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        All the stories in this collection were inspired by my critique partner and author friend, the infinitely talented Robyn Peterman, whose stories can make anyone laugh.

      

        

      
        Thank you, Robyn, for inviting me into your world where I could write such fun adventures. You rock.
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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, download your copy of Switching Hour:

        https://robynpeterman.com/switching-hour/
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        What happens when the ultimate Shifter Whisperer can’t solve a simple shifting problem?

      

        

      
        Being a Shifter Whisper is the life Hildy chose to devote her witch power to, but it hasn’t worked out like she’d hoped.

      

        

      
        Her sexy bear mate? Gone. Chuck’s committed to someone else in way she would never ask him to ignore.

      

        

      
        Her Prada wardrobe? That’s gone too. Donated and sacrificed by order of Gaia. You don’t need much to live in a cave, but wearing a blanket every day is a real low point.

      

        

      
        Her sense of humor? Totally gone. Her life is too sucktastic to laugh about the death of all her dreams.

      

        

      
        Why is she now back in this crazy shifter town and living in a creepy, run-down house that belongs in a horror movie? Because Gaia wants her there to solve a problem. There’s a whole lot of shiftin’ going on, but none of it is normal. Shifters are turning into nightmare versions of their animals.

      

        

      
        And if she fails to find a way to heal them? According to the Baba Yaga, the Goddess Morgana, and Gaia, every shifter in the world is doomed.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      When he roused long enough to realize it was someone knocking that woke him, Chuck reluctantly pulled on pants and hustled to the door of his rented cottage. He hoped it was Hildy not letting him sleep in this morning. Sometimes she came early and brought honey muffins. The love of his life wasn’t a very good cook, but she was quite the baker.

      A smile lit his face when he saw it actually was Hildy. But why was she frowning at him? And why was her thumb pointing down? He tilted his head to the side, trying to figure it out.

      “Hi, babe. Does your thumb have a cramp in it?”

      “No. It means to look down,” the witch of his dreams ordered flatly.

      Chuck instantly obeyed because he always wanted to make Hildy happy. He bent closer when he saw three small wrapped bundles inside a huge basket.

      His gaze came back to hers, and he got a peculiar feeling in his gut. This strange situation did not make him happy, but a man—or a bear—would never turn his back out of fear. Chuck would face all his problems head-on, especially if they concerned his witch.

      “I don’t understand. How can you have babies, Hildy? I thought we were waiting until we could mate properly and be together forever. Did you have one of those Ejaculate Misconceptions people are always talking about?”

      Hildy held out a note to the very sexy but sometimes stupid bear that she now had to forget existed. Goddess, she hoped she could forget him. She made sure not to touch Chuck as he slipped the folded paper from her fingers.

      “The proper term for what you’re thinking about is Immaculate Conception… and no, it didn’t happen to me. Just read the note, Chuck. It explains everything. Surely a shifter with two academic degrees can’t mistake what it says no matter how much trouble he has with his common sense.”

      “This note?” Chuck asked, holding it up but still not understanding the paper she’d given him. He always found it difficult to think before he’d had breakfast. He crumpled the paper in his fingers, looked down at the babies, and then back up to see Hildy walking away.

      How could any woman leave her babies?

      “Hildy—wait! You’re leaving your babies. Where are you going?”

      “They’re not my children. As for where I’m going, I’m leaving to study with Gaia like I should have done when I first got to Asshat, West Virginia—emphasis on the ass. The Jezibaba, Zenos, and Emeritus all told me I needed to complete my training before I got too entrenched here. Gaia kept sending messengers to remind me, but still, I refused to commit, and all because I didn’t want to leave you. Well, now I’m finally leaving, Chuck. Living in a cave holds more appeal than staying here and watching you raise bear cubs that aren’t mine.”

      “Leaving for your training I get, but I don’t understand the rest. You’re my mate. We belong together.”

      Hildy stopped walking and turned back to glare. “I’m not your mate and the proof of that is in the basket at your stupid bear feet.” She glanced a final time at the babies. “I checked them over as much as I knew how to do. They’re all healthy and should do fine if you feed and take care of them. Goodbye, Chuck. Good luck with your cubs.”

      “My cubs?” Chuck wanted to chase after Hildy and find out why she was so mad, but the bundles started wiggling and complaining. Heartsick about his future mate leaving, he lifted the basket and inspected the blanket-wrapped little ones.

      They looked completely human to him, but then most shifters did until they were at least nine or ten. For bears, puberty hit hard after that age, and a bear shifter grew to a full adult within a few short years. His adolescence had taken less than two years, but he’d been really, really motivated by the woman walking away from him.

      “Babies come from love. If I’d made babies with someone, I think I would have known it,” Chuck grumbled to himself, thinking of his celibate existence. He looked at the path through the woods and at Hildy’s stiff back. Surely his future mate didn’t think the babies were his, did she?

      Chuck set the basket gently back down on his step and finally opened the note Hildy had given him.

      Dear Chuck the Bear,

      I’ll never forget the week we spent together and now neither will you. Congratulations. You’re the father of triplets. I never want to see any of you again. Kill them or keep them. I don’t care. I have more important things to do in my life than raise your cubs.

      Your ex-girlfriend,

      Issy

      PS. I had the babies delivered by courier to your local healer to see if they needed to be treated for fleas. I had no idea and figured she would.

      Chuck scratched his head. Outside of his puberty, when adolescent bears took to the wild in all ways, he didn’t think he’d lost biological control of himself since. Once he’d mastered switching between his bear form and his human one, there’d been only one female on his mind.

