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      I try to fight back my building dread as an alarm goes off inside my head causing my witch senses to vibrate. There is no doubt in my mind that the mystery man the Great One spoke of is Murdock. Jen stands next to me staring at the bubbling cauldron with a look of complete confusion on her face. She has to be wondering why the Great One didn’t mention Ainsley—the man she clearly is interested in.

      Jen shakes her head, turns, and punches me in the arm. “Like I don’t have enough to worry about. Now I have to keep my eye out for some mystery man who’s going to change my world?”

      I rub my bicep knowing as a good friend I need to allow myself to become a punching bag. Besides, I don’t blame her. If I were her, I’d be equally upset by the news. Yet, I can’t let the Great One get to her head. Especially since she’s given me news I’d rather not hear—like my parents may have problems in the future. I have a news flash for the Great One, divorce is more than a problem—it’s a death.

      Feeling Jen’s building frustration, I know I better downplay the situation. “Cerridwen can be a bit melodramatic sometimes, but isn’t that exciting news?”

      Jen screws up her face. “Um, no.”

      Glenda and Tara come back inside the house with Shana in tow.

      Tara takes one look at my face and asks, “What did we miss?”

      I force a smile knowing I’m going to have to fill the coven in after Jen leaves. “Jen has a new powerful man who’s going to enter her life.”

      Glenda sits down on one of the embroidered cushions. “I thought it was your turn to ask a question, not Jen’s.”

      Exactly. Why did Cerridwen have to throw me under the prophecy bus? I wanted to ask her if Jerome and I are just a passing thing or something more permanent.

      Shana flops down on the sofa, and I’m glad to see she’s stopped crying. The only evidence of her meltdown over the Great One’s revelation about her father’s death, is her bloodshot eyes. She snaps her fingers and her fox jumps up on the sofa and curls into a ball in her lap. Shana strokes Vexy’s fur further calming herself down. “Did the Great One say if the powerful man was good or bad?”

      “Wait, what?” Jen swallows hard enough I can hear it.

      My mom jumps into action and takes Jen’s hand. “Don’t worry, Jennifer. The Great One rarely brings bad tidings.”

      Having heard Shana’s bad news Jen isn’t convinced but squeezes my mother’s hand back. “That’s reassuring.”

      They are both trying so hard to be civil, but I can sense the tension between them. I need to shut this down before things get any worse. My mother rarely lies, and I know how much she hates to be put in that position. This time it isn’t my fault, it’s the Great One’s. I whistle for Fred. “Let’s close out the meeting.”

      The coven rounds up their spirit animals and gather around to form a circle. Derrick nods and drags the heavy caldron back out of the kitchen. Glenda breaks out of the circle and rushes over to help him, her snow owl frantically flying after her. I watch as Derrick strokes Glenda’s arm and pushes a section of blond curls off her face, confirming what I suspected before, they are slowly becoming an item.

      Jen stands next to me and gives Fred a tuck under the chin. It makes me happy to see that she is no longer afraid of bats. I smile at her knowing how far she has come already.

      My mother emerges from the kitchen totally nude. