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      Just when Marla Gawama thinks she might be getting the hang of her detective doo-ties, the universe has to go and prove her wrong.

      The town of Gales Haven is highly eccentric—part of its charm—so Marla is no stranger to quirks.

      But when the townsfolk start acting odder than usual, Marla realizes something is up. The friendly gigolo Danny isn’t the only one to make shmexy rounds to entertain the locals. And even the talking mouse who terrorizes the kitchen of Gawama Mama House is proving to be a horn-dog.

      Since she’s stuck with the role of town detective, it’s up to her to figure out what the hell is going on and to return Haveners to their usual level of strangeness—not too much, just right. Though a town full of leg-humping witches and wizards is pretty funny…

      Every good Gawama knows: “If you can’t fight the crazy, love the crazy.” And Marla is a Gawama witch through and through.

    

  


  
    
      For my readers who love Gales Haven as much as I do.

      

      Thank you for joining me in bringing to life this wild, magical, beautiful world, where every Havener could easily become my good friend—with a few minor, humping exceptions; and let me be real, probably even them.
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      And for James, Catia, Sonia, and Nadia,

      always and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        When life gives you poop, first try to find someone else to shovel it. If no else will do it, or if it’s your doo-ty as town detective, then make poop-a-nade.

        MARLA “TOWN DETECTIVE” GAWAMA
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      Angling my chair so I had a better view out the large glass windows of Wanda’s shop, the Cock, Coffee, and Cocoa Café, I leaned back cupping my generous mug of coffee. The heavy cream, sugar, and shot of chocolate syrup were my secret ingredients that elevated my hits of caffeine from average to extraordinary. From my seat, I had an unimpeded view of the small glowing lights draped along the potted plants, the streetlamps, and carved benches of Magical Main Street. The bench out front was molded into the shape of a colorful cat with a devilish grin, enchanting the late-morning sidewalk scene in a way I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of.

      Everything about Gales Haven was magical. Welcoming. Home. Every day for the last several months since I’d returned with my two teenage children here to my hometown, I’d grown more and more grateful to have come back before wasting any more time.

      As usual, traffic was sparse, but Wanda’s place was hopping. It was why I was sitting alone instead of in her company. Though we’d arranged to hang out this morning, to begin making up for the many years lost in our friendship, I didn’t mind the momentary reprieve. Solitude was hard to come by these days, especially since Gawama Mama House, the home I shared with my family, was packed full of Gawamas, many of whom I’d only recently met, a couple of whom I wasn’t in any hurry to become overly acquainted with.

      Pedestrians ambled by, enjoying the warming sunshine of springtime. A man and woman with silvering hair and contented smiles held hands, their arms swinging with each of their steps. They’d be a witch and a wizard. They’d have to be to live in this small town in the middle of the country tucked away behind a spelled bubble that no one without powers could get into. As they passed me, the man noticed me watching them, and shared his smile with me for a second before turning it back on the object of his adoration. They seemed like any other couple I might have spotted on the streets of the much larger city I’d lived in before coming back home. The woman’s hair, including that of her eyelashes, suddenly went from a graying dark brown to violet, green, orange, and then turquoise before returning to its original shade. Yeah, okay, maybe not just like any other couple to be found in the outside world.

      But that was part of the place’s charm.

      In response to her colorful outburst, the man’s heart thumped visibly in his chest, stretching his shirt as if he were a character in a Looney Tunes’ cartoon. I had no idea what the range of their individual powers might be; every Havener’s was different.

      They continued down the sidewalk and I all but sighed contentedly as I leaned into my chair, happy to people-watch—at least until Wanda could beat the rush and come over, or guilt convinced me to offer my help. I would have offered already if not for the fact that I couldn’t shake the feeling I was experiencing a quiet before a storm.