      Once he’d figured his heart out, he’d gone to claim Hildy only to find she was in the middle of her Baba Yaga test. Worse still, he’d gotten bear-napped by a competing witch. After Hildy saved him and gave up being Baba Yaga to become a healer, Chuck had thought he and Hildy had a real chance. But a still deeply conflicted Hildy had continued to refuse him for nearly a year now. What would happen to their relationship if she left town completely?

      “I don’t know anything about cubs. What am I supposed to do with you?” Chuck mused aloud as he studied the bundles in the basket.

      There was a bear way to find out if they were his though. He wished he’d thought of it before Hildy went stomping off mad through the woods on her way back to town.

      He shifted into a bear and reached down into the basket to randomly lift one of the babies and bring it closer to his keen nose. One sniff was all it took. Chuck couldn’t explain their existence but instantly knew the wiggling bundles were part of his family.

      Though he couldn’t recall being with their mother, bear rules were bear rules. He could never send babies away that smelled like they did.

      Chuck very carefully replaced the one he’d sniffed back into the basket. Then he shifted back to human and carried them all into his house.
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      One very long year, nine horrid months, and four frustrating days later…

      

      Hildy shook her head and continued making the poultice. “I can’t help right now. My training’s not over. Ask me again in three months.”

      Carol brushed a spider-web off her bare shoulder and shuddered at the dinginess everywhere. Oil lanterns scattered around had turned the ceiling black. Every surface in the cave was covered with dirt. The magic fire in the hearth and the small bubbling cauldron hanging over it were the only pleasant things about the space.

      In her role as witch protectress, Carol had faced off oozing demons and foul-smelling trolls as well as many other unsavory and stinky creatures. None of them compared with the one she was facing now.

      Her once pristine and uber fashion-conscious friend was today dressed in an old and dirty blanket with a hole cut out for her head. She’d bet her best wand that Hildy had a closet full of expensive size six designer clothes stashed somewhere. No way would she have given them up.

      Carol crossed her arms and glared. Had Gaia’s training turned Hildy into this filthy blanket wearing crone?

      “Goddess, this cave is a worse place than the prison where I incarcerate magicals. At least the prison has some natural light coming into the cells.”

      She heard Hildy laughing at her comments, which meant she’d indeed spoken her thoughts aloud, but the laughter wasn’t friendly or amused. It was just mean sounding.

      In less than two years, her best friend in the world had turned into a shriveled-up, miserable version of the carefree and loving woman she used to be.

      And Hildy’s hair… Goddess, no words even came to mind. She was not going to mention the condition of Hildy’s hair. That might be a tipping point.

      Carol dropped her Baba Yaga arrogance and showed her long-time friend and witch sister her true feelings—a risk she couldn’t take very often. Being Baba Yaga required she not show favor to anyone, but Hildy was like a sister to her. She was also the only being on Earth who was worth eating humble pie in order to help.

      “Talk to me, Hildy. You look mad enough to turn a dragon into a fish again. If Thane weren’t already dead, I’d be wondering if he’d returned. What’s got your hot pants—I mean, blanket—so twisted out of shape? Please tell me you’re just grouchy from not getting any bear nookie.”

      Hildy ignored Carol’s ranting inquisition but their bickering did remind her of better times in her life. “Maybe I grew up while I was doing this training. Life changes a person, Carol. You’ve changed too.”

      “Not as much as you have—and not in the same way. Your miserable attitude blows,” Carol argued.

      Hildy shrugged off Carol’s concerns. “Everything important is fine. In three months, Gaia will bestow the rest of my healing powers. After that, I’ll do some scrying to see where I should go to set up shop. It’s been a long and dirty two years, but I’ve managed to survive it. I can’t say it was enjoyable, but I learned a lot.”

      Carol pointed a finger at Hildy. “Ha! I call bullshit on the surviving story. You’re living in a creepy place and refuse to admit it. I bet you leave here with post-traumatic stress because you spend so much time alone.”

      Hildy rolled her eyes. “Trust me—I get plenty of company. Zenos and the Jezibaba stop by now and again. The cats come to visit me every week. They insist on keeping me updated about the latest gossip in Asshat, West Virginia—major emphasis on the ass part.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Those three cats have their nosy whiskers stuck in everything,” Carol muttered under breath.

      “I hear Dee-Dee, the deer shifter, is updating the booths in the diner. And I hear Roger the rabbit is talking about getting a therapy degree and hanging out a shingle. I also hear the werewolf turf wars are calming down now that Mac has stepped up and declared himself the shifter king.”

      “Yes, but did you hear Mac went to Australia and came back with a young kangaroo buck in tow? Speculations are that he had a wild fling and brought home his love child. I think he rescued the kid. Whatever the case, the bugger is the cutest little joey you’ve ever seen and he loves to cook.”

      “Sounds like everyone’s getting a family. Good for them,” Hildy muttered.

      Carol heard the pain in Hildy’s voice but pushed away her empathy. It wouldn’t do Hildy any good to keep feeling sorry for herself. “And don’t sneer about Roger’s kind-hearted ambitions. The rabbit’s trying out his counseling skills to help with the current shifter problem going on. He must be okay because he’s keeping the more severely affected shifters from jumping off a cliff.”

      “I’m sorry but I can’t imagine someone as perverted as Roger counseling people. Get real, Carol.”

      “I’m being very real, and you know I call’em as I see’em. That’s why I’m here.” Carol dusted the front of her clothes hoping to scare the spiders away. Every creature in the cave was listening to their conversation. “There’s a whole lot of shifting going on and none of it is normal. Everyone is turning into horror movie versions of their inner animal.”

      “Chuck majored in chemistry. Has he tested the water? Though you might want to get a second opinion since he tends to forget things.” Hildy glared back when Carol glared at her question. “Don’t give me that look. It’s a legitimate query. He’s smart as hell, but sometimes that bear can’t find his own pants.”

