castor’s Corner had quite the reputation for magical schooling.

      We even had our own magical university, the Royal Academy for Magical Advancement, which was something like if Hogwarts started in junior high and went all the way through college.

      It brought in a ton of money and support from the supernatural world. Point was, we couldn’t afford to have any damage done to our schooling rep. And that, of course, started with Miss Spritely’s kids.

      My phone let out a sudden high-pitched beep, then flashed an ominous shade of green before going completely black.

      I blinked.

      Then, I seriously considered hurling the damn thing at the nearest wall.

      Because this? This was not how my Thursday night was supposed to go.

      Witches and technology were kind of at war. Not like full-on fireballs and EMPs (though, let’s be real, we’d definitely win), but more like a long-standing cold war full of glitches, sparks, and mutual contempt.

      Magic and microchips just didn’t mix. You cast a spell near a Wi-Fi router, and poof—suddenly every device in a three-block radius is streaming goat yoga from 2009 and no one can explain why.

      But recently, I’d discovered a few glorious exceptions to the rule.

      Enter: Swoosh, WUber, Date to Mate, and a whole suite of magical apps designed for modern Witches with lives to run and curses to manage.

      After jumping through enough bureaucratic hoops to make the DMV look like a dream vacation, I’d been granted a special magical license to operate my cell phone legally within Castor’s Corner.

      That meant hexing via phone? Totally possible.

      Ordering potion ingredients on-demand? Yep.

      Need a spell kit delivered to your doorstep in thirty minutes or less? There’s an app for that.

      It made 21st-century life a little easier for us supes and helped us blend in when we ventured beyond our magically camouflaged borders.

      No more pulling out dusty tomes in Starbucks or explaining why your “Uber” was actually a broomstick named Dolores.

      Finally, after coaxing, cursing, and threatening bodily harm, I got my phone to turn back on.

      Just in time for the alarm I’d set to buzz like an angry hornet in my palm.

      “Crap,” I muttered, frowning hard enough to give myself premature forehead lines.

      I was officially late.

      Again.

      I slung my purse over my shoulder like a warrior preparing for battle and launched my voice-to-text app to jot down a few notes about Miss Spritely’s ghosty freak-out.

      Unfortunately, the damn thing still hated my Jersey Shore accent with a fiery passion.

      “Note: Cast of honor ghost in—ugh. No. Correction. Not ‘Cast of honor’. Castor’s Corner.”

      Angry sigh.

      Regroup.

      Let’s try that again.

      “Note: C-A-S-T-O-R-’-S. C-O-R-N-E-R. Cemetery. Ghost.”

      My phone beeped helpfully, then translated everything I just painfully spelled out into this rigamarole:

      Cast of honor ghost in casserole. See money. Goat. Can I offer any further assistance?

      Fuck. My. Literal. Life.

      It was the lifelong bane of being born and raised in coastal New Jersey. The unshakable tendency to turn every “r” into an “aw” or just throw it out the window entirely.

      I’d tried to retrain my phone’s voice settings, but apparently it needed a Rosetta Stone for Jersey Witches to understand me.

      Back to Miss Spritely.

      She’d been principal of the Castor’s Corner Elementary School for eighty years.

      That was not an exaggeration. E-i-g-h-t-y.

      She didn’t look a day over sixty, which, considering she was technically pushing one hundred and ninety-seven, was impressive.

      I blamed her profession for the early aging.

      Spend nearly a century wrangling magical children through snack time and spontaneous spellcasting? Of course, you’d end up with grays, wrinkles, and a tendency to shriek like a harpy with a megaphone.

      Honestly, I still flinched when she used her disappointed in you voice. The same one she’d used when I accidentally turned Tommy Wick into a toad in third grade.

      Totally deserved, by the way. He told me my nose looked like a ski slope.

      Still, even if she made my eardrums bleed and my blood pressure spike, Miss Spritely had a point.

      It was my job to keep Castor’s Corner safe. Witch’s oath and all.

      If something—or someone—was haunting the cemetery and scaring the kids, I had to investigate.

      Tomorrow, I’d haul myself over there and see what the fuss was about. And if I did find a restless spirit throwing shade at first graders, I’d exorcise that gory ghoul right back into the afterlife before things escalated.

      But right now?

      I had no time to worry about cranky ghosts or vengeful field trip poltergeists.

      I had a ritual to get to.

      A bonfire to lead.

      Wards to reinforce.

      A protective barrier to rebuild.

      And, Gaia, help me, I was already ten minutes late.

      So, I did what any responsible mayor-Witch would do in my situation.

      I gathered my skirt, muttered a quick ward to keep my shoes mud-free, and I ran like the hounds of hell were nipping at my heels.

      Happened once.

      And I do not recommend getting caught by those gnarly toothed bastards.
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      Let Me Explain

      Every month, like clockwork—or, more accurately, like magically attuned Witches who couldn’t afford to mess up the full moon schedule—the Trifecta gathered in the pine barrens behind town for our sacred ritual.

      Yes, we lit a bonfire deep in the woods.

      Yes, we danced under the full moon like fairytale rejects.

      Yes, we chanted spells, sang our magic into the air, and—because fate has a twisted sense of humor—yes, we did it all butt-naked.

      Birthday suits and boundary spells.

      You know, totally normal Thursday night for a thirty-something single mayor in a town full of paranormal misfits.

      These rituals were sacred, old, and necessary.

      They helped strengthen the wards around Castor’s Corner, cloaking it from outsiders and keeping our supernatural community safe from meddling normals and wandering riff-raff.

      In exchange, we offered Gaia—the goddess supreme—our bare buns and best intentions.

      Which was great—magically speaking—except for the part where I forgot my ride was dead.

      “Shit,” I growled, coming to a full stop outside City Hall, staring at the empty space where my beloved but perpetually useless truck used to be.

      I had no broomstick (blame budget cuts), no magical portal key, and no choice.

      So, I ran.

      That’s right.

      Ran.

      Me.

      Evelyn Castor.

      Mayor of this fine town.

      Forced to haul my fluff-and-caffeine-fueled ass eight city blocks to our sacred patch of pine scrub like a sweaty woodland creature in wedge sandals.

      By the time I stumbled into the clearing, lungs wheezing, thighs protesting, and soul questioning every life choice I’ve ever made, I was running on fumes and sheer Witchy spite.

      Note to self: never again eat a donut, a double bacon cheeseburger, chili cheese fries and a pumpkin muffin with cream cheese frosting on the same day as a full moon sprint.

      That was just irresponsible adulting.

      Salad tomorrow.

      Ugh. Fine.

      Salad and one cookie.

      Maybe two.

      “OMG, Evie!” Donatella shrieked, her voice echoing across the clearing like an angry banshee in yoga pants.

      “You are so late,” Maribella huffed, doing that annoying disappointed head shake while—I kid you not—shoving what was very clearly one of her sinfully good peanut butter chip cookies into her face like she thought I couldn’t see her.

      Heifer.

      And not the magical sacred cow kind.

      The straight-up snack-hoarding, sister-betraying kind.

      I didn’t have the breath to argue, so I just threw them both a wide-eyed are-you-kidding-me look and motioned for them to get on with it while I tried not to collapse dramatically in a pile of forest mulch.

      Donny, clearly still miffed, clucked at me like an angry hen for a few more seconds before flipping her long, dark hair over her shoulder and thankfully launching into the first spell to amplify the bonfire.

      She shrugged off her short silk robe mid-incantation, because of course she did.

      Like the fire wouldn’t light properly unless her naked ass was perfectly framed under the moonlight.

      Meanwhile, Maribella kicked off her chef’s coat and pants in a well-practiced synchronicity of moves, revealing a pastel floral bra-and-panty set that somehow managed to be cute, flirty, and supportive.

      I wasn’t staring. I wasn’t.

      But the girl hit me with her pants and then blew me a raspberry when I looked up, so now I had to add get revenge and ask where she got that lingerie to my to-do list.

      Later. Much later.

      Like after I could breathe normally again and remember how to form complete sentences.

      By this point, the fire had started to crackle, golden-orange light spilling over the clearing like a spotlight summoned for moonlit mischief.

      Our magic always sang louder during these gatherings.

      There was something about shedding everything—clothes, burdens, expectations—and standing in your truest form under the stars.

      It was powerful. Beautiful. Slightly drafty.

      I started to shimmy out of my own clothes, grumbling the whole time about running and ghosts and the betrayal of peanut butter treats.

      And just as I stepped closer to the flames, ready to join the others and officially begin the ritual, something shifted.

      Not in the clearing.

      Not in the bonfire.

      In the air.

      A ripple. A pull. A flutter at the base of my spine that felt nothing like cold wind and everything like a warning.

      My magic prickled.

      My heartbeat kicked up.

      And that little voice in the back of my head—the one that sounded suspiciously like Nonna—whispered to me in my mind’s eye.

      Something’s coming.

      I didn’t know what. Not yet.

      But I had the sudden, undeniable feeling that this was going to be the last normal bonfire we had for a while.

      And if the way the moon flickered overhead was any indication, then normal was about to get roasted.
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      In the Pine Barrens

      With a few whispered words and a flick of her manicured fingers, Donny lit the fire. It crackled to life in the clearing like it was personally excited to see us.

      I peeled off the rest of my clothes faster than a stripper on a time crunch—dignity long gone and modesty overridden by magical protocol.

      Look, it’s hard to feel embarrassed about nudity when you’ve done it every month for the last decade with the same two women who’ve seen you cry, rage, bloat, and curse your bra into flames at least once.

      I glanced at Bella—who gave me a knowing grin and a bounce of her blonde curls—and then at Donny, who nodded sharply like a general preparing to go to war.

      Naked war.

      This was it.

      Our ritual.

      Our purpose.

      We were the Castor’s Corner Witch Trifecta.

      Three best friends.

      Three magical misfits.

      Three Witches bound to protect our supernatural small-town haven from anything and everything that might try to slip in uninvited.

      Ghosts, Goblins, telemarketers—you name it.

      Sure, we all had different strengths.

      Donatella was the badass beauty guru with razor-sharp spells and a matching attitude.

      Maribella was the culinary conjurer with frosting in her veins and a killer right hook.

      And I was, well, me—but when we came together?

      We were magic. Literally.

      We danced, we chanted, we sang our power into the night air, letting it rise like incense into the stars.

      I always felt self-conscious about this part—dancing was not my love language.

      I was more accidental hip check than graceful enchantress.

      But tonight, I found my rhythm.

      The magic hummed through me like a melody I’d always known but only remembered during these moments.

      My body moved in sync with the others, our magic overlapping and intertwining like chords in a song.

      Mine was a cool, steady aqua with hints of shimmering lavender.

      Bella’s came out in bright pink streaks edged in glowing white.

      Donny’s magic sparkled gold, like a glitter bomb had gone off in a bottle of champagne.

      Together, we painted the sky with color.

      The bonfire rose higher, fed by our spellcasting.

      Our lights swirled around us, flowing from our fingertips into the flames, rising to form a protective dome over our town.

      A beacon to Gaia.

      A warning to outsiders.

      We were doing it.

      Strengthening the wards.

      Keeping Castor’s Corner hidden.

      Keeping everyone safe.

      I was in it. Fully present. Fully powered. Buzzing with purpose and pride.

      I loved this part. The trance-like state where it felt like even the trees were humming approval, the fireflies pulsing in sync with our chants, the whole forest breathing with us. Magic whispered across my skin like warm mist.

      I tilted my head back, eyes closed, and belted out the chant:

      “Gaia, grant us

      Space to be,

      Keep the outsiders out,

      We offer thee

      Our hearts and devotion,

      To truly be

      The corner where casting

      Is done freely.”

      Okay, fine.

      The rhyme was a little fourth-grade poetry contest, but whatever.

      It worked.

      And hey, at least I didn’t drop an f-bomb mid-spell this time.

      Nonna would’ve zapped my left cheek if I rhymed shit with lit again. And not in the fun way.

      Anyway.

      The magic swelled. The colors spun. I was riding the high, wrapped in moonlight and the power of sisterhood and sparkles when—something shifted.

      Not just in the air.

      Not just in the earth.

      In the spell.

      There was a ripple.

      Something foreign.

      Earthy. Electric.

      Not ours.

      I felt it—it was an energy that didn’t belong to the Trifecta.

      It wasn’t malevolent.

      It was vibrant.

      Wild. Intrusive.

      Alive in the way only the deeply confident or incredibly clueless could be.

      And there wasn’t just one source.

      There were three.

      Simultaneously, Maribella, Donny, and I stopped mid-gyration.

      The fire still roared behind us, casting glittery shadows across our bare skin.

      We locked eyes.

      The energy pulsed again.

      And then—together, as if choreographed—we turned.

      Standing just outside the glow of our bonfire, watching us like they’d stumbled onto a live-action fantasy calendar, were three of the hottest men I had ever seen.

      And I don’t mean hot like attractive in a rugged, lumberjack-adjacent way.

      I mean HOT.

      Capital H, capital O, capital T.

      But more like HOLY-HELL-WHAT-EVEN-ARE-THEY HOT.

      They looked like they’d been carved out of midnight and muscle.

      All broad shoulders, wicked jawlines, and simmering supernatural energy.

      One had thick tousled hair and storm-gray eyes that locked onto me like a predator spotting its favorite snack.

      Another leaned against a tree like it owed him rent, exuding cocky confidence and low-key danger.

      The third, well, he had the kind of slow, smoldering gaze that made my inner thighs consider filing a formal complaint.

      “Holy—” I started, the word dying in my throat.

      “Gaia,” Maribella breathed, eyes wide as saucers.

      “Have mercy,” Donatella muttered, sounding almost reverent.

      There we were—completely naked, mid-ritual, magic practically dripping off us like glitter and pheromones—and these three supernatural smoke shows were staring at us like starving men at a fried chicken buffet.

      And just like that? Realization dawned.

      We weren’t alone.

      The spell had been breached.

      The wards cracked.

      And if I wasn’t mistaken, fate had just RSVP’d to our moonlit naked dance party.

      Shit was about to get very complicated.

      But before I got into that, I needed to understand what I was looking at.

      Man #1 stepped forward—tall, broad, and built like a professional rugby player who moonlighted as a Greek god.

      The kind of man who could carry three kegs, fix your roof, and ruin your life with a smile. I bit back a groan.

      I had a thing for muscular men. Who didn’t?

      But this one? He was a walking, talking, six-foot-something-tall mistake in the making.

      He had tousled dark brown hair, sun-kissed skin, and
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