      I’d been feeling that way since Humphrey the mouse and Brosnan the leprechaun, both competing for the title of biggest pain in my ass, had stopped by Gawama Mama for an uninvited visit one night last week. Their behavior had been so odd that my nan had immediately announced it the start of a new case for the Gales Haven detective to solve—that was me, regrettably. It was a role I had absolutely no training or particular knack for, unless you counted a tendency to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, a skill I could rock with the best of them. But my admiration for my nan knew no bounds, and so, despite my desire to run the other way from a humping, gyrating mouse whose hobbies included criticizing pretty much everything about me and reading my Aunt Luanne’s steamy romance novels until he needed to take on extra girlfriends to satisfy his growing needs, I couldn’t seem to stop myself from searching for signs of him. But I hadn’t seen him or the mischievous leprechaun since. I hadn’t even heard anyone complain about receiving a visit from them. My Aunt Jowelle’s many traps, both magical and the kind with a metal spring and a chunk of cheese as bait, hadn’t been sprung. Mindy the hedgehog matriarch hadn’t complained once about the meanie leprechaun either. That he hadn’t caused a lick of trouble anywhere in town for an entire week was noteworthy. Ordinarily, I’d be celebrating the small wins, but instead, a growing sense of foreboding swaddled me like a shawl.

      Setting down my mug, but keeping my hands wrapped around its warmth, I studied the café. It was a school day, so there were no kids there except for infants tucked into their parents’ arms. People of all shapes and sizes chatted animatedly in line, waiting their turn, or huddled around small tables or couches, chatting it up. Whatever tasks they were supposed to be doing—for in Gales Haven everyone was required to do their part—they didn’t need to be doing them then.

      The decor was pleasantly eclectic, and I couldn’t help but notice that Wanda had added several more cocks here and there. Roosters of all sorts hung from the ceiling, adorned bookshelves, and tables, and peeked out from unexpected corners. A handsome cock with a bright spread of tail feathers stared up at me from beneath the heavily lacquered surface of my round table.

      The door opened, a bell rang for the new arrival, and Wanda called out, “Finally,” while she frothed milk for a customer. “Where’ve you been, girl?”

      Leonie rushed inside, shaking out her hair, its several braids undulating long after normal hair would have settled into a tranquil sheet around her head. Nothing about Leonie was “normal.” But then, the same could be said about every other Havener as well. Normal simply wasn’t part of town expectations. Everyone was heartened to embrace their quirks, and if not encouraged, at the very least tolerated. Weird had been the way of life here since the town’s founding in 1803.

      Leonie was already slipping behind the counter and pulling on an apron. When she approached the sink to scrub her hands, the water streamed forth on its own, an effect of whatever spells Wanda had in place to make things easier, one of her life goals since I’d first befriended her when we were still running around grimy faced and with scraped knees.

      Once the water turned off, Leonie kept her hands extended. It took me a second to realize another spell was drying her hands. “Sorry, Wanda. There’s a traffic jam up the street that held me up.”

      My senses pricked in alertness and I forced them down. I wasn’t in the mood for chaos of any sort. “Traffic jams happen all the time,” I whispered reassuringly to myself. I wasn’t opposed to lying to myself when it furthered my cause, which was currently to have a nice day free of trouble. My goal wasn’t overly lofty or ambitious. I should be able to achieve it, no problem. Nodding to myself, I drank more coffee, hoping the feeling that I’d need the extra pep from the caffeine was dead wrong.

      “You walked to work though, right?” Wanda asked while sliding a customer’s order onto the counter between them, a soft cha-ching ringing out in the air, signaling that Noreen Bradley’s ledger had registered the purchase, entering into the tallying system that kept track of everything we did—and didn’t do—to help the town’s functioning.

      “Well, yeah,” Leonie said, pausing to take someone else’s order. Once she was grabbing clean cups and slipping them under spouts, she added, “But you know how it is. I can’t resist a curiosity.”

      Wanda was already nodding, as if this were a perfectly acceptable reason for being tardy. I had to remind myself that here in Gales Haven it probably was.

      “So what was going on?” Wanda asked and those witches and wizards at surrounding tables actually leaned forward to listen in. Haveners didn’t bother wasting energy pretending they weren’t a bunch of busybodies. It was a known fact.

      “There’s a big elk trying to scoop up his poop.”

      Before I could stop myself, I groaned. There was only one elk obsessed with his poop within the town’s boundaries. If there was another, I didn’t want to know about it.

      “But he doesn’t have hands, you know, of course,” Leonie went on, “so he’s having trouble with it.”

      “And no one helped him?” a tall, muscular wizard by the name of Sven asked.

      Leonie paused what she was doing, glancing up. “Well, no.”

