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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!

        And if you would like to read the book that started all the madness, Switching Hour is FREE!

        https://robynpeterman.com/switching-hour/
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      To Robyn: thank you for bringing me into your Magic & Mayhem universe. The adventure has been amazing!
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      “Shit, I meant to do that.” Wiping off my hands on my jeans after tripping over a rock, I groaned and sent up a silent thank you for not falling on my ass. I don’t know why I’m shocked because crap like this happens to me several times a day.

      Hello, my name is Cesha Averly, witch goddess extraordinaire. Well, just witch, not a goddess. Not yet anyway. Give me time, I promise it’ll happen!

      Today was no different than any other day of my life, however, I had a feeling that was about to change. Call it my intuition. Hired to search for artifacts in the caverns of West Virginia, I lowered myself to sit on my heels. I swear I could sniff and the air would drown me. It was so humid in the cave, which is an odd contrast to when I’d first ventured inside. The air in this part of the state was notoriously humid, but the deeper inside the cave I went, the dryer the air became, until this spot I found myself in.

      Pushing myself up to my feet, I pointed my quad lantern in front of me. A part of me was sure the boogeyman would most definitely jump out just to scare the shit out of me. Then, again, I knew plenty of those assholes back home. My fellow witch friend, Zelda—or maybe we’re just acquaintances, I’m not sure really what we are, but we’re both witches, so there’s that—she runs with a crew of shifters. She often referred to herself as the Shifter Wanker, a made-up name she coined. Anyway, one of them would totally try to scare you, just for the fun of it.

      I pressed my free hand to the wall and noticed the surface felt damp. There wasn’t any running water, and, honestly, the temperature grew colder the further I walked into the cave. Then, I finally saw it, the gold flashing in the distance, buried in the wall.

      Stepping carefully—for a change—I made my way over to some things that appeared to be grafted into the stone fortification. I found a golden chalice, a scepter, and an orb with rows of gold bars wrapped around precious stones. It was the treasure I’d been paid to find and retrieve.

      I sat my lantern down and turned a few of the lights to shine on the items in the rock barrier. They hadn’t simply been placed on a shelf long ago, no, these golden objects had been forced into the wall by magic. Whose magic? No idea, and I didn’t care.

      Rubbing my hands together, I closed my eyes and focused on my own craft and felt my power rush through my arms and out my fingertips. Once the walls began to vibrate, I opened my eyes, grabbed the lantern, and took a few steps back. The wall fell in a heap of rubble, and, with it, the booty I’d been paid to collect.

      I pulled my backpack off my body and knelt next to the items. After packing them into the bag, I stood and slung it over my back. Pulling out my cell phone, the screen lit, and I frowned, noting there was no signal this deep inside, so I pushed it back into my pocket.

      As I started to leave, something caught my attention in the distance. Was there a glimmer in the air or was I imagining things? Could the light from my lantern have reflected off the damp walls and, maybe, caused the effect? I reached to where I’d felt the moisture on the wall and touched it once more. Indeed, it was wet, but not enough to indicate any pools or bodies of water. Where had the flicker come from?

      Looking to where I’d seen the glimmer, I made my way over to it, about twenty feet from where I’d stood. In front of me was a rock wall, but it wasn’t really there. It was like a mirage of sorts. The wall fluttered as if it was under water and I stared at it, bewildered.

      I’ve never looked upon anything like that, nor could I explain it. So, it would be best to leave, right? For those who never sought adventure, sure, but for me? I was definitely going to see what was happening there.

      I pushed up my long-sleeved tunic and lightly touched my index finger to the shimmering substance. It was chilly, but not wet. How can something look like water but not feel like water?

      Being bold, I pushed my arm through, up to the elbow, then pulled it back. Nothing hurt, nothing burned, stung, or even tickled. Not that I was expecting as much, but my arm was cold. Not just cold, it was freezing. What was on the other side?

      “Shit, and me without my hoodie. Well, Cesha, it’s now or never.” With a grin, I decided to go for it and stepped through the glimmering wall. I wasn’t sure what to expect but, when I did, the atmosphere went from hot and humid to cold and wet.

      I shivered and when I opened my eyes, I gasped. I didn’t want to make assumptions on what had just happened, but I think I’d just found a portal and had passed through it to another dimension. I guessed that because I’d been in the darkness of a cave and had stepped through a shimmering wall into a cold world that had a flowing waterfall on the other side.

