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      Planning the perfect wedding can be stressful, even for a seasoned witch. But for a newbie like Leigh Epstein and her coven of zany BFFs, it’s more like running a hundred-yard dash through a minefield as they prepare for the ultimate paranormal wedding.

      Leigh takes a break from writing her latest paranormal romance novel, Shifty Blades of Fae, when her friends take her out for a night of shameless depravity filled with witch’s brew, shape-shifting strippers, and, unfortunately, arrest warrants - aka her bachelorette party. The gang soon finds out they are once again up to their necks in another mystery. 

      Join these hapless witches as they confront Voodoo practitioners, faeries, selkies, demons, ghosts, dragons, and more. The witches even run into the washed-up heavy metal band, Twisted Shifter, as they mount a comeback. It’s a journey fraught with hilarious disaster at every turn. In this wedding gone wild, will Leigh finally get to say, "I do"?
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        My dear friend who loved to laugh, who always had a smile upon her beautiful face, even when faced with overwhelming odds. Your life was cut short far too soon. God has called you home, and I have no doubt He has given you a beautiful set of wings to watch over us all.

        You will be missed.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A year had passed since magic found its way into my life. It wasn’t an unwelcome intrusion by any means. I’d made new friends, found love, and looked at the world in a radically different way. But to be honest, the events of the past year weren’t what caused the biggest jolt to my psyche. What really shook me up was how it changed the way I saw the path ahead of me. Becoming a witch meant my future could be shaped by an entirely new set of magical options.

      I don’t know about you, but I’ve always had a plan, a vision, of how I dreamed my future would unfold. Nothing outrageous, just being a good teacher, eventually fall in love, and hopefully raise a family. It was like I had it all plotted out—numbered and with neat little check boxes on some mental whiteboard. Suddenly, it was wiped clean. The chance to rewrite my future was overwhelming.

      It was during a lunch visit with Max and Millie when I finally voiced my concerns. Leave it to a couple of old hippies to help me find a way to deal with it.

      “Leigh, would you like to join me in the kitchen? I’ll show you how I toss Max’s salad.”

      “Of course, I will.” After following Millie and Max into the kitchen, I got a glimpse of how making a salad could be so much more than what it seemed. They each had a cutting board and a salad bowl. Quietly, they made each other’s salads.

      “We like different things, but that doesn’t mean we can’t still share them, in a way. I make Max’s, and he makes mine. You see, the secret to a happy marriage is maintaining your individuality while appreciating and supporting your partner’s. The best way to do that is by supporting and sharing. Sometimes you compromise, sure, but you can’t always do that. Tossing his salad is just one little way for me to give him what he wants.”

      “That’s right. If you always compromise, then nobody is completely happy. Millie and I learned that lesson early on. It was her idea to start tossing each other’s salads. I have to say it adds to the element of surprise.”

      “Really? I always thought compromise was the key to a good marriage. I feel so unsure about everything lately.” I could only sigh. Would tossing Hunter’s salad help? I wondered. Was it really so bad to compromise and learn to like it? Or would we eventually tire of trying to please each other? The question nagged me until after our meal.

      Max and Millie lounged on oversized Turkish pillows, puffing away on a hookah. But I knew it was more than whatever they were smoking that made them the happiest couple I’d ever met. “You two are just perfect for each other. I’m beginning to think the biggest challenge Hunter and I will run into is how to plan our future. I mean, now that I have witchcraft in my life, the possibilities are infinite. It’s overwhelming when I think about it.”

      Max exhaled. Perfect smoke rings circled over our heads like hand-me-down halos. “You ever play the board game, LIFE?”

      I nodded. “Sure.”

      “Well, that game is a total drag. You’ve been seeing your whole future like you’re playing that game. You spin the wheel, do what you’re told, move your little station wagon down the path, and hopefully—” They shared another hookah hit. “Where was I?”

      “You were using LIFE as an analogy, Max.”

      “Oh yeah. Anyway, you go trucking down the road, just trying to get to the end. You hope to end up at the mansion with a pile of money. Boom! But it’s game over, man. All the boring choices you made, and it’s over in the end. You can’t take it with you.” Max took another toke. “You gotta’ forget that, man. Life is about the trip. It’s always about the trip, not where you end up. So, if you think the road you’re on sucks, go a different way, don’t let the game tell you where to go and what to do.”

      “I think what Max is trying to say is that you can’t wait for happiness. You have to make your own happiness.”

      I pictured a miniature game-piece version of Max and Millie’s flower-festooned hippie van speeding past the pastel station wagons, over the plastic hills, and between the preprinted roadways.

      And there it was. I’d always seen my life just like that game. I’d done exactly what I should have done. I was a conformist. But Max was right, life is about the trip. I couldn’t expect us to plod along like everyone else and hope that we’d be happy with what the big wheel in the sky allowed us to have. Especially with magic offering infinite opportunities along the way. I resolved that I would make my life about the moment, savoring the experience, and worrying less about what was expected of me.

      With my new philosophy tucked under my arm, Hunter and I would be as free as birds. Everything was all fine and dandy until we stepped out of the hookah haze enveloping the Kovacs’ residence. I was an elementary school teacher, and Hunter was a policeman, hardly the vocations of nonconformists. And then there were my conservative parents to think about. Could we go on with my head stuck in the wacky world of witchcraft and my ass firmly planted in the plastic station wagon on the board game of LIFE? Perhaps I would have to choose one or the other before it became a disaster.

      I decided I would carry on with witchcraft for the time being, at least until after our wedding. Then we’d decide together if the magic of witchcraft should remain a part of our lives. That is, if we survived the most disastrous wedding imaginable.
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      Click, clickety, click. My sleeping brain struggled to place the sound. “Luna?”

      “Meow.” It was a weird, muffled attempt at a meow, anyway.

      “Good morning to you, too! Up on the bed. Come on.” I patted my blanket cocoon. Luna resumed her quick, light-footed gait across the tiled floor of the dining room.

      No, that’s not a typo. The dining room was our bedroom for the time being. It’s not like we had some weird fantasy to offer up our bodies to cannibalistic dinner guests. No. It was because, quite frankly, I’d blown our upstairs to smithereens on Christmas Eve. Yep, amid the howling sirens of three firehouses and the Chicago police anti-terrorism response force, our roof became a swirling tempest on that joyful night. And then it rained hell in the form of fragments of sizzling tar that were once Home Depot’s bestselling shingles.

      When I watched the news the next morning, they played a video of the reaction over on Lincoln Avenue. It was a nightmarish scene. Terrified Christmas carolers scrambled for cover, and their screams filled the air. After the initial shock, I made an observation. I learned something about people. They do some really weird shit when they’ve been overwhelmed by a panic attack. For example, they held their fuzzy red Santa hats desperately atop their heads. All the while they ran wildly, like they were participants in a terrified Santa stampede. Did it really matter if they lost their silly hats? That’s the kind of thing I’m talking about. Weird, right?

      Looking back as I write this journal about the days leading up to my wedding, I have to admit I, too, fell victim to that same sort of bizarre behavior.

      Anyway, the explosion left us with a patchwork of tarps to cover the second-story rubble. Definitely not the ideal situation in a Chicago winter. Oh, joy to the world.

      Luna sprang onto the bed and sat at attention. “What is it, Luna? What do you have in your mouth?” My voice trembled as I recoiled, fearing the worst…a delivery of a fresh mouse. Luna dropped a pink parchment scroll. “Whew! Just a hex message from Gertie. For a second, I thought you had a mouse.” I unrolled the scroll and read it to Luna.

      “Good morning, Leigh. I’ve got some great news! I have your wedding dress all finished. We need to do another fitting soon. Let me know when we can get together. I just know you’ll love it! By the way, that fabric I picked up is something called super-sheer. It’s a little breezy, but from what I can tell, all the celebrities have been wearing dresses made out of it. I came across a wonderful invention that gave it exactly the sort of look I was hoping for. It’s called a Bedazzler. Those little jewel things make that see-through dress just sparkle. I’m not sure what sort of underwear should be worn with a see-through dress, so I asked Randy. He said celebrities usually wear something called a birthday suit under a dress like that. Let me know if you have one of those. I even stitched several magic love spells right in the fabric. You’ll have a truly unforgettable wedding day!”