      “That doesn’t seem like the neighborly way,” a witch interjected as if everyone in town were sugary sweet with a matching temperament, a generalization that would exclude the many grumps and kooks that were as commonplace in Gales Haven as magic itself.

      Leonie deposited an order on the counter, the corresponding cha-ching sounded softly, and her braids shook in place of her head. “For one, it’s a lot of poop, and it was still steaming when I was there. So gross. Second, the elk’s being cute as can be, and no one should ever interrupt cuteness, even if it isn’t intended.”

      “Fact,” the woman retrieving her order said before stepping out of the line, but not out of earshot.

      Leonie leaned on the counter as if she hadn’t whisked in late and there weren’t a line of customers in front of her. No one, not even Wanda, seemed to mind. “He’s all hunched over trying to scoop up the little nuggets. His tongue’s sticking out in concentration. The poop keeps slipping from between his hooves, but he keeps right on trying. There’s a crowd watching him now.”

      The doorbell chimed several times in a row as several patrons abandoned the café for the live source of intrigue and future gossip.

      “I’m thinking what the elk needs to do,” Leonie said, “is use that big rack of his to scoop it up and take it wherever he’s planning on going with it.” She shrugged, both with her shoulders and braids. “Sure, some of it’ll probably go tumbling everywhere, starting the process all over again, but I figure that’s his best bet anyway.”

      “Where’s he trying to move the poop?” Hattie of Hair for Hotties and Hatties asked.

      “No idea. None of us know. He’s grunting a whole lot, and I figure he’s muttering something or other while he’s at it, but none of us could understand him.”

      Already anticipating what would happen next, I turned my back to the counter, staring at the sidewalk outside, as fascinated by the beautiful twinkling lights as I could be.

      “Then it’s a good thing Marla’s here,” a man said, and I didn’t even peek to see whom.

      “Yep, good thing indeed,” someone else parroted.

      “She can understand what he’s saying and help him.”

      What, was I the town’s official pooper scooper now too? Weren’t detective, magical creature interpreter, random power absorber, and possibly house whisperer enough titles for one person?

      “Marla,” someone who sounded like Sven called out. I dutifully sipped at the remains of my coffee, pretending not to hear in my absorbed study of the sidewalk, which was currently empty of pedestrians, of both the mage and creature sort.

      “Marla,” Bab of Bab’s Bopping Boopy Bakery hollered, and the baker had the kind of booming voice that no one could ignore.

      I sighed, then spun, plastering surprise all over my face. “Yes?”

      Bab chuckled. “Wanna come play poker at my place sometime this week?”

      I frowned. “What?”

      Bab outright laughed. “Don’t bother pretending you weren’t listening to us the whole time. No one’s gonna be able to deal with the pooping elk but you.”

      “Oh, he wasn’t pooping anymore,” Leonie added, somewhat unhelpfully. “No way could he have any more poop in him after the size of that pile. I get that he’s a big animal, but nothing could poop that much and still have more to go.”

      “Thanks, Leonie,” I said tightly. “Very reassuring.”

      “You’re welcome.” Her braids waved as if they didn’t register my sarcasm.

      Then, when everyone kept right on staring at me expectantly, I sighed loudly enough to reach the far corners of the café, possibly even through the door to the secret sex spell room I’d never walked through, tucked away at the rear of the shop. I slid my chair back with an unnecessary screech, trudged over to the bussing station, where I deposited my now empty cup with care, then dragged my feet all the way to the door, where Bab opened it for me before I was ready to walk through it.

      One hand holding a cup of coffee, her butt propping open the door, she patted my shoulder. “Stop by my place later today. I’ll set aside a special Enchanted Heart for you, on the house.”

      As far as I knew, she considered every one of her pastries special, and her pride around her culinary skills was no doubt the reason she was the rare customer who entered the café and emerged only with a beverage instead of also one of the temptations displayed through glass beneath the counter.

      But Enchanted Hearts were basically extraordinarily cool, super yummy doughnuts shaped like a heart, so I said the only thing left to say: “Thanks, Bab. That’ll help get me through.”

      She nodded knowingly. “I’ll drizzle extra maple glaze on it too.”

      That pepped me right up.

      “I’ll even throw in a second one for you to share with Quade. My Enchanted Hearts are best eaten in pairs.”

      I wasn’t sure if she meant the doughnuts should be eaten two at a time or in good company, but either way, I was on board.