      Carol huffed. “Of course, Chuck tested the water, and his findings were just fine. This is some other kind of problem, Hildy.”

      Hildy shook her head. “Yes, it is. It’s a Baba Yaga kind of problem. I’m just a shifter healer.”

      “Don’t make me zap your ass. I can do it remotely now.”

      “Okay, Baba Stump-The-Yaga, then here’s my opinion of the matter. Under this blanket, I’m as tattooed as any druid. The Earth speaks to me now, and it’s declining responsibility. The problem sounds like a wacky transfiguration spell to me. And since the issue has nothing to do with Gaia or the Earth ergo the half-ass shifting problem is officially not mine to solve.”

      “You were their healer before you left them, Hildy. And I thought you intended to live in Podunkville to be close to your big old dumb blond teddy bear.

      “No, what I said was that place was the armpit of the world. I never wanted to be their healer in the first place. Gaia and the Jezibaba gave me no choice.”

      “With the ability to transport, witches don’t have to care about their base location. Besides, I’m always willing to come to take you shopping in Paris for those stupidly expensive clothes you insist on buying.”

      “They’re not expensive. They’re high quality. Where do you get your clothes these days?”

      Carol huffed and fisted a hand on her hip. “Ahmed finds them for me. Fashion keeps changing in the human world. Sometimes it’s quite the hunt for spandex body suits and leg warmers.”

      “You’re letting your familiar dress you? Ahmed thinks leg warmers are high fashion.”

      “For me, leg warmers are high fashion, but we’re getting off topic. There’s no time for chit-chat. Let’s get back to the shifter problem.”

      Hildy held up a hand and shook her head. “Give it up, Carol. I’m not going back to West-effing-Virginia. If the residents need me, I’ll pop over to them, or they can come to me. My brother, Fabio…”

      Carol shuddered. “Goddess, even his name still creeps me out. Do you know that he applied to be in my warlock posse? I turned him down of course.”

      Hildy snorted. “Why? You’ve slept with far worse characters than my brother.”

      “Perhaps—but I do not sleep with my posse.”

      “Right,” Hildy said, her mouth quirking at the edges. Carol slept with whoever she wanted to sleep with. “Anyway… like I was saying—Fabio came to visit last year and helped me learn to magically transport without getting sick. Now I can go shopping in Paris whenever I want without anyone’s help.”

      “Except that you haven’t gone anywhere in nearly two effing years. You’re too busy hiding in this cave,” Carol yelled as she narrowed her gaze.

      One of Hildy’s shoulders lifted. “That will all change in three months.”

      Carol sighed in resignation. “You’re a witch, Hildy—and a premier magical. I can order you to do what I need to be done. Keep this up and you’re going to make me play the Baba Yaga Says So card.”

      “Do it. I’d respond to that order by reminding you that I belong to Gaia now. I even have the very painful tattoos to prove it. And last time I checked the Great Mother trumps the Baba Yaga.”

      Carol glared at Hildy for winning their verbal sparring. Gaia’s wishes did trump but that fact sucked. She needed Hildy’s help.

      “Look… Morgana said your town is where the shifting problem originated. Her opinion is that the solution has to start there as well. It’s just like in the human world when they have to develop a vaccination for a virus. Half-shifts and mis-shifts are becoming a global pandemic. As the premiere Shifter Ass-Kisser in the entire world, even Gaia will have to admit that it’s your freaking job to find a Goddess-damn solution to this problem.”

      “Whisperer,” Hildy said loudly. “It’s Shifter Whisperer, Carol. Not Shifter Ass-Kisser. I warned you not to call me that anymore.”

      Carol lifted her naked shoulder. Goddess, she loved the bare shoulder, drooping shirt look. It made her feel sexy and chic. “You called yourself that just minutes ago, but whatever. I’ll call you anything you want if you agree to help me.”

      “Don’t look now, Great One, but your boob just fell out of your shirt. I see you’re still sitting in the first chair of the itty bitty titty committee,” Hildy said with a laugh while pointing.

      Carol looked down and then pushed her perfectly adequate breast back inside her shirt. Hildy was over-endowed and didn’t realize it. Not a single male had ever complained about her ample enough breast size, and she’d been kind enough never to comment on the size of anything her lovers owned. “Showing boob is sexy and I love this shirt.”

      Hildy snorted. “A flash of side boob is sexy. Showing the whole boob is skanky. Goddess, are you never going to learn the difference?” She tried not to laugh, but couldn’t help it.

      Chuckling over their fashion debate, Hildy reached out to tug Carol’s oversized shirt into a more modest position. “Remember our dedication day in school? I barely stopped you from wearing that long purple dress you used to shove tissues inside your bra to fill out. You wanted so bad to look like the Jezibaba. That woman has great boobs.”

      “She still does,” Carol admitted as she sighed. Of course, the Jezibaba was also six feet tall and built like the Goddess Morgana. Neither she nor Hildy were ever going to walk in the shoes of their two role models. “Unfortunately, I do remember that day, and now I remember it better thanks to you. Remind me to dig up some fresh dirt on you before I visit next time.”

      Hildy winced at the pink rising in Carol’s face. She hadn’t meant to truly embarrass her friend. It was time to cut the Baba Yaga a break.

      “Do yourself a favor, Carol. Get one of those convertible bras that hold your boobs in place no matter what kind of top you’re wearing. Or get a smaller top. Geez, you need to learn to dress yourself properly. The Baba Yaga can’t be running around with one boob hanging out. The Jezibaba would kill you for not dressing like a proper witch protectress.”

      Carol put a hand to her stomach and laughed. “True. The Jezibaba would kill me, but Zenos would think it was hysterical. They’d be arguing about my boobs more than we do.”