      I dropped the scroll, and it took every scrap of willpower I had to avoid hyperventilating. “What in the world is she thinking? I know I gave her the pictures of my dress. My dress! Good grief! I’m walking down the aisle, not the red carpet at the porn awards.”

      I watched Luna do something I’d never seen before. She raised one paw to the corner of her eye, then she slowly lowered it. She was performing an eerie charade that was exactly the way my mother slowly removed her glasses, right before she dishes out some motherly advice.

      I nearly fainted when Luna spoke in my mother’s voice. “What did you expect, dear? You really should have come to me. I know Gertie is a sweet girl and she means well, but you have to admit the girl is a real space case. Why are you denying me my opportunity to be involved in my daughter’s wedding?”

      “Ma-ah-ah…Mom? Why is my cat talking like my mom?” I was so shocked that I startled myself awake. When the realization hit me that it was a dream, I sat straight up and felt a tsunami-sized wave of relief wash over me. “Oh, thank God! Just a dream.” My mother’s voice still echoed in my head. Despite her voice from Luna’s mouth, it was my dream, and those were my thoughts.

      “Leigh? Is everything all right?” Hunter’s hand ran comfortingly up my back.

      “Sorry, I woke you up. I had a weird dream.”

      “Weird? How weird?”

      “I should’ve turned down Gertie’s offer to make my dress. I’m worried that it won’t be anything like I hoped for. Then there was my mother’s voice. I’m not even sure how to handle it all. I know she wants more involvement in the planning. I feel awful. What am I going to do? Have a secret witch wedding, then we come back and have a traditional family wedding? That’s just crazy…”

      “Why not tell her the truth? It’s going to come out sooner or later. I think it should come from you.”

      “Just tell her I’m a witch?” I flipped on the sarcasm switch. “By the way, Mom, I’m a witch. A real spellcasting, broom-riding witch. The Voodoo queen, Marie Laveau, and my whacky witch friends are planning a big, magical wedding down on Gertie’s bewitched funny farm. There’ll be flying ponies, unicorns, and dragons.” I took a deep breath and felt a little calmer. “Sorry, Hunter. She’d think I’m a raving lunatic.”

      “You don’t know that. She might surprise you and help out with the wedding.”

      “We’re talking about my mom, Hunter. Your parents are so open-minded about the supernatural and magic. But my parents? My mom will honestly be on the phone with her shrink right after I talk to her. I might as well forward my mail to padded room 201, Cook County Nuthouse. Or worse yet, they’ll think I joined one of those snake-handling religious cults.”

      “Come here, baby.” Hunter drew me back down on the bed and wrapped his arms around me.

      “Hunter, do I just tell Marie to forget the whole paranormal wedding?”

      “We’ll figure it out. We always do. Listen, baby, staying up all night worrying isn’t going to help a thing. Let’s get some sleep.” His mouth formed a sleepy smile. “Just don’t mention Gertie’s Sasquatches. That might seem unbelievable.” After giving me a drowsy kiss, he rolled onto his back and fell asleep. I found my favorite place on his shoulder and nuzzled against him. Having him to cuddle into was a great reminder of why this was all worth it. I made a mental note to get a hold of Gertie and Randy on a weekly basis. Almost anything could go wrong by putting the ball in their hands and letting them run off without adult supervision.
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      I got the coffee started for Hunter and turned my attention to the tea kettle, ready to pounce. My morning ritual is a silly challenge. My goal is to snatch the kettle from the burner just before it whistles. And that morning, like every morning, it whistled. The thing is, while I’m staring at the kettle, my thoughts wander, and I miss my goal. Of course, that morning, my thoughts were all about my dream and what it meant.

      “Good morning!” Hunter’s cheery voice brought me out of the fog. A plume of steam screamed from the kettle. “Aww, you missed it again. What’s on your mind? Thinking about your dream?”