      “That’d be great.”

      I glanced back at Wanda.

      She waved at me to go. “Don’t worry. We’ll hang out later. Go do you.”

      I harrumphed. Dealing with elk poop was not doing me. Hell, at least I hoped not. Recent events would indicate I did deal with situations such as this one often—correction, far too often.

      After a quick scan through my thoughts for a reason to delay and coming up empty, I sighed yet again, cast a final longing glance behind me, then emerged onto the same sidewalk scene I’d found so mesmerizing mere minutes before. The door swung closed behind me with a tangible bump of finality.

      “Here, I’ll walk with you,” Bab said, hooking her arm around mine and leading me toward the crowd gathered maybe seventy feet up ahead, blocking the sidewalk and much of the street. “It’s on the way to my shop. Plus, it always pays off to check out the sights. You never know when there’ll be another source of entertainment. Sometimes the well runs dry.”

      In my experience, the well of crazy experiences never ran dry. In Gales Haven, it overflowed.

      “You gotta do what you gotta do,” I said instead, noncommittally.

      “That’s right. Thank goodness you came back, Marla. Not sure what this town would do without you now that we’ve grown used to having you again.”

      At that, my heart warmed, dispelling some of the dread at how quickly my day might get away from me, zooming at high velocity in directions I’d never wish for. Since my return to town, it had happened more times than I cared to count. Instead, I said, “Aw, thanks, Bab. I’m really glad to be home. Wish I’d never left, actually.” That last bit slipped out despite my fervent intentions not to live in regret.

      “Which is why I’m not gonna miss out on an elk scooping his poop,” Bab commented.

      I didn’t follow her logic, but that was the least of my worries.

      Several steps later, the attention of the crowd shifted over to my approach from what I presumed was the elk I still couldn’t make out between the wall of their bodies.

      “Remember,” Bab said, “stop by later.” Then the crowd swallowed her up as it parted for me before further opening up a corridor through the middle of all of them, which featured the elk at its end.

      Smiling tightly so none of them could tell I wanted to be just about anywhere but there right then, I walked with leaden feet, stopping short of the elk, who was bent over, just as Leonie described, pawing fervently at his poop with unwieldy hooves, thick tongue peeking out between his teeth.

      “Hey, Bob,” I said.

      He squeaked, his head snapped up, his antlers jerking in an arc as a single nugget of poop slipped out behind him, bouncing off the street.

      “Marla, you startled me,” he said in a rush of breath. He glanced behind him at the fresh nugget and groaned, turning to glare at me—in a friendly way, as Bob was the nicest of the magical creatures. “You shouldn’t have. I can’t afford to waste more poop.” He shook his head, and I made a mental note not to get in the path of those antlers. “I need it all.”

      Why he needed it, I had absolutely no intention of asking. Perhaps the magical creatures had caught Councilman Darnell Adams prancing around in furs again.

      I pushed up my quarter-length sleeves, mentally hitched up my nonexistent big-girl panties, and examined Bob, the piles of poop, and the mass of busybodies surrounding us, hanging on to my every word.

      “Tell me what’s going on, Bob, and how can I help with the poop?”

      I pretended this was an entirely normal question to ask an elk—and got to work.
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      “Un-hunh, un-hunh,” I commented inanely to encourage Bob to keep talking. As the only mage in town who could understand the magical creatures, what the dozens of Haveners now surrounding us heard of our conversation was entirely one sided. So long as the others didn’t know what he was saying, I couldn’t be roped into doing unplanned detective doo-ties unless they were absolutely necessary. Smart, right? I hadn’t been at the job for long, but I was already growing wiser, finding small ways to take back control of my life.

      “I was minding my own business,” the elk was saying, on a temporary reprieve from his failed attempts to scoop his poop, “walking along, making my way over to Moonshine Park. It’s such a pretty place, you know? It’s my favorite place in all of Gales Haven to do my business.”

      “It’s a long way from Creature Haven though,” I said, referencing the part of the forest where most of the magical creatures lived together in community.

      He nodded those big antlers at me. “It is. But the walk’s lovely. I like to take in the sights and get my exercise. It makes everything move around inside.” He waved a front hoof in the general direction of his chest, though I assumed he was trying to point to his gut. “After all that exercise, by the time I get to the park, I’m primed and ready to go.” His lips stretched over his mouth to reveal teeth in what was supposed to be a smile.