      Did I mention it was cold? It was summertime in West Virginia, definitely not North Pole weather.

      Thankfully, I wasn’t in the waterfall. Hell, I’d drown. Story over for me. The falls was just in front of me and I could feel droplets sprinkling on my nose, face, and chest. I side-stepped to my left and followed the light of what I assumed was the sun. There was a small break in the falling water, just enough for me to step through, and when I did I gasped once more.

      I was teetering on the edge of a cliff and quickly stepped back. My heart was racing, and when I looked out through the water’s break, there was a horizon in front of me unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      The ground was covered in snow, and there were two suns in the sky, one slightly larger than the other. Both were a golden orange, like the sunsets we saw during the summer months in West Virginia, and you could actually look at these suns without feeling blinded.

      Beneath the falls was a lake, maybe a thirty-foot drop. I’m a daring woman but I don’t know if I could jump that and live.

      Well, yes, I’d live, but my damn panties would be so far up my ass I could use them as a scrunchy! Are scrunchies coming back in style? Man, I used to love those.

      With a sigh, I closed my eyes and wanted to remember everything I’d just witnessed. Hopefully, I wasn’t having some sort of seizure and dreamed the entire thing. I quickly pinched my arm.

      “Ow,” I growled. Opening my eyes, nothing had changed. I was freezing behind a waterfall in a land covered by snow with two suns. I was definitely not in West Virginia, or Earth, any longer. I had to go back. I couldn’t stay and knew I wouldn’t be able to. Zelda and Baba Yaga would come looking for me.

      At least I hoped they would. Zelda seemed to genuinely like me, but Baba Yaga blows me off like I’m a girl who so wants to be in the popular group, and she’s the mean girl who always says no.

      Whatever. Once I tell them about this, they’ll definitely want to know more. I just found a portal to another world! Who else could claim that?

      I started to head back to where I’d come from and my foot slipped. I screamed and fell to my hands and knees. My heart raced in my chest and I closed my eyes, gathering my breath. Then, something swooshed in the air that sounded like the flapping wings of a giant bird.

      Fear finally clamped down on my chest. My heart sped so fast I thought I’d have a heart attack. When the sound of the wind being pushed through the air stopped, I moved quickly across the ground and stumbled back through where I’d initially come through.

      Landing on my backpack, the golden chalice pushed into my spine and it hurt like a son of a bitch. I’d tend to that later. Getting to my feet, I quickly made my way out of the cavern, lantern in hand.

      Making a few turns I could see the light of day just ahead. The humidity of the air almost felt disappointing. I desperately wanted to go back to that new world and discover everything that was on the other side, but, first, I needed to complete this transaction and get paid. Then I needed to call Zelda.
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        * * *

      

      My client met with me just a few miles from where the precious items had been found. I pocketed the cash handed to me, and the rough looking man with a beard and scars from what looked like a tiger fight—and the tiger won—took off with his loot.

      I turned toward my car and once he was long gone climbed inside. I never get in my car when a client is still around after making a transaction. Anyone could follow me, and then where would I be?

      “I would kill for a Starbucks white chocolate mocha right now.” I locked the doors and started up my Porsche 718 Boxster convertible. I loved my car; the midnight blue color was perfect with the black interior and silver wheels. It purred to life and I let the top down. Grabbing my not-in-style scrunchy, I pulled my hair into a messy bun and blew onto the highway.

      Driving toward my liquid gold destination, I pulled into the parking lot and grabbed my phone.

      I dialed Zelda and put it to my ear. Climbing from my car, I heard her line ring three times, then her voicemail picked up.

      I rolled my eyes. I shouldn’t be surprised. She probably has her hands full. However, none of the others will talk to me unless I found something worth discussing.

      I waited for the beep then started to speak. “Zelda, hey, it’s Cesha. Look, I found something and I’m not sure who to go to with this information. It’s huge, like bigger than all of us. Please, call me back as soon as you can. Bye.”

      I hung up and strolled into Starbucks. The barista, Amy, on the other side of the counter greeted me with a smile, then she had a grave look of concern.

      “Ma’am, are you all right?”

      I felt across my face, then my mouth. “Shit, do I have a booger in my nose or something?”

      She shook her head. She touched the side of her face near her hairline, and I did the same. When I brought my hand down, there was blood. Shit. Did I hit my head in the chaos of falling back into our world without realizing it? Yeah, probably, because that’s shit a clumsy ass like me does.

      “Oh, I fell. I didn’t realize I cut myself. I’ll be fine.” I shrugged it off. “Doesn’t even hurt.” Just as I said the word “hurt” my head began to throb. Yeah, perfect timing. “Can I please have a venti soy white chocolate mocha?”

      She nodded then rang up my order. I paid and made my way over to the bathroom. I gasped when I saw myself in the mirror. Why hadn’t I checked myself before meeting up with my client? Holy hell, I looked like ass with blood and dirt on my face. No wonder the barista had looked horror stricken.

      I quickly washed my face and tenderly applied a wet napkin to my head. It didn’t need stitches, thank goodness. But I could also zap it closed and be done with it. I held my hand against my head and closed my eyes. The power pushed out of my palm and pressure was applied. It tickled slightly, and the pounding stopped.

      I opened my eyes and took in my reflection. I was healed, but blood was left over. I probably should leave it though. If I walked in looking like a zombie and out like a Barbie doll, people like Amy would notice. And being noticed was not what witches did.

      I stepped out and picked up my drink, then headed back to my car. I needed to get home, map out what I’d found and where, and see if there was anything else I could discover before I headed back to the cave. I was definitely going back this week, maybe as soon as tomorrow.
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      I’ve never been much of an artist, but, dammit, I had to draw everything I saw, or at least try. It might look like a toddler had done it when I finished, but it would be something to hold onto for when I go back. I was going back, there’s no doubt in that plan, but, first, I needed backup. I needed the coven. I just hoped this time around they’d venture out to help me.

      Standing in my dining room, I moved the chairs out to the walls to give myself space. I’d bought some poster board on my way home and I laid it across the table along with a sketch pencil I’d also picked up. See me being all professional? I tried to recreate the waterfalls, and the break in the water I’d looked through, well, almost tumbled down.

      My efforts ended up looking like a bunch of dark lines trying to represent water. It was a mess. Maybe I could use my powers to draw it out? Hell, my luck, I’d end up recreating it in real life. Wouldn’t that be a gas?

      I jumped when I heard a knock at my door, not expecting company. I set the pencil down and headed toward the front of my house. Peeking through the peephole, I was surprised to see Zelda on the other side.

      I quickly opened it and bounced on my feet in excitement. “Zelda! Zomigawd I cannot believe you’re here! I’m so excited. Holy shit, I have to tell you what I found!” Her long, red hair flowed in perfect curls and her slender frame was beautiful with her glowing skin. Motherhood suited her well.

      “Whoa, slow down, speedy.” She closed the door and stood for a moment, then looked around my home.

      As often as I’d entertained the coven here, bringing them closer to me, trying to find a way to get into their good graces, nothing had worked. At least nothing till now.

      “Right,” I started and motioned for her to follow me toward the kitchen. “Would you like a tour of my humble abode?”

      She shook her head. “Another time. What’s so urgent that you insisted on seeing me?”

      “I could tell you, but let me show you instead!” I led her into the dining room and pointed to the table. “This here! I’ve found something no one else ever has!”

      She leaned over my drawing and frowned. “So, you found a kid’s drawing and claimed it as your own?”

      I huffed and shook my head. “No, I drew this.”

      “Oh, well, geez, could use some work.” With a tsk she turned to look at it. “No offense intended.”

      I smiled and waved it off. “None taken.” Of course, I was offended. This was a piece of art, dammit! She’d just compared it to a child’s drawing. But, hadn’t I just done the same earlier?

      “Okay, so I was hunting for some stuff for a client and I stumbled across a veil to another dimension, world, something! Oh, Zelda, just imagine! My picture could be on the cover of Time magazine!”

      “Um, no you wouldn’t be on any cover. You realize stuff like this can’t be brought to the attention of humans, just like shifters can’t be known? The humans would freak the hell out. They’re better off not knowing, you know?”

      My excitement quickly fizzled. Rather than jumping in excitement for me, she was the pin that poked my bubble. “Wow, talk about raining on someone’s parade.” I picked up my drawing and turned it over, face down. “Well, I was hoping to see if you could get me a meeting with Baba Yaga. I’d like to present this as a find and see what we can do—”

      “Um, stop right there,” she interrupted.

      I met her gaze, hopeful.

      “That won’t happen, but I can go on your behalf and talk with her.”

      Baba Yaga was like the queen bee on the counsel of the witch elders. Nothing happened without her knowing. She was always present without actually being there. She was the mom who had eyes in the back of her head, in a very creepy sort of way. The counsel consisted of four or five people, usually women. They all ruled in favor of whatever Baba Yaga wanted. If you ruled against her, you could be shunned, so there wasn’t much of a democracy there.

      I offered a softer smile and held onto a sliver of hope this would work, and I would finally be welcomed to the cool kid’s table. “You’d do that?”

      She nodded. “Sure, I would. I’ll do this for you because, to be honest, I think it’s rotten how you’re treated. You can come with me, but you’ll need to hang outside the room. Baba Yamacoochi,” she often called Baba Yaga different names, “won’t allow you in for the gathering.”

      Well, it was something and wasn’t a no, but not quite a yes. It still hurt like hell. I was a witch, but they refused to acknowledge me and my powers. I upheld the rules and never broke them, yet they refused to let me play in the same sandbox. “Zelda, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure,” she said and took an uncomfortable step back. “I don’t do favors often, so please, don’t make it a habit.”

      I knew she was referring to bringing me to the covenstead. I shook my head. “It’s not a favor. I just want to know why they’re so against me being part of the coven.”

      Her eyes widened for a second and if I’d blinked, I’d have missed it. Does she know something I don’t? Yeah, probably. No one tells me anything. I’m my own one woman show without a damned sidekick. Dammit, now I want a partner in crime. Like a chicken. Chickens are so cool.

      “I can’t really answer that question, Cesha.”

      “Why not? You must know why.”

      She lowered her gaze to the floor and shifted side to side on her feet. “It’s not really for me to say.” She looked at me again, and her features screamed, “Please don’t ask me why.”

      With a long sigh, I nodded. With that, I figured I’d take as much as they were willing to give. “Okay, so when do we leave?”

      

      “She is not one of us, so, no, she cannot come in,” Baba Yaga said in a loud, overbearing voice.

      I sat in a chair just outside the room they were in. The walls were a gross beige color. It was depressing. They needed a light yellow or maybe lavender in here. Beige was so boring.

      Pictures adorned the walls of the different witches, with Baba Yaga’s on top. She had on a bright, lime-green catsuit with a black and white boa around her neck. I have no idea who dressed her that day or told her it was an appropriate outfit, but they should most definitely be fired. It was a horrible look.

      Below her were two more witches, both equally without fashion sense. And down the line was a picture of Zelda. The pictures were arranged in a similar fashion to a family tree, showing a dynamic lineage of witches. I closed my eyes for a moment and pretended my picture was up there with theirs. Did it make me feel like I was twelve rather than twenty-five? Hell yes, but I didn’t care.

      “But, please, Baba Hooha, give her a chance. She thinks she found a veil to another world and—”

      “Stop right here. You ever call me a different name again I’ll put you back in the pokey.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing.

      Baba Yaga continued. “She is not one of us, so, no, we will not send reinforcements. You also will not aid her in any ridiculous quest she feels she must go on.”

      I slunk down in my chair, her words cutting me deeper than anything else ever has.

      Never to be one of them.

      She won’t send help for my “ridiculous quest.”

      “Well, fine, then I’ll just go on my own,” I whispered and stood from my chair. My chest felt tight with betrayal, but it was loneliness also. I didn’t have a coven of my own so how could they betray me? Even as a child, I’d been an outcast.

      Living in an orphanage until sixteen wasn’t the life anyone would have envisioned for themselves. My mom died during childbirth and my father wasn’t listed on the birth certificate. I lived in foster care before the orphanage thing happened. I realized I had powers at the young age of six, thanks to the little shits who were my foster brothers and sisters. When I woke one morning with half my hair cut to the scalp and permanent marker on my face, I cried in the bathroom and set the carpets on fire.

      After my final foster home fell through, the state decided right then to place me in an orphanage.

      Try growing up with nothing to your name, no one to call your parents, no one to love you. It’s a lot to swallow but I learned at an early age to be independent and rely on no one. It’s also why I have issues with authority.

      A tear slid down my cheek as I made my way toward the door. I’d leave Zelda here and Uber my way home since she’d driven us. Then I stopped when I heard something clang on the table inside the room. It reverberated like metal. I turned back and strode over to the door. Leaning against it, I listened in.

      “There’s a prophecy, Zelda.”

      “Um, what?” Zelda asked.

      Then the sound of air blasting erupted around the door. I looked down and saw fog billowing from beneath the door. As soon as it touched the bare skin of my legs, it burned.

      “Shit,” I whispered and stepped back. The sounds inside were then muffled, and I couldn’t hear anything.

      “So, you keep me from joining the coven, you keep me at an arm’s length, and now you’re keeping me from knowing about some kind of prophecy? What the ever-living fuck?”

      Then the door burst open and I looked at Zelda as she came through. “Come on, Cesha, we need to get out of here.” Her eyes were downcast with a mix of anger and sadness.

      I glanced behind her into the room where Baba Yaga was putting paper back into a metal tube. I frowned. “What was that all that about? And why put up a spell to keep me from listening in?”

      “Um, that wasn’t me,” Zelda announced and pushed the door open to walk outside.

      I stood just on the inside and waited. When she turned around, her hands went up as if to ask what?

      So, I pushed my way out the door and started toward the road. “Fuck this shit,” I yelled out. “If you don’t want to help me, then I’ll walk the fuck home.”

      “Stop acting like such a child, Cesha, and get in the car. Let me drive you home.”

      “Nope, I’m fine. I’ll Uber my ass before I get in with you.”

      “Get back here right now,” she yelled, and I recognized the mom tone in her voice.

      I growled and turned to face her. My hands fisted at my sides, my jaw twitching. “Why? So you can rub it in my face one more time how I’m not worthy to be in your most important clique of witches? Well, guess what? I no longer want in!”

      “Now you are acting like a child.” She crossed her arms over her chest and raised a brow. “There are some things that can’t be undone. Trust me on this.”

      “How about letting me make my own decisions?”

      “And look how far that’s gotten you.”

      I frowned and took a few steps toward her. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, nothing. Just look at your life, Cesha. You’re living it on the edge of disaster. You pull off job after job, barely getting away with your life. How do you know these thugs won’t kill you?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. How do you know one of your shifters won’t kill you?”

      “Now, that’s not fair. They’re like family. Hell, they are family.”

      She had a point; it wasn’t the same, but, whatever. “I’m really done with all this, Zelda. I’m tired of never fitting in anywhere. I have a nice place and a beautiful car I totally adore. I work my ass off to have the finer things in life, and trust me, I’m not starving.”

      “Yeah, I can tell with that shiny Porsche in your driveway and five-bedroom house—where you live alone.”

      “Ouch, that hurt.”

      “Which part? The house or the car?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, done with this conversation. “When you can’t buy yourself a family, I suppose the next best thing is to buy yourself pretty things to pass the time.”

      She sighed and closed the distance to me. “I can’t come close to understanding what it feels like to be in your stylish shoes. I love clothes, handbags, and everything chic, but you need to figure out what will fulfill you. And if it’s not here, then go find it.”

      She lowered her head just slightly on her last word and I had to wonder if it had a subtle undertone to go explore the realm I’d found earlier. “All right, fine, take me home. But, first, you’re buying me dinner.”

      She smiled and headed toward her car. “Cheeseburgers?”

      “Hell yes,” I said with a grin and climbed into her ride. This meeting hadn’t quite gone as I’d anticipated, but she did, at least, stand up for me. I wasn’t happy with the outcome, but I was being treated to dinner, so there was that.

      Tomorrow would be different. Tomorrow I’d venture to Starbucks and map out more of my plans for going back to this new world I’d discovered.
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      Grasping the warmth of the liquid gold, I brought the white chocolate mocha to my face and breathed in its essence. It was life in a cup. Well, the morning rush of caffeine anyway. Carrying my venti drink over to the table in the corner of the shop where I’d set my laptop down, the location meant I could see everyone coming and going. I blanched when some hipster had had the audacity to sit at my table where I’d clearly put my things, claiming it. Furthermore, he wore a damn beanie in the summer heat of West Virginia.

      “Excuse me,” I said and pointed to my laptop. “I’m sitting here. My stuff, my table.”

      “Oh, my bad,” he said and smiled without moving. “No one was here so I thought I’d sit.” He motioned to the chair by my laptop. “I don’t mind sharing.”

      I frowned and set my cup down, then crossed my arms over my chest. “I do. Now scoot before I knock that crap off your head.”

      “Damn, that’s foul,” he scolded and stood. “I hope you have the day you deserve.”

      “I will,” I said and proudly took my seat. As he sauntered off, I thought about what he said. Have the day you deserve. “Yeah, you have the day you deserve, too, with your stupid hat!”

      A few coffee drinkers turned toward me, and I shrugged. “What? He tried to stake a claim.” Sitting down at my now hipster-free table, I lifted the top of my MacBook and the screen came to life. A cute white kitten with a pink bowtie around her neck and bright blue eyes stared back at me. No, it wasn’t my kitten, I’m allergic to cats. But if I weren’t, nah, even then, I wouldn’t own a cat.

      Cats are familiars to most witches. For me? I’d still go for a chicken. Chickens are cool and, hey, free eggs. But if dragons were in the realm of familiars, give me a fucking dragon! Red with golden eyes and breathing fire . . . I’d be talk of the town and all covens would want me.

      Pfft. I pulled up my website. Sitting, tucked in a corner of the coffee shop, the backside of my computer was all that could be seen, and for good reason. The work I did would be considered “under the table,” and some say it was part of the black market. I clicked on the messages option and found I had a new inquiry.

      From GreysonDragosP: Ms. Averly, I hope this message finds you well. I require someone with your skills; not just anyone can find what I need. Your utmost secrecy about this mission is necessary whether you choose to accept it or not.

      I picked up my coffee and took a sip, the deliciousness slipping over my tongue. I could bathe in this stuff. I set my drink down and looked up as a couple passed by my table, then returned to reading the email.

      I’d like to set up a time to meet with you. Please reply and let me know if you’re interested. I’ll pay you handsomely for your efforts. Your final remuneration will be provided upon completion of the task, with sixty percent up front.

      I blinked at the sixty percent part and smiled. Well, yes, Mister Mysterious, and no idea who you are. I’ll come spend time with you for some cash and an expedition.

      Clicking reply, I thought back to the meeting with Zelda and the elders. Why do they constantly hold me at an arm’s length? Why am I not good enough? I would continue to hold onto hope that one day, they’d accept me. You know, glutton for punishment and all.

      I sighed and took another sip of my drink before my fingers reached the keyboard.

      From CeshasDarkSecrets: Mr. Greyson Dragos P, thank you for your inquiry. I’ll be happy to meet with you to discuss the location of said precious item. What date and time did you have in mind?

      I pressed send and closed my mail. Sitting back, I clicked on Facebook and scrolled through a few of the cute videos people shared of dogs and baby giggles. It wasn’t social media I wanted to be on though. I wanted to be back in that cave, venturing into the other world again. I wanted to see what was on the other side, apart from a beautiful waterfall and the sounds of what had to be wings.

      Wings on what, though? It’s another world, another universe, another realm, anything could be possible; flying horses, magic, and, maybe, dragons! I smiled and pressed my lips together. I could completely disappear and start a new adventure . . . a new life.

      If I left, though, would anyone know I was gone? Would anyone care? Would anyone look for me? When the realization of those answers settled in, I knew right then, it was time to leave. I can make zero friends on my own; I don’t need a stupid coven to continue to deny me that privilege.

      Then air blew through the door when it opened, and in came Zelda, wearing denim fitted jeans, over knee boots, and a loose, black top. She looked stunning.

      “Zelda?” I asked and frowned. “What are you doing here?”

      “To get coffee, duh.” She took a seat next to me, then leaned in. “But that’s not really why I’m here.”

      I lifted a brow, skeptical. “All right, so why are you here?” I then gasped and I brought my hands together with small, baby claps. “Oh, shit! The elders! They changed their mind!”

      “Sh,” she ordered and brought her voice down to a whisper. “Not quite. I come bearing news, but it’s not what you want to hear.”

      And just like that, I could kick myself for getting excited, again, over nothing. “What the hell do they have against me?”

      Zelda sighed and crossed one leg over the other, then ran her fingers through her auburn locks. “Look, it’s not you, it’s them, okay?”

      “Lame. Try again.”

      “Okay, fine. They don’t want to see you. They can’t and won’t help you. Baba Yagoobizoomi said you’re on your own. Sorry, kiddo, but that’s their final answer.”

      “Don’t call me kiddo. We’re almost the same age.”

      She lifted her brow this time. I shook my head and picked up my drink. I took a long sip, savoring the flavor. I’d need something harder than this later.

      “I don’t understand why they constantly turn me away. I’m a witch, just like you, and like them. I have powers. I can do things humans can’t. So, why? Tell me why, please!”

      I hated begging but I wasn’t above it when it came to this. Never having had a family, a coven, or someone to call on when I needed them sucked large, sweaty, hairy, monkey tits. I didn’t even want to hear her reply. I felt my jaw twitch as I gritted my teeth.

      “You know what? I don’t even care. I’m done with this shit, Zelda. Done! D. O. N. E, done!”

      “Thanks for the spelling lesson, but, Cesha, trust me when I say you don’t want to be Baba Yaga’s bitch, okay?”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to be someone’s bitch than to not even belong? Think about it. You have a life with people who care about you. You have the support of your coven. What do I have? I have shit!” I stood and picked up my MacBook. “I’m done with this conversation. I appreciate you coming, but I’m done and I’m leaving.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked and stood with me.

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yeah, it does. Don’t run away because you hit a roadblock.”

      “My entire life has been filled with roadblocks. I have no idea who my parents were. There’s no trace evidence anywhere of who I am or where I came from, other than a piece of paper with a dead woman’s name on it.”

      “Harsh,” she muttered.

      I sighed, then continued. “I basically just appeared out of thin air. And when I need help, I can never get it. So, I’m going to leave and say goodbye to this shit and go start over. I’ll find people who appreciate me and want me around.”

      “Okay so now you sound childish.”

      “Do I, though? Think about it. How would you feel if you were rejected from everything and everyone you ever wanted in your life?”

      “Relieved?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’d never give up that baby of yours or your man. Don’t even pretend otherwise.” I turned toward the door and pushed through it.

      “You’re right,” she said and followed me out. “I don’t want to live without them, but Cesha, people do care about you here. I care or I wouldn’t be here.”

      I stopped just in front of my Porsche and my head lowered. I wanted to laugh, but I also didn’t want to hurt her feelings. Of everyone I knew, Zelda was the only one who’s ever treated me as a friend.

      I looked over my shoulder at her. “Thank you for that, but I’m out of here as soon as I can get my things in order.”

      Without arguing this time, she simply nodded, then walked in the other direction. I opened the door and put my computer in the backseat, then climbed in the front. Closing myself inside, I started up the car and sat there, gripping the steering wheel.

      The elders still refused to assist me. Zelda had tried, but failed, to help me out. I couldn’t blame her for what had happened. The next client had a better offer right now: to find something precious.

      I wish I had someone to call me precious. Shit, talk about mommy and daddy issues. I rested my head back on the seat and closed my eyes.

      A tap sounded at my window, and I jumped in my seat. Power pulsed in my veins, ready to strike whoever was on the other side of my glass. When I looked, it was the stupid hipster from Starbucks who wore that ridiculous beanie.

      I pressed the button to lower the window. “What do you want?”

      He smiled and offered me a grande cup with a lid. “Consider it a peace offering. I saw you leaving and wanted to help make your day better.”

      I frowned. “What’s in it?”

      “White chocolate mocha. I asked the barista what you ordered and thought I’d bring you one.”

      I wanted to smile, but gestures like this usually came with a price. “All right, what do you want?” I took the cup and sat it in the console next to me.

      “A beautiful woman like you driving a car like this? I needed to come meet the sassy girl behind the wheel.”

      I laughed and pressed the button to raise the window. “Thank you, but I’m not interested right now. Try again with some other desperate woman.”

      “Call me?” he said and pointed to the cup.

      I looked at it and he had Kyle written on it with his number.

      Shaking my head, I put my Porsche in reverse. “Desperate is not becoming on you, Kyle. Goodbye. Thank you for the drink.”

      I pulled out of the parking lot and, stopping for traffic to pass, I pulled the lid off the coffee, taking a long sniff; I wanted to know if Kyle had slipped something inside it. It didn’t smell weird, so that was good. I circled my finger over the top and felt the magic pulse through my veins. I swirled the contents and waited, but nothing pulled from the liquid. If there was poison or some type of date rape drug, I’d know. Detecting zilch, I put the lid back on and took a sip.

      It was perfect. Poor Kyle. He’ll meet a nice girl one day, just not this girl. I may be wanting to be accepted, but I didn’t want a man who was desperate for affection. Needy shit turned me off.

      Give me an aggressive male who knew what he wanted and wasn’t afraid to take it. That was hot and what I liked in a man. And a shadow of a beard on his face. Strong, bare chest, and cleaned, manscaped manly bits. If I’m going to go down there for some tube steak, I don’t want to choke on a fucking hair ball.

      As soon as the traffic cleared, I pulled out and headed toward home. I had a meeting with destiny soon, and a client to collect some extra money from.
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      It was Thursday morning in sunny West Virginia. It was going to be a warm day, but, right then, I didn’t care, I was shivering. Mornings were typically chilly and there I was without my winter coat. Ugh, I’d grown soft when it came to colder weather. Whatever.

      I checked the time, noting my client was five minutes late. I prided myself on being punctual so where the hell was this Greyson person?

      The meeting place he’d sent me was on a public dock called Princess Boat ramp. Personally, I’d never visited the place, but it was a nature lover’s paradise. There were lots of trees, the lake had a few runoffs into the woods, one of the streams wasn’t too far from where I stood, and an old stone building that appeared to be empty. Maybe it had once been a school? Not sure, but I checked my watch once more.

      Footsteps sounded behind me and I turned. A man with shoulder-length, brown hair and a nice, thick build approached. His gait was solid with confidence. His gaze met my own and, for a moment, I thought I saw him crack a smile.

      Nope, he was scowling. Perfect. He was a grumpy man who was, hold the phone, holy shit, he was hot! He had gorgeous, chocolate-brown eyes, long, thick lashes that framed his lids as if he were wearing eye liner, and his lips were slightly full and so damn kissable.

      “Hello,” he said, and his voice was lovely, no, not lovely, it was deep and gravely, like a seducer would use on his prey.

      Well, consider me the hunted.

      “Hi,” I said and offered a wave. “Are you Greyson?”

      “Who the hell else would I be out here at this time?”

      He had a point, but, damn, rude much? “Well, all right, but you don’t have to be so mean about it.”

      “I don’t have time for games. The situation I’m in is grave, and I need your help.” He stepped closer and I could smell him, like really smell him. It was intoxicating, like a musk mixed with woods and some sort of pheromone.

      “You smell amazing.” Then my eyes widened. “Well, not that I’m sniffing you.”

      He cleared his throat and took a step back. “Right. Um, okay. What I need from you is to track someone down.”

      “Oh, I’m not a private investigator.”

      “I understand that. Your talent is for finding rare and precious items, correct?”

      I nodded. “I get it, you’re searching for someone precious to you, but I don’t look for people.”

      “What I’m looking for is not human.”

      Was this guy for real? “Yeah, I don’t mess with shifters. Unless there’s anything else, I’m leaving.” I started to turn when he grabbed my arm and pulled me back. He was almost in my face and, call me transfixed, the man was just damn gorgeous.

      “I need you to track down a Fae for me.”

      The spell must have been broken because I swear I thought I heard him say Fae. “Wait, what?”

      He let go of my arm. “Yeah, I need you to hunt down a Fae creature.”

      I laughed, I couldn’t help myself. “You find me, ask me to meet you, then come at me with a fairy tale?”

      “Why is it so hard to believe when shifters exist in your world?”

      Well, hell, he had a point, but Fae aren’t real.

      Then, again, there was that universe I sort of fell into. Why couldn’t Fae be real? Nevertheless, it wasn’t my thing.

      “Sorry, Greyson, I don’t hunt down people—shifters, Fae, or otherwise.”

      “Please, reconsider. I’ll pay you whatever your price.”

      I let my head fall back with a groan. I thought about what he was offering. If I entertained this idea, I was opening myself to a lifetime of scrutiny. The lone witch who went to hunt Fae. Then she was committed to a mental institution.

      “Look,” I said and lifted my gaze to his. Good Lord, was he beautiful. “Greyson, I can’t do this. Shifters are real, but humans don’t know about them. It’s better that way, you know? Being alone in the world and shit works for them.”

      He sighed and brought his hand down over his face, as if he were removing a sort of veil. He then tucked
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