      “Good morning. Yeah, I was. But I don’t want to waste my lazy Sunday morning speculating why Luna was my mother. It’s too weird.”

      His hands slipped around my waist, and he kissed my neck. “I was hoping to wake up to a little breakfast in bed, if you know what I mean. But I woke up alone!” With a playful pat on my ass, he winked. “We can always do brunch.” Most days, I think he relies on the fact that his playful cuteness is my weakness.

      “So, on my way to the kitchen, I peeked upstairs to see how those guys were coming along with the repairs. They’re really making some progress.”

      I handed Hunter a cup of coffee. “Thank God. I’ve been worried about that myself. According to Kelly’s uncle, Carmine, those guys are his best crew. But when you consider the talents of his other crew…”

      “You mean Johnny Nipples and Hamster Dick?”

      “Exactly. Apparently, the climb to the top of Carmine’s organization is rather short.”

      “I wouldn’t worry. They seem to be moving right along. It’s actually pretty impressive.”

      “I’ll be so glad to get the roof on before some city inspector tells us we can’t stay here.”

      “No kidding. The outside walls look pretty solid, and they’ve already put up the last of the trusses. The roof will be done in no time. The silver lining in all of this is that we can rebuild the rooms upstairs any way we want. Think about that!”

      “I’ve got one request: a walk-in closet. It’s always been this fantasy of mine to have one, just like you see in the movies or magazines. With clever little shelves and shoe racks, too. I feel guilty for asking. I mean, think about the space it would use up.”

      “Oh no. You’re getting a walk-in closet. Sure, it’ll take up space, but you have to keep the big picture in mind.” Hunter closed his eyes and held his arms out. “I can see our bedroom now. And…what is that next to the bed? Is that…could it be? Yes, it is. I can see the floor! Ah! All of the clothes baskets are gone! And the shoe rack on the door…gone!”

      I laughed because he was absolutely right. Before the Big Bang, we had no closet space. The problem was compounded by our hasty move. We never seemed to get a handle on where to keep all of our clothes. “Darn. I guess I won’t be able to send in the pictures of our room to A&E. I was pretty sure we could get a spot on one of the hoarder shows.”

      Hunter set down his cup and put his hands on my waist. “Their loss, I’m sure. Hey, I know a great all-you-can-eat brunch buffet. What do you say?”

      “Hmm, ‘All you can eat’ you say? You are such a charmer, and you sure know how to treat a girl.” My playful mood was deflated by Luna’s graceless leap onto the kitchen counter. And she carried a scroll in her mouth.

      “Oh, damn.” My stomach quivered at the eerie coincidence.

      “Just like in your dream.”

      “Yeah, my disturbing dream. As long as it’s not from Gertie, telling me she came up with a wedding dress fit for a pole-dancing circus clown.”

      Luna dropped the scroll into my hand. “This scroll has a red wax seal with a pentagram and 1313 on it.”

      “Union business?”

      “Yep. It’s a hex message from Marie. I’ll read it to you.”

      Good Morning, Leigh.

      As promised, I’ve already started some of the wedding plans. I want to give you an update. Randy has the guest list you provided, and the invitations were sent out. He’s making sure the plantation will be ready. Just a heads up, the girls have already planned some sort of bachelorette party and a bridal shower. I’d love to get together and plan out the wedding ceremony and the reception, but unfortunately, I won’t have time. I’ve been temporarily assigned to Lithuania, that godforsaken place. Apparently, there is a coven of troublesome witches who have been wreaking havoc, and I need to get them back in line. I was able to get a hold of the premier paranormal wedding planner. She has agreed to meet with you and help you plan your wedding.

      Best wishes, Marie.

      I set the message aside. “Wow, a wedding planner?”

      “See? Nothing to worry about. Marie’s got this all under control.”

      “I don’t know, Hunter. I mean, I’ve known people to take well over a year to plan a wedding. My sister spent eighteen months of her life obsessing over every detail. Maintaining that level of anxiety for such a prolonged period of time took its toll. Rumor has it her new in-laws gave her prepaid sessions with a therapist for a wedding present. And I think that’s how it is supposed to be. I don’t think even the best wedding planner can be expected to put together a classy wedding in just under a month and a half.”

      Hunter wrapped me in his arms. “Listen. I told you I wanted you to have the wedding you always dreamed about, without all of the stress. Just relax and have fun with it. Your friends are obviously on top of things, and I bet once you meet with that wedding planner, you’ll feel much better.”

      “I know. And I know what I have to do next. I have to talk to my parents. I want my mom involved, too. It’s time to bring her into my weird, weird world of the paranormal.” And that was really the crux of it all. I knew it all along. My bizarre dream only put it front and center. I’d excluded my parents from this whole new world that I’d found myself in. There was no way to have a wedding without bringing both worlds together.

      “Exactly what I was thinking, Leigh. And I know just how to approach it. Let’s get my parents and yours together for an afternoon.”

      “But your parents already know I’m a witch. Why?”

      “There’s strength in numbers. My parents are up to their love beads in all things paranormal. I think it will validate what you have to say. You know that we’re not the only ones that believe in it—that live it.”

      I took a breath. I’d already heard my parents’ opinions about Max and Millie. They ranged from “crazy as a sack full of weasels” to “deep-fried hippies.” I wasn’t sure they’d be much help in validating anything, but it couldn’t hurt. “Well, I suppose it couldn’t hurt to have your parents there, too. How about next weekend?”

      “Perfect. I’ll make some phone calls and set it up.”
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      Two days later, Hunter was working another late shift. On lonely evenings like those, I immersed myself in the world of my imagination—writing my stories. Luna’s hypnotic purr was occasionally interrupted by staccato bursts of furious typing, then silence as my brain worked its way through the story. I literally jumped out of my chair when a clap of thunder shook the room. Luna’s nonchalant reaction told me it was the arrival of a witch. I turned around and watched tendrils of jade-colored mist swirl outward and then dissipate.

      “I was told you would be expecting me. Yet, you are surprised.”

      Expected or not, the woman who had appeared in my living room would have stopped a clock. Her silk robes were absolutely magnificent. I tried to mentally catalog her attire. Ancient Chinese, for sure. Ming Dynasty? Complete with gold, emerald, turquoise, and crimson embroidery. I swear, her robes glowed. Atop her jet-black hair was a delicate and ornate diadem, the kind of dainty tiara I’d only seen in paintings or on sculptures.

      “I’m sorry, you just look so stunning. You must be the wedding planner. I’m Leigh, by the way.” I held my hand out to greet her, but her hands remained hidden deep in the sleeves crossed in front of her. She strolled past me and beheld my living room as if it were a back-alley curiosity shop.

      “I am Mei. You may call me Miss Mei. And yes, I am…” She peered up at Randy’s ungodly sculpture of intertwined orange phalluses, then at my rug with the image of Munch’s The Scream on it. “…a wedding planner, among other things. An interior decorator, I am not, but you certainly need one.”

      “Ah, my friend Randy picked these things out. Not my choice, that’s for sure. But they were gifts. You know how that is.”

      Another crack of thunder and another cloud of jade smoke signaled the arrival of yet another visitor. A young woman appeared. She was dressed in a black business suit and carried a red leather portfolio. Her long black hair was pulled up in a neat bun, completing her corporate look. Miss Mei nodded to her. “This is my assistant, Sue.”

      The young assistant smiled at me, and we exchanged a brief handshake. “Nice to meet you, Sue. I’m Leigh,” I whispered.

      Sue nodded politely. “Nice to meet you, too, Leigh. Sue Chong, Miss Mei’s personal assistant.” Sue’s delicate, almost doll-like body drifted along behind Miss Mei like a tiny shadow.

      Miss Mei turned around and forced a weak smile. “As Sue can certainly attest, I’m very busy. I came here to get a general idea of what type of wedding you are interested in. Tell me, if you could have any wedding, what would it be? And don’t hold back. Tell the wedding of your dreams.”

      “Well…I’ve thought about it for years. I could never adequately describe it until I saw the last Royal wedding on TV. That is the wedding I want. I realize that’s a fantasy of course, but that’s the wedding of my dreams.”

      “Ah, yes. That was my masterpiece. I’m glad you liked it. It’s very popular now. We’ve had twenty or so weddings like that since the Royal wedding. This will be almost too easy. Carriage, footmen, perhaps a troop of cavalry?”

      “Oh, I don’t think I need…wait, you planned the Royal wedding? I thought you only worked with witches or paranormal people.”

      “Yes, that’s true. I am not at liberty to discuss details about the Royal couple.” It was obvious that she was proud to be trusted with such a great Royal secret. “Now, get with the program, Leigh, this isn’t about what you need. This is about what you want. Sue, put Leigh down for a troop of mounted cavalry. Mounted on something very special.” Miss Mei ran her hand up the side of the unique sculpture. “I’m getting a good idea of Leigh’s eccentric taste. Since the phallus is an important symbol to her, the cavalry should be mounted on unicorns.” Mei looked around the room and eyed my magic writing desk.

      Sue set the portfolio on my desk and scribbled a note. “Yes, Miss Mei.”

      Mei took one elegant and remarkably youthful-looking hand from her sleeve and ran her long nails lightly across my desk. “Hmm. I’ve heard about this desk. Powerful and traditional. Leigh, I can tell from your desk that you want a traditional ceremony with just a tinge of insanity. I mean a tinge of your colorful personality, of course. Now for the least important part, the groom. I understand he is not with us?”

      “Um, no. Sorry. Police officer. Well, you know how it goes.”

      “Ah, yes. Dangerous work. Tell me about him. Just short, specific answers. Sue will take notes. Is he a big man?”

      “Yes. Six feet tall. Well built.”

      “Active sort of man, I assume?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he very talkative?”

      “Uh, was? If you mean is he talkative, then yes, he is.”

      “I think we have everything we need. I have several other appointments. I’ll be in touch. My condolences.”

      “Shall I put her down for a big white cock?” I heard Sue ask Miss Mei.

      “Condolences?” I asked, but it was a question asked in vain. Miss Mei and Sue were already busily conferring before blasting off through time and space.

      “A what?” That question would also go unanswered. They were gone in a flash of blue light and green mist.

      Luna brushed against my leg. “Meow.”

      “I know! Weird! Weird, weird, weird.”

      “Meow, meow.”

      “You know what? I’m not even going to worry about it. You’ve got to remember what happened with our Thanksgiving dinner, Luna. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Marie Laveau, she has the skill to whip out her wand and come to the rescue. If Marie believes that kooky old Ming Dynasty witch can put together a Royal wedding, then I’ve got to trust she can do it.”

      “Meow.”

      “Hold that thought, Luna.” My phone vibrated its way across my desk. “Hello?”

      “I hope you’re ready!” It was Kelly, and she was bubbling with excitement.

      “That depends. What is it that I should be ready for?”

      “Your bachelorette party? This Saturday. We’ll be picking you up at noon.”

      “Early evening? Good, because we have a get-together with Hunter’s parents on Sunday.”

      “Ah…well, I wouldn’t say it’s going to be an early night. We’ve just got a lot planned.”

      “I’m afraid to even ask⁠—”

      “Then don’t. Just be ready at noon.”

      “I’ll be ready. Hey, I just had a visit from some wedding planner that Marie Laveau sent over. Let me tell you, she’s a weirdo. She barely took any time at all to talk about what I wanted for the wedding. But Marie said she is the virtuoso of paranormal wedding planners.”

      “What was so peculiar about her?”

      “For one, she was dressed like a Ming Dynasty courtesan. She referred to Hunter in the past tense, and when she left, she said, ‘My condolences. ’ Why would she say that?”

      “You know those old witches. They have a real dry sense of humor. I’m sure she was just trying to make a joke. And don’t even worry about the wedding plans. We’ll be talking all about it on Saturday. So, what are you up to on these lonely winter evenings with Hunter at work?”

      “Ugh. It sucks not having him around in the evening, especially in this old haunted⁠—”

      “Meow, meow.”