      “So what happened?” I asked.

      “Oh, my plump putrid pudding,” a witch by the name of Rosamund interjected with a theatrical huff. “You can’t leave us hanging like this, Marla! We have no idea what’s going on.”

      Calmly, I faced her. “Patience is an important part of detective work. I can’t hurry the fact-finding or I might miss crucial details.”

      In truth, I was already restless listening to Bob’s meandering story. I didn’t think it was going to end anywhere I wanted. But Rosamund and the rest of the mages watching on didn’t have to know that.

      Rosamund, whose body reminded me of a jellybean with sticks for arms and legs, brought those spindly arms to her waist—or what would have been the indentation of a waist on someone else. She whined, “Seriously? What’s the point of us watching if we don’t understand a thing?”

      My placid smile was meant to conceal my growing annoyance, and I hadn’t even gotten to the revealing parts of Bob’s story yet. “No one says you have to watch.”

      Rosamund snorted a huff, exchanging come on glances with a few of the others, before telling me, “This is Gales Haven.” Though she didn’t say it, I still heard the fuh that followed.

      I opened my mouth to argue her point but ended up shutting it. She was right. Gales Haven was a small town of less than four thousand witches and wizards. According to them, their neighbors’ business was also their own. Privacy was an idealist notion no one I’d met aspired to. It’s how it had always been, and just because I often wished no one could catch on to the nature of the bizarre conversations I had with the creatures, didn’t mean the way of the town was suddenly going to change.

      I sighed in resignation, smiling gently this time at the candy-shaped witch. “Fine. Let me get some more details first, then I’ll update you all.”

      An excited chittering swept through the onlookers, reminding me sharply that what happened within the town’s boundaries was all the entertainment they got. As the spell that both protected and surrounded the town acted as a Faraday cage, no Wi-Fi got in or out. Sure, someone could make the drive over to Hell’s Valley every day to retrieve the daily newspaper, but the passing decades had proven that Haveners didn’t much care what happened in the outside world. Gales Haven moved along to its own rhythm, unaffected by the happenings beyond the spelled bubble.

      I took a step toward the elk. “Go on, Bob. Tell me what I need to know to help you.”

      “You got it, Marla. I do need your help. It’s a good thing you came along, actually. I was just about to go call you, but then I wouldn’t’ve known where you were. But Mindy reminds us all the time. She says, ‘If you’re ever in trouble and you can’t find me, get Marla.’”

      I couldn’t decide whether that was a compliment and Mindy believed in my skills to problem solve, or the other equally likely alternative: that she liked messing with me, sending trouble my way. Our newly made agreement to be friends was still on tenuous ground. Plus, I loved messing with her; it was a tough habit to break.

      “So what happened that made you need my help?” I prompted, already feeling like I was wrangling a herd of stir-crazy toddlers, and there was only the one elk.

      “So I was minding my own business, walking along, getting close to Moonshine Park. My tummy was already starting to rumble, adding a nice background tune to my humming.” His lips stretched in an elk smile once more. “I came up with a brand-new song I really like. Wanna hear it?”

      I’d already had the fortune—good or bad, I wasn’t entirely certain—of hearing one of his original compositions. “Maybe later. I really want to help you with your problem.”

      Did I truly? Well, no, obviously, but it seemed the right thing to say to the friendly elk who never put me down, unlike most of the other creatures.

      “Right, right. Marla Bing, always focused, always on the case.” His head tilted while he studied me. “You like that? ‘Marla Bing.’ Rudy calls you that. I heard him once, and I think I quite like it.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. Go on.”

      He cleared his throat. “Yep. You got it. You sure you don’t want to hear my song? The tune’s catchy. It’s in my head again now.”

      “No thank you, Bob.”

      “All right, so I was walking along, my tummy churning, ready to perform”—I swallowed a grimace—“when a whole bunch of mice scared the poop out of me.”

      Another goofy smile. “I’ve heard you witches and wizards using that saying a lot, but I’ve never gotten to use it so literally. Accomplishment achieved.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, lost to my distraction, the unease I’d managed to shelve since Hugh, AKA the most annoying mouse on the entire planet, gyrated his little body against my leg like I was his favorite girlfriend, returning in full force. My own gut was churning now for an entirely different reason.