      Hildy burst into laughter which brought a genuine smile to Carol’s face. It had taken her hours, but she’d finally worn Hildy down. It relieved her to know the real Hildy hadn’t faded away completely.

      “Tell you what… I’ll conjure up a smaller top, and get one of those convertible boulder holders, but only if you return to town.”

      “Emphasis on the ass,” Hildy reminded her.

      “Of course…. Assssssssley.”

      Hildy chuckled but shook her head as she went to check on a cauldron where she was brewing the potion for the poultice. “I’m sure the one and only Baba Yaga witch can figure out the problem without me.”

      Carol crossed her arms. She would not blast her friend. She would not. “Hildy, you are my way of figuring it out. Now stop being stubborn. The problem jumps from shifter to shifter. It’s physical and eluding magical detection. It’s even affecting the little ones. Chuck’s beside himself with worry over the cubs.”

      Hildy held up a hand. “Don’t want to know. Don’t care. They’re not my cubs.”

      Carol sighed. She should have known the bear was the real problem. The big blond adorable goofball was always driving Hildy crazy.

      “I don’t for a single minute believe Chuck strayed. Morgana doesn’t believe it either. He’s your mate, Hildegard. That bear adores you more than honey. He has since he was a cub himself. And I think deep inside you know I’m right.”

      “The babies were delivered to me for a medical check along with a very convincing note. I believe they’re his. Chuck believes they’re his. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have kept them. His action in doing so made the situation a pretty done deal, Carol. If I returned to help, it would not be because of Chuck and his cubs.”

      “Okay,” Carol conceded, going over to peer into the cauldron. “Did you ever think maybe he was tricked into fathering children? Wouldn’t that change how you felt?”

      “Nope. Still wouldn’t care,” Hildy said firmly, looking at what she was doing.

      “You’re being a hard-ass about this.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Hildy replied as she frowned. What had she just been doing? Healing work became dangerous if your intentions weren’t in a good place. Sighing at her mind-wandering, Hildy gathered up her experiment and took it to the hearth.

      She chanted over the flames, made them more substantial, then threw the herbs and poultice pack into the fire before turning back to her nagging friend. “Chuck deserves to find himself a bear mate and have all the cubs he wants.”

      “If I thought Chuck was interested in other females, I wouldn’t be here demanding your help.”

      “You mean you wouldn’t be here begging for my help… and the answer is still no,” Hildy corrected.

      Carol crossed her arms. “No, I meant demanding—because the Baba Yaga does not beg. And if I thought you’d get hurt again, I’d be out looking for another healer witch to help, instead of bothering to argue with you. The only healer the shifters trust is you.”

      Hildy closed her eyes and groaned in frustration before she opened them again. “You’re not going to stop bugging me until I say yes, are you?”

      “Nope. I can’t stop,” Carol admitted, staring at her friend. “I’d spare you anything painful I could, but all the shifters in the world are in danger because of a problem that originated among the shifters in Assssssley. Pretty much everyone believes you’re the best hope any shifter has of surviving this.”

      Rolling her eyes at Carol’s ass-kissing, Hildy fisted her hands on her hips. “Bloody toad balls, I don’t want to go back there.”

      “Oh, come on. How in Morgana’s name can you pass up any chance to leave this horrible cave? What do you eat here—twigs and berries?”

      Hildy chuckled, enjoying Carol’s disgust. “I’m completely vegetarian. It was a requirement of shifter healing work.”

      “A pox on that, I say. Bring on the demons and the ineffective warlocks. Your food story makes me glad to be the Baba Yaga.”

      “Well, I’m glad you got to be the Baba Yaga too. Alright,” Hildy said, running a hand through her messy hair. It hadn’t been cut and styled in two years. “Give me a few hours to pack up my things and let Gaia know what I’m doing. I suppose I need to find a place to stay in that goddess-forsaken place.”

      Carol held up a hand. “You focus on packing up and talking to Gaia. I’ll take care of your accommodations. I know the perfect place. It’s on the edge of town. You’ll have privacy for your work and the space you need to do it. I’ll scry the coordinates to you once I get everything arranged.”

      Hildy nodded and then Carol blinked out of sight.
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      Still wearing the blanket and nothing else, Hildy transported to the place where Carol had indicated. She patted her slightly queasy stomach as she looked around. The land was nice. It did seem to be on the edge of town. And as Carol had said, the nearest neighbors were not in direct line of sight. She wondered how far away from the town they were.

      Then her gaze landed on the house. Hildy didn’t know whether to laugh or head back to the cave. “Great Gaia in a hula dress. If Carol wasn’t the freaking Baba Yaga, I’d kick her sneaky witch ass. This dump looks exactly like a place a Shifter Ass-Kisser would live and one no self-respecting Shifter Whisperer would go near.”

      Hildy considered herself an optimist, but the house belonged on a horror movie set, not in a picturesque forest setting. What once had been a beautiful white Victorian with red painted shutters and a large welcoming porch was now a grungy gray, run-down, lopsided mess.

      But then who was she to judge? Her body was practically in the same condition after nearly two years of living in a cave. Her hand went to her hair again. It needed a cut and about six days of deep conditioning.

      Sighing because her reality was sucking even more than usual, Hildy chanted over the bags and ordered them to follow her up the dilapidated sidewalk. Three loud meows ripped through the air as she reached the bottom of the steps. Three gigantic cats ran out the door and flung themselves down the steps at her feet.

      Hildy laughed and stooped to pet them all. “Hi, guys. I see you haven’t been staying on your diets. You all look like butterballs.”

      “Holy crap! Youse is back, Hildy. Weeze thought youse was never comin’ home,” Fat Bastard said in a choked kitty voice, throwing his body at Hildy’s again and this time knocking her down.