      “Okay, Luna. You’re right. Formerly haunted house. I just keep telling myself that it’s just until Friday, when Hunter has four days off, then it’s back to the day shift. To answer your question, I’m writing again.”

      “And…that’s it? Come on, give me the details. Are you back to the paranormal romance genre?”

      “Well, it’s early on in the story. I don’t have the plot all worked out just yet, but eventually it’s going to be part of my Navy SEAL boxed set. The first one was Bound to Forget.”

      “Oh yeah, the book about the amnesia-afflicted Navy SEAL and his girlfriend that’s into BDSM?”

      “That’s the one. This book is going to be titled Shifty Blades of Fae. In this story, my SEAL gets caught up in a war between demons and the fairy people of Ireland, the Fae. To make things worse on the poor guy, the Fae change him into a shifter so he can be used as a secret weapon.”

      “Nice! So what does he shift into? A bear? A wolf? Dragon perhaps?”

      “That’s where I’m stuck. I’ve been trying to come up with something unique. I’m so tired of reading the same plots. I want to offer my readers something unique, yet subliminally familiar. For example, I am thinking about taking classic Gothic romance characters and plots and twisting them together in a contemporary setting. Oh, and they’re all going to be paranormals too.”

      “Do it if you like, but really, it’s not that uncommon to find writers who use that very same technique. The problem with it is the plots will always be ultimately predictable. I think you ought to just throw everything you can into the story. Don’t hold back. Go crazy with it. Make it yours and it’ll be unique that way.”

      After Kelly’s phone call, Luna and I sat down to continue my work in progress. Using my arm for a pillow, I lay my sleepy head down on the desk. “Luna, I need your help. I need a unique creature for my hero to shift into.”

      “Meow.”

      “I agree. I’m worn out, and I think we should take Kelly’s advice. We’ll sleep on it and work it out another time.” Looking back, I wish I had stayed up and finished that part of the story.
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      “Ugh!” I rolled over and snuggled against Hunter. “It’s Friday.”

      “Don’t sound so enthusiastic.”

      “I want to look forward to the weekend, but the thought of telling my parents gives me a big knot in my stomach.”

      Hunter rolled over and sat up. “I think you’re underestimating your parents. I’m convinced they’ll be just fine when you tell them you’re a witch with a magical desk and magical cat.” Hunter laughed, but his joke wasn’t helping matters. I couldn’t help myself from giving Hunter the evil eye, causing his laughter to change to more of an awkward chuckle. “Sorry, just trying to lighten the mood. But I do think they’ll be more understanding than you expect.”

      “Maybe. It’s just going to be weird. I’m worried that if they don’t believe me, it means they don’t honestly have the faith in me I’ve been led to believe. I suppose that’s the part that makes me ill.”

      “Then you’re looking at this wrong. You have to admit that if you were in either of their shoes, you wouldn’t think your daughter lost her mind. It’s going to be so unexpected and strange that anyone would feel like that. It has nothing to do with their opinion of you. They’ll come around as soon as they see proof. Think of some way to demonstrate your witchcraft.”

      “Hmm. A demonstration, you say?” Facing a large mirror, I playfully waved my arm as if pretending to cast a spell with a magic wand. “I’ll just cast a spell on one of those ridiculous concrete sculptures all over their yard. Hocus Pocus! Chicken shift! You are now a chicken.”

      “Brock, brock…brock.” Hunter’s head jerked back and forth. He had a wide-eyed, dazed look.

      “Hunter? Hunter?”

      “Brock, brock.” He folded his arms under each armpit, imitating a bird, just like one of my students would randomly do on any given day. I didn’t know if he was playing a joke or if I’d accidentally cast a spell that ricocheted off the mirror and into Hunter. “Quit joking! You’re scaring me now.”

      “Brock. Bruk bruk bruk.”

      “Holy shit! What did I do this time? Oh my God! Hunter! You’re a frickin’ chicken.”

      “Bruk. Bruk.” Hunter flapped around wildly, then suddenly lunged on top of me. He pinned my arms down to the bed before giving me a quick peck on the lips. “Gotcha!”