      “When you say, ‘a whole bunch,’” I started, “how many do you mean, exactly?”

      “Deep fried fritters,” Rosamund muttered from behind me. “I can’t even start to guess at what they’re talking about. It’s such a mystery!” That last exclamation made her sound like a little girl on the morning of her birthday eyeing her presents, making me instantly forgive another interruption when getting the answers from Bob was already taking longer than a sauntering stroll through uptown.

      “How many?” I prompted Bob, who could comprehend the witch just fine, even if she couldn’t understand him, and was busy staring at her instead of getting to the point.

      At my question, he gazed up at the bright sky overhead, tilting his head this way and that. “Oh, I’d say about five.”

      My shoulders relaxed, and I made a mental note: Bob is prone to wild exaggeration. Don’t freak out till you’re sure there’s reason to.

      “Okay. And how’d they scare you?” I asked.

      His nostrils flared with outrage as he faced me. “They shouted right as I was passing them. And they’re so small compared to me that I hadn’t seen them. I’m used to being around creatures much smaller than me, you know. I am the biggest one here. But they were hiding from me, or maybe they weren’t—I don’t know since I didn’t see them there before—but when they started yelling they made me jump, scream, and let loose my poop ahead of time. I’m still blocks away from Moonshine Park! And Mindy warned me not to waste my poop, that unless I need it for something special, and sometimes I do, you know, because my poop is very special, that we need to use it in the defense of the magical creatures.”

      He pointed his nose up with evident pride. “And I always look out for my fellow magical creatures. If they need my poop, if it’ll help our cause, then by jolly golly, I’ll do my part.”

      “Of course you will,” I said, and to my credit, I managed to reel in most of my sarcasm.

      “Marla,” Sven prodded from the audience.

      When I turned to seek him out, I found him and another wizard Goober on either side of Rosamund, running hands gently down her arms as if they were petting her, trying to calm her down. The witch was bouncing on her toes, entirely literally, making me jittery in the mere moments since my attention landed on her.

      This time, my smile was too wide, a preventative gesture meant to stave off the cheek twitch I felt coming on. “Bob was just getting to the relevant parts. So far, all I really know is that he was walking along and five mice startled him.”

      “What mice?” Rosamund asked in a giddy chirp while the crowd behind her parted.

      Dixie Carlyle teetered on rhinestone-studded stilettos that looked more like modern art than footwear and pointed. “These mice?”

      Bob sucked in an affronted gasp and gestured with his hoof in evident accusation at five tiny mice in a line along the middle of the road. “That’s them,” he said, his offense so clear that Rosamund didn’t ask for a follow-up translation. “They’re the guilty ones. They made me squeeze out my poop ahead of schedule. Well, at least until you came along”—he glanced at me—“and made me eke out a little bit more. I didn’t think there was any left in me. Usually I know everything about my poop.”

      And I dearly wished I didn’t know anything about his poop, proof that we don’t always get what we wish for.

      I peered at the mice, trying to make out what every one of them was holding between their front paws as they stood on their hind legs, chests puffed out. The rest of the Haveners there gawped along with me.

      “Now it’s getting good,” Rosamund whispered.

      I ignored her, advancing, already crouching down. They appeared to be holding little … signs? As if they were out picketing, protesting some cause. But that couldn’t be, right?

      “Don’t you come any closer,” a squeaky voice shouted, halting my approach.

      “That’s right. Not another step,” one of the others snarled.

      “Oh-kay,” I said warily. Their beady eyes shone with a crazed sort of glaze. “What’s going on? Why’d you scare the poop out of Bob?”

      Behind me, someone, Rosamund I was guessing, giggled.

      “We don’t care about Bob’s poop,” a third mouse said, eliciting a shocked gasp of the decidedly elk variety that I willfully ignored. “You’re the one we have a problem with, no one else.”

      “Me?” I chuckled, wondering if this town and its long list of kooky residents would ever cease surprising me. “What do I have to do with anything?”

      That same mouse marched toward me, menace scrawled all across her little furry face. Her prominent front teeth gnawed at the empty air, a silent threat.

      “What’d ya do to them, Marla?” Dixie asked.

      I tsked. “I didn’t do a damn thing to them, or anyone else for that matter.”