      Under the cat’s massive weight Hildy fell on her butt and in losing her focus the bags fell behind her. “Damn it, Fat Bastard. There are breakables in those bags. I brought my spell vials with me.”

      “Sorry, doll face. Weeze all missed you, but I think I missed youse most of all.”

      “I know. I missed you too,” Hildy said, as she nodded and buried her face in each cat’s fur as she gave out hugs. Eventually, she untangled her blanket and got to her feet. Her tattoos still hurt, but she was managing to deal with the pain. “How bad is this creepy place on the inside?”

      The cats turned and looked guiltily at each other. Fat Bastard hacked up a hairball, spat it out, and then turned to explain. “Well… weeze did what we could to make the shithole homey, but youse know we’ve been short on the magic sauce with youse gone from us so much. A familiar needs his witch to have his full power of bad-assery.”

      Hildy nodded again and sighed heavily. “I hated being away from you all, but it couldn’t be helped. That’s all in the past though. I’m back for good. Gaia told me my training was over enough to move on to my work.”

      “Dat’s great news, sweet cheeks. Weeze gots yer bags. Youse go on inside the crap hole. Might as well get it over with. I gots no idea why the Baba Yo-baggin-on-us put us here.”

      Hildy chuckled in resignation. “I know. This place is awful. Is there at least water, electric, and some kind of bed?”

      Fat Bastard nodded and twitched his whispers. “Yep. Dat I can safely confirm, but nothing else. The inside matches the out—total pile of crapola.”

      “Fine. Okay. We won’t be staying long,” Hildy said firmly, lifting her chin as she started up the steps.

      The porch creaked under her feet. Hildy winced as the screen door creaked too. The house door was pushed back and fully open. Hopefully, it would close and lock tonight.

      Hildy laughed at the awfulness of everything and turned to the cats. “If flies start coming out of the walls in swarms, we’re leaving this shithole post-haste. Baba Badass can stay here if she wants. We’re not going to.”

      “Dere are no flies, doll face,” Fat Bastard assured her. “And weeze got rid of all dem frogs, mice, and snakes. Now weeze did leave a big old bat in the attic. The flyin’ freak promised to help keep dem other squatters out. Figured dat was a good deal for me and the boys since it was cutting down on our work.”

      Hildy nodded at Fat Bastard’s reassurances as she peered into the gloomy darkness. Was the house truly worse than Gaia’s cave? The answer was yes because Gaia’s energy was nowhere to be found in the house.

      Hildy held the screen door for the cats who were squalling as they dragged her bags up the steps. “Put those in my bedroom—I guess.”

      She fought a giggle as the cats struggled to drag the heavy bags down the dark hallway. They eventually disappeared into a room. There was no light down the hallway to see where they’d gone and Hildy dreaded having to sleep there later.

      If there was electricity in the house, why in Gaia’s name didn’t it work?

      Hildy stared at the place in disgust. “Damn it, Carol, you can’t expect me to stay in this dump.” As if she’d conjured her, Carol’s voice wafted to her.

      “Oh, it’s not that bad. Just needs a little fixing up,” Carol called from the sidewalk before jogging up the porch steps. She pulled open the screen door and entered the hallway. “You’re a freaking witch, Hildy. Use your magic and fix this place up.”

      “My magic is dedicated to a much higher purpose now. I can’t be wasting it fixing up this horror movie set you’re so cheerful about.”

      Carol rolled her eyes. “Look, I’ll fix some of it, but I can’t do it all. I need my magic for other things too. I’ll improve the kitchen and make you a nice living room. How about that? Oh, and also the bathroom because phew, sister, you need a good dunking. You are all kinds of cave rank, and it may take days to soak all that ancient dirt off you.”

      “Screw you. I don’t smell that bad. I smell like the forest.”

      “No, thanks. Hate to turn you down, but I still prefer to be screwed by guys,” Carol said with a giggle. She outright laughed when Hildy punched her arm hard and sent her staggering. She rubbed the area and grinned. “I see you’ve gotten stronger. Nice punch there. The Amazons would be proud of you.”

      “Healing requires extraordinary strength. If you’re not strong enough, taking on the pain of others can kill you. I’ve been weight-lifting with boulders and fallen trees.”

      Carol sobered and nodded. “Wow. Sounds utterly horrible. Guess neither of us ended up with a cushy life, did we?”

      “Guess not,” Hildy answered, suddenly feeling drained.

      Carol put her arm around Hildy’s shoulders and then promptly withdrew it. “Nope. Still can’t hug you yet. You’re seriously too ripe.”

      Hildy growled low in her throat. “Just fix up this dump and leave.”

      The cats meowed as they returned to the hallway. “Bags are stashed, cupcake. Weeze is gonna draw you a lovely lavender salts bath now,” Fat Bastard called from down the hall.

      The offer instantly brought tears to Hildy’s eyes. No one had taken care of her in a long, long time. “Thanks, guys. You’re the best familiars a witch could ever have,” she called gruffly down the hall.

      Carol ignored the brimming tears in Hildy’s eyes and headed to the kitchen. Just how bad had the training with Gaia been? “I’m putting several cans of tuna in the cabinets. The cats deserve a treat today.”

      At the door of the room, Carol stopped and held out her hands.

      
        
        “Ancients of Earth and Goddess afar,

        Lend me the power you get from the stars,

        Fix this space to nourish my healer friend,

        A modern kitchen with good food—please send.”

      

      

      “Not a very elegant chant for the Great Baba Yaga,” Hildy teased.

      “The words don’t matter as much as the intention, but it's the finish that really counts. Watch what Zenos taught me,” Carol ordered.