      I clenched my teeth, just for a few seconds. I held back my initial reaction to flip out. I realized he was just trying his best to make me laugh. Failing miserably but trying so hard.

      “I suppose it was worthy of an A for effort.”

      “There you go! Mission accomplished. Now for phase two of my evil plan.”

      “Hmm. I’m intrigued. Phase two? I hope it doesn’t make me late for work.”

      “We’ll have to see how it goes.” Hunter lowered his face to mine and kissed me. This, of course, led to a not-so-quick quickie, which resulted in me having to make a mad dash to work. Still, I couldn’t argue with the results. Hunter’s phase two was a complete success. I was able to forget all about Sunday’s dinner plans.

      Thankfully, that Friday happened to be a half-day. I hurried home, eager to find out if Hunter had a phase three up his sleeve. Unfortunately, Hunter was making the most of his first day off by catching up on some much-needed sleep. Carmine’s crew was nowhere to be found, and the roof hadn’t seen any progress in days.

      Now, I realize that I’m not the most patient person when it comes to unfinished projects around the house, but our house looked like hell. The multi-colored tarps flapping in the winter wind made it look like the United Nations had relocated a refugee camp upstairs. Thanks to Hunter, the drafty upstairs was effectively sealed off by his talented use of thick plastic sheeting and duct tape. It gave it a real classic look—classic for your run-of-the-mill slasher movie set. If you’ve ever seen a movie with that opaque plastic sheeting hanging up, invariably, the serial killer’s victims will be found behind it. It’s not a good look, and I was tired of getting creeped out every time I saw it. Not to mention, I was getting pretty sick of seeing our bed in the dining room.

      Luna greeted me with a drive-by rub against my leg. “Hey, Luna, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Meow.”

      “That’s right. Uncle Carmine’s amateur hour is over. Time to get this done.” I could feel it. My desk was once again urging me, compelling me to take advantage of the magic instilled in its ancient wood. “Remember, I’ve got the ongoing home improvement story already set up. It’s nearly foolproof.”

      “Meow.”

      “Speak for yourself, smart-ass,” I said, certain she called me the fool who could prove myself wrong. I checked to be sure Hunter was still sleeping soundly before I sat down at my desk. With a gentle touch, my laptop came to life. “Here we go. Restoring the Old Schlitt House- A ‘Do Yourself’ Romance.” And I began to write.

      Sybil gazed up the battered staircase. “After all that hard work, we finally had our house the way we wanted it. I can’t believe our luck. How will we get the roof and the upstairs fixed in the middle of January?”

      Cosmos wrapped a blanket over her shoulders. “It’ll be fine, Sybil. I’ve talked to the contractor, and he’s bringing in everyone. It’ll be a virtual…

      “Okay, Luna. What’s a good way to describe a busy, hardworking construction crew? Clichés are fine. Picture a construction project that is legendary for its efficiency. After all, this isn’t going to be published. Magical purposes only.”

      “Meow, meow.”

      “Yeah, that’ll work.” I continued to write.

      …legion of construction workers. “That just sounds idiotic. Legion? How about we just describe the workers in order to have the best ones? I’ve got it.” I revised the sentence. Every worker has the strength and tenacity of Superman with the ferocious, undying passion of Dracula.

      That was as far as I went with it when my phone rang. Randy’s name flashed across the caller ID. I briefly considered ignoring him, simply because he only calls me when he’s in some kind of trouble. I mocked my own best teacher’s voice. “Now tell me, Randy, what did you do this time?”

      “What didn’t I do? Actually, I’m calling to let you in on what was supposed to be a secret, but it was decided that we’d better tell you about the bridal shower.”

      “What do you mean, ‘it was decided’? What bridal shower? How come I didn’t know about a bridal shower?

      “We wanted to surprise you this Sunday, but once Hunter told me about your stress level being off the charts, we figured we should give you a heads-up. The Sunday dinner is also your surprise bridal shower.”

      “Seriously? Great. Well, now my parents will think we all fell out of the same nut tree, or we’re on drugs. At least I won’t be the lonely clown.”

      “See? I made
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