      At that blanket statement, the four remaining mice joined the forerunner, stomping as heavily as their small paws and slight weight allowed until they were close enough that I could squash them with a few easy steps. And no, I wasn’t actually considering doing it, but I couldn’t always control my thoughts and the idea crossed my mind before I could prevent it.

      “I think ya did do something to them,” Dixie said, and I flicked a glare with her name on it over my shoulder. She put up her hands, tiny rhinestones adhered to her manicure flashing in the sun overhead. “Fine, fine. Don’t give me the crazy witch look. I’ll back off.”

      A good dozen comebacks whisked through my thoughts before I decided not to bother. Dixie wasn’t my main problem at the moment.

      I pinned my glare back where it seemed it belonged: on my accusers.

      “You,” a mouse said, removing one paw from her sign to jab at the air between us. The sign slipped, and she struggled to grab it, giving me my first good view of the damn things.

      “Are those…?” I shook my head at the odd concept. “Are those plant labels, you know, the ones we use in gardens?”

      I didn’t actually use anything in any sort of garden. The extent of my experience with gardening ended at eating the vegetables someone else had coaxed to maturity and harvested. But I still knew what little plant signs looked like, didn’t I?

      “Yeah,” Goober said, drawing close enough that I could make out him and his shabby brown hair. “Those are definitely garden labels. That one there says, ‘loopy lavender.’ It’s flashing a bit, like it’s on the fritz, but that’s probably ‘cause the spell’s having trouble hanging on with all that shaking they’re doing.”

      “I’ll give you shaking,” a mouse snarled like she was tearing flesh from bone.

      Goober grimaced, attempted to transform the expression into something that suggested he was inoffensive, then backed up silently. Smart wizard. I’d be backing up all the way to Gawama Mama House if I could. An early lunch and a nice long nap sounded infinitely better than any of this.

      “You,” that same mouse resumed, “took our Hugh from us.”

      “Humphrey,” I growled, feeling my face transform into an irritated scowl. Humphrey, also known by Hugh because the jerkwad bugger thought he was all that and a bag of chips and that the shorter name suited his delusional level of cool better, had a way of ruining even the most tranquil moments. He was worse than a poison ivy rash and just as slow to go away and leave me alone already.

      The witches and wizards surrounding me, though a safe distance away from the murderous-looking mice, commented and narrated their interpretation of the situation.

      I grunted. “Of course he’s at the bottom of this.”

      “Don’t you dare say ‘bottom’ and our man in the same sentence.”

      I blinked, unexpectedly startled. “Wait, what? You aren’t making any sense.” And that was saying a whole hell of a lot given the circumstances.

      The other mouse wrangled her sign into submission, clutching to her chest an announcement of “chill cucumber” in magically scrawling cursive. “What makes no sense is why he keeps talking about you when he’s got all of us.”

      I waited, my brain skipping several beats and not liking the direction things were headed.

      “Hugh’s a stud. There’s plenty of him to go around and keep us all happy. Now that he’s reading that Luanne’s books, he’s got enough stamina. He can’t wait to try out what he read that day. Those books’ve been a real find.”

      “And the five of us don’t mind sharing him,” Tickled Tomato said. “It’s better this way than us each having our own man. This way we have more free time to do whatever we want.”

      “Exactly,” Loopy Lavender affirmed.

      “But that doesn’t mean we’re willing to share him with you.” Tickled Tomato injected about as much insult into that one word as I imagined a mouse could manage.

      “Hey,” I snapped back. “Watch how you talk to me. I haven’t done anything to you.”

      “Of course you have,” Purple Potato said. “Haven’t you been listening?” Then the mouse turned to her fellow “protestors,” lost her balance raised as she was on her hind legs, and ended up dropping her sign before scrambling to pick it up, nearly as awkward with it as Bob was with his poop. As if she’d been as graceful as a ballerina, she told her friends, “Hugh’s right. She’s as stupid as his cousin, Basil.”

      “Basil’s cute,” Kooky Kale chimed in with a flirtatious titter that was out of place amid their previous general sense of menace.

      “He is, but focus, Stella.”

      “Fine, Nelly,” Stella snapped back. “Don’t tell me what to do. Just ‘cause you’re his main girlfriend doesn’t mean you can boss me around.”