      She loudly shouted a word in the language of the Ancients which echoed through the space like a shockwave. The kitchen instantly transformed into something that belonged in a decorating magazine. The giant wooden table in the center of it would seat at least twelve.

      “Wow. Sorry, I ever doubted you,” Hildy whispered in awe.

      Carol turned a beaming smile to her truest friend. “They don’t call me the Great One for nothing.”

      The house chose that moment to shift on its foundation. Squealing, Carol fell back against Hildy who caught her in the blanket she wore. “Don’t look now, Great One, but the house is still falling in around us. Gravity’s a real bitch. Gaia told me so.”

      “Nonsense. This house is fine. It just needs some love. The granite counters must have shifted the weight.” Carol pushed her way free of Hildy’s smelly, but supportive embrace. “Now you head to your bath, and I’ll work on the other side of the house. It won’t fall in on you when I’m done. I promise.”

      Hildy sighed and nodded, for once not having the energy to debate Carol’s craziness. She was too depressed about the overall situation. The healer training had been one difficult challenge after another. After enduring all that, coming to this old house felt like a punishment.

      Why in Gaia’s name had she ever agreed to return?
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      When Hildy finally emerged from her bath, Carol was long gone. She’d told the cats to tell Hildy that she’d return tomorrow. She’d dug a clean blanket from her bag and slipped it on.

      The bath had worked some real-world magic and restored her. She smelled of lavender and felt reborn. A cleansing dip in the icy cold lake near the cave in no way compared to the luxury of the giant soaking tub she’d discovered in the bathroom. It was new and modern and enormous. She’d stayed submerged in it for hours. She hadn’t washed her hair, but the rest of her was marvelously clean.

      Hildy figured she owed having the big tub to the cats, but who had fixed the plumbing? There had been new copper pipes peeking from a giant hole in the wall. Her familiars refused to tell her the name of her plumbing hero before they shuffled off to make sure no rodents or reptiles had crossed their boundary lines.

      Feeling more settled after getting clean, it equally delighted Hildy to find the kitchen smelled of fresh veggie pizza when she found it again. She also found a pitcher of herbal tea in the refrigerator and plenty of ice in the freezer. The cabinets held an assortment of fine china and the drawers held two full sets of silverware.

      Her exploration proved the room was fully stocked and all the appliances were top of the line. Carol’s fixing spell had been indeed powerful. She was flattered and grateful that the Ancients and Morgana thought she deserved such a beautiful space.

      Hildy opened three cans of tuna and set dinner out for the cats in pristine white bowls. They returned within minutes of smelling food, yowling in happiness over it. She sat at the huge table and devoured the whole pizza by herself.

      After she’d tidied up and restored the kitchen to shiny newness again, Hildy went looking for the other promised space. The small living room in the front of the house was stuffed with comfortable furniture. A large stone fireplace covered most of one wall. The sturdiness of the furniture along with a few gleaming armoires and shelving units seemed to balance the weight of the dilapidated house.

      Using the smallest amount of magic she could, Hildy conjured some ash logs in the fireplace and started a magical fire. She performed a simple house dedication ceremony and tossed some rosemary into the flames to consecrate the fireplace hearth for her future work.

      While her well-fed, purring familiars lounged on the plush couch, Hildy explored the other rooms, stopping at a single latched door that she guessed went down into the basement. Given the rundown condition of the house, Goddess only knew what was down there.

      Hildy pushed away the fear of the hidden area and the pre-destined feeling that hit hard and strong as she stood facing the entrance. “Tomorrow,” she promised, patting the closed door and putting a guard spell over it in case something wicked tried to escape the space while she slept.

      There were also stairs that led to a less scary second floor but she wasn’t risking those in the dark. Light switches were non-existent. Did the previous owner enjoy floundering in the dark?

      Tired and discouraged, Hildy padded down the hallway to the dingy, temporary bedroom the cats had made for her on the main level. All she had for light in the room was a white candle she’d brought with her.

      Still, as she removed her blanket and prepared for bed, Hildy vowed to make the best of things while she was here. Carol had kept her word and stopped the house from falling over, or at least, it no longer creaked when she walked across the floor.

      It was only when she was lying in bed unable to rest that Hildy finally admitted to herself how much she missed the safety and familiarity of Gaia’s cave. Apprehension about helping the shifters weighed heavily on her heart.

      Hildy didn’t fall asleep until somewhere near morning. And when she did finally sleep, she restlessly dreamed of the life she’d once planned on having in the goddess-forsaken town but now was never going to get to live.

      When she woke again, Hildy found herself staring into the face of a real nightmare. Her dazed eyes focused on the pig snout all but touching her cheek. Her scream of terror scared her as much as it did the creature that yelled and ran for its very life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Daddy!” the fleeing pig snout called loudly as its owner beat a hasty retreat. The other two snout owners laughed and went chasing after the first.

      She was barely back and chaos had descended already. Not wanting to face it, Hildy blinked and clutched the covers to her neck. She was naked under them. Her tattoos were still healing.

      And what the hell was going on? There were no such thing as pig shifters. She was sure of that. What was wrong with those children? She needed to do a thorough exam.

      Fat Bastard appeared in the bedroom doorway. “Sorry for the disturbance of yer beauty sleep, sweet potato. Dem piggy bear cubs got away from me and the boys.”

      “That was a bear cub? With a pig’s snout?” Hildy asked.

      “Youse got it, doll bottom. Dat’s only some of the scary stuff happenin’ round here. Me and the boys are glad weeze is completely cats if youse know what I mean.”

      Hildy nodded. “I’m starting to. Close the door. I need to get dressed.”

      “As youse wishes, but weeze sorely missed seeing yer outstanding knockers. Youse is like our personal Venus de Milo statue except youse still got your arms.”