      Considering the one mouse, I asked, “Are you named after Councilwoman Stella Egerton?”

      Stella whipped around, shifting her glare from Nelly to me. “Why would I be?”

      “Just thought it was possible since you magical creatures all listen in to what we witches and wizards say.”

      Several gasps swept the crowd behind me. Oops. Hadn’t I told them that already? Privacy didn’t exist within our small town. Whether it was another witch or wizard, or a magical creature hidden out of sight, someone was almost always eavesdropping.

      “Just ‘cause we listen doesn’t mean we can’t make up our own minds about things,” Stella said.

      “And we only listen to protect ourselves from all of you,” Kooky Kale said. “Hugh’s always telling us how dangerous you all are and how whenever he goes into town he has to tiptoe and hide like a spy.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, right. Humphrey’s always all up in my business, chatting when I don’t want him to, eating my food, watching when my boyfriend and I…” I trailed off when the murderous beady eyes pointed my way hardened to granite. “What? What’d I say?”

      When their only immediate reply was a group growl, Sven whispered from behind, “If I’m interpreting things right here, I’m guessing they have a problem with you saying he gets all up in your business.”

      “Ah. Thanks, Sven.” But I didn’t turn my back to the homicidal mice who were busy tossing their signs aside—to better have at me, presumably.

      “Plus, you call him Humphrey,” Purple Potato snapped. “And you know he doesn’t like that. He’s too amazing for a name like Humphrey.”

      “If you say so,” I muttered.

      “I didn’t say so, I know so.”

      “Okey-dokey.” Mentally, I wondered how I could extricate myself from the nutty mice, and quickly.

      “He’s acting out his fantasies with us, or some scene from Luanne’s latest spicy read, and he calls out your name, not ours,” Nelly said, and I had to take a few moments to compose myself before replying.

      Ew. Gross. Hell on a kabob stick, that was disgusting. And here I’d been worried about being able to wash off the memory of his little body humping my ankle. Now I had this knowledge to contend with as well.

      Swallowing my revulsion, I plastered what I hoped was a diplomatic smile on my face. “Look, clearly there’s some misunderstanding. I don’t want Humphrey.”

      “Damn right you don’t,” Nelly snapped with enough sass to suggest why Humphrey preferred her as his main squeeze—she probably wouldn’t let him have it any other way.

      “In fact, I don’t want anything to do with him, ever again. If I never see his ugly mug again in my life, it won’t be enough.”

      Tickled Tomato snapped down to all fours, possibly preparing to charge me. “Who you calling ugly, ugly?”

      I took a moment to close my eyes and calm my usual retorts. I needed to back out of this insane situation, not rile up the territorial little savage beasts.

      Skimming a hand along my out-of-control hair, I tried again. “What I’m trying to say is, he’s all yours, um, ladies. I promise, I’m not doing anything to influence him in my, uh, direction, and I won’t ever. In fact, if you can keep him away from my part of town, I’ll be grateful.”

      “Yeah, no problem there.” Nelly cracked her neck to either side. “He’s locked up good and well. He won’t be going anywhere till he remembers where it’s at. And witch, that ain’t you.”

      “You little…” I breathed heavily through my nostrils before clearing my throat and pretending I still had my Zen and that it wasn’t long gone on a stiff wind heading in a one-way direction out of town. “Um, okay,” I attempted another time. “So you have him handled…”

      “You’d better believe we do,” Stella said. “He locked up that stupid leprechaun, then we locked him up. Neither one of them are getting out now until we say so.”

      “That’s right, Stella,” Purple Potato said. “No one’s going anywhere.”

      “Precisely.” Stella pinned beady eyes on me another time. “And by the way, yes, I am named after Stella Egerton, but only ‘cause my momma likes her sophisticated sense of style, and even when I was a wee baby, she knew I’d be sophisticated too. No one else masters color and shine like Stella Egerton does.”

      “Of course,” I replied gracefully. What else was there to say, really? I thought Stella put gaudy in the dictionary all on her own. Potato, potahto—or in this case, Purple Potahto. Oy.

      I groaned internally. “And why’d Humphrey take issue with Brosnan?”

      “Hugh locked up the idiotic leprechaun because he wouldn’t stop talking about idiotic you,” Nelly said.

      “Hugh got jealous,” Kooky Kale elaborated.

      “When
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