      “Give it up, Fat Bastard. You’re not seeing me naked this morning. Get your sleazy cat butt out of here and go find those deformed kids. Make sure they’re okay. I think I scared them as bad as they scared me.”

      After Fat Bastard left, Hildy slipped her blanket she’d cut up over her head and went to find the bathroom. She was walking down the hallway when the floor started shifting under her feet. It was all she could do to stay upright.

      “Shit. The house is falling in again. Run guys. Get those children out of here.”

      Fat Bastard yowled in answer from the living room. “No worries, my babealicious witch. A studly bear and a very manly mountain lion are jacking the crap hole up to make it level. Yo Baba Yaga Her Scariness braced it with boards until the foundation could be all fixed up. I’m guessin’ she sent the shithole jackers if youse understand my greater meaning.”

      “In other words, Carol didn’t take the time to fix everything properly, the house is still falling down around us, and all we can do is pray it doesn’t collapse before we escape.”

      Fat Bastard nodded his kitty head. “Youse always was a smart cookie.”

      “And a gullible friend, especially where Carol is concerned,” Hildy stated as she braced herself with one hand on the wall as she walked.

      She peeked into the living room and saw three small children sitting quietly on her new couch. They studied their hands and whispered to each other. All three of them sported a definite pig snout. The town was smart to send babies to her first. They’d hit her weakness on the first try.

      The house kept moving around, but the shaking and groaning no longer held her attention. Hildy walked to the little ones and knelt to be eye level as she spoke. “Sorry I screamed and scared you. I’ve been living alone for a long time and I wasn’t expecting anyone to be in my bedroom.”

      “It’s okay. Everyone thinks we’re ugly,” one told her sadly.

      Hildy huffed. “You’re not ugly. You’re just scary. That’s a whole different thing. Fat Bastard is ugly. What creature would want to walk around all furry and gigantic?” She pointed in her cat’s direction and they all three looked at Fat Bastard and giggled.

      “Hey now… I likes being furry, and I likes to eat. Mother Nature has had her way with me and she’s quite the bountiful female—plus she has wonderful knockers,” Fat Bastard said, rubbing his kitty stomach with one paw, as he winked at his witch.

      Hildy winked back at him and then turned to smile at the children. “So what’s going on with your scary pig noses? Did somebody do this to you?”

      She got three sad shrugs in answer.

      “We’re supposed to be bears like our daddy,” one complained.

      “But instead of turning into a bear we’re turning into pigs,” another added.

      Hildy tilted her head at the third one. “Do you have a curly pig tail hiding in your pants?”

      The third one giggled at her silly question and shook his head. “No. We all have little hairy bear butts,” he finally admitted with a chuckle.

      “Well, see then? You’re definitely not turning into a pig. Maybe you just came down with a bad case of swine flu and it’s affecting your face. Everyone gets sick now and again.”

      “What’s swine flu?” the first one demanded as he laughed.

      Hildy smiled. “It’s a human illness, but I’m starting to wonder if it’s been magically tampered with.” She rose to stand again. “Are you all hungry? I need breakfast.”

      “We had breakfast already. Daddy says we eat like pigs even if we’re bears.” The trio giggled in pig snorts over the confession.

      “What’s your daddy like?”

      “Grandma said he was a big old grumpy bear who didn’t like anything anymore. He’s fixing your house though. Do you have any honey? We love to eat honey.”

      Hildy chuckled at their honesty. “See? That proves you are definitely bears. How about some honey muffins? If I don’t have the ingredients to bake them, I can conjure some up because I’m a witch.”

      “We’ll be good if you let us watch you cook,” the most talkative one promised.

      “Sure,” Hildy said with a shrug as the house shifted under her feet. “Maybe there will be less shaking in the kitchen.”

      After locating what she needed, the muffins only took a few minutes to mix and bake. Good thing she made a double batch. The kids ate a whole batch of twelve by themselves. Soon they’d returned to the living room where Fat Bastard put on cartoons for them to watch.

      Hildy saw sleepy heads nod and soon they were snoring in a pile. If they were true bears, they might not wake up until tomorrow.

      “Is everyone in town turning into pigs?” she asked quietly.

      “Nope. Some are turnin’ into weirder things. Youse got yer rabbits with snake tails, deer with long necks like giraffes, and porcupines who sprout hair instead of quills. Some of the cray-cray changes with every shift.”

      “That’s very strange,” Hildy agreed.

      “Youse ain’t kidding about dat. No one’s doing much shifting right now. Unfortunately, the piggy bear cubs’ snouts are lookin’ to be permanent, poor little bastards.”

      Hildy patted Fat Bastard on the head. “Mind the little ones until their Daddy is done with my house. I’m going into town to visit with the other shifters.”

      “Don’t youse want to wait and see him? It’s been a long time. Weeze figured you two missed each other.”

      “See who?”

      Fat Bastard pointed to the cubs. “Their big bear of a daddy. Who else youse been dreaming about?”

      “I’ve not been dreaming about…” Hildy’s startled gaze swung in the direction of the little ones. Goddess, she should have known. Who else did she know in town with bear cub triplets? She was as dense as their father was sometimes. “So those are Chuck’s kids?”

      Fat Bastard shrugged a cat shoulder and scratched his balls. “I hear the jury’s still out on the fathering verdict, but the mama of bear clan agreed they’re part of the family. Dat’s all I knows.”

      “Those kids are pretty grown up for two-year-olds. They were babies when I left. How did they grow up so fast?”

      “Weeze don’t know much about dem bear growth cycles. Such learning was not required for the job as your familiar. Do weeze need to go back to school?”

      “No,” Hildy said, chuckling. “You three are doing just fine.”

      “Thanks, Ms. Shifter Whisperer. Weeze think you do a bang-up job too.”

      How had this happened? Chuck’s children were sleeping on her furniture and the bear who’d broken her heart was under her house.

      Hildy sighed at what she figured was another of Carol’s sneaky tricks and decided to leave right now was the best course of action for her. She’d stick to her plans to investigate and do what she came to do.

      The sooner she figured out the weird shifting issue—the sooner she could leave.
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      Hildy smiled as she entered the diner. She waved at people she recognized. Several dropped their food when they saw her. Grinning over their reactions, she headed toward a gaped-mouthed Wanda and Dee-Dee who were staring at her from behind the counter.

      The silence that descended on the place was so total you could suddenly hear the double slushy machine grinding. Since when did Dee-Dee get a double slushy machine? Things sure had changed a lot in two years.

      “Nice blanket,” Wanda said, checking her out. “Is this your homeless person look?”

      “Oh my, Hildy. Is that really you?” Dee-Dee exclaimed.

      Hildy grinned and nodded. “Yes to both questions. Have I changed that much?”

      “More like you let yourself go,” Wanda said honestly.

      Hildy saw Dee-Dee elbow Wanda in the side. Their blunt exchange made her laugh. It also reminded her of why she’d once enjoyed being the healer for these people. She was going to miss them when she moved away.

      “I know I look a bit rough around the edges, but you’ll have trust that I’m wearing this blanket for a good reason. The Baba Yaga summoned me to help before my training was over. I never really got a chance to re-acclimate.”

      “The climate is not our problem,” Wanda hissed softly.

      Both women eased a bit closer. Dee-Dee fixed Hildy a glass of water with a lemon wedge and slid it along the counter to her.

      “It’s just awful,” Wanda confessed in a whisper.

      Hildy looked down. “Oh come on, it’s not that bad. This is a clean blanket. I cut up three so I wouldn’t have to wear the same one all the time.”

      “I wasn’t talking about your hippie look. I was talking about the weird shifting that’s happening,” Wanda said with an eye roll.

      “Oh,” Hildy said with a laugh. “That’s why I’m here. I’m supposed to try and figure out what’s going on.”

      “Good,” Dee-Dee whispered. She looked around and shook her head. “You need to talk to Chuck about it, Hildy. Those babies of his are the problem. He won’t listen to the rest of us, but I think they brought some bad juju to the town when they got dropped off.”

      Hildy sobered. She remembered the cubs scarfing down her honey muffins and then falling asleep with full bellies after. They might be part pig at the moment, but they weren’t evil. “I just saw them this morning. Outside of sporting pig snouts, they seemed like regular bear cubs to me.”

      Was she defending Chuck’s illegitimate brood? So long, neutrality. Hildy did a head smack, and then finger combed her messy hair.

      “Did you see Chuck this morning?” Wanda asked.

      “No,” Hildy said with a frown. “Why?”

      “Because nothing’s happened to him,” Dee-Dee said in a whisper, scanning the diner to see who was listening. “Chuck can shift without any problems. It’s like he’s immune to whatever is going on.”

      Hildy listened to the rest but her mind was spinning. None of their stories made any sense, but one thing was clear. “Alright,” she said, giving in to her destiny. “I’ll talk to Chuck about this. Maybe he can help me figure out what’s happening.”
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      The knock on his door made his heart beat loudly in his chest. Chuck had been expecting her to visit, or rather he’d been hoping Hildy couldn’t stay away. After all this time, any reason that brought his witch mate back to his door was good enough for him.

      “Bed,” he ordered. “You three are starting school tomorrow.”

      “School?” they all parroted in surprise while looking at each other and trading shrugs. They looked back at their father.

      “The cat told me what you three did today. It’s time you put your mischief-making energy to better use.”

      “But we’re only two years old,” Harrison complained.

      “Two going on twelve,” Chuck replied with a father glare. “I saw you reading my chemistry book, Harrison. Now get to bed, you three. I’ll be there to tuck you in as soon as I take care of the person at the door.”

      “It’s the witch,” Garrison announced.

      “The honey muffin witch,” Farley said in awe. “Do you think she brought us some more muffins?”

      “Yum,” the three said together.

      Chuck grumbled under his breath, jealous of his children. Hildy used to make honey muffins for him. He growled at the cubs. “Go. Get ready for bed. Do what I told you.”

      Laughing over his growling, he watched the three scramble up the stairs. Chuck didn’t understand how they’d doubled in size since they’d grown their pig snouts. All he knew was their mischief had doubled in size as well. Maybe school would give them better things to do with that energy.

      Chuck headed to the door once the cubs were out of sight. He yanked it open and loosened the hinges with his effort. Damn it. Sometimes he forgot how strong he was. No wonder he was so good at his job. He always had to fix something he’d broken.

      “Hi,” he said, hoping Hildy hadn’t noticed.

      Even wearing a blanket and looking like she hadn’t brushed her hair the whole time they’d been apart, Hildy was still the only female he wanted.

      “Come in,” he said, his throat dry and scratchy with nerves.

      He turned away from Hildy’s curious gaze before he did something stupid like snatch her up and kiss her senseless. His bear rumbled and pushed to get out. They were not in alignment with what to do about the long-lost mate who had been avoiding them.

      “Thanks,” Hildy muttered, swallowing past the lump in her throat.

      The moment Chuck opened the door time had gotten erased. She stared up at the biggest bear in the recorded history of town. Chuck easily had grown another foot while she’d been away. That would make him somewhere between seven and eight feet tall now. The only thing she’d grown was a bigger ass. How was that fair?

      She nodded at the invitation and tried not to be hurt when Chuck turned and walked away as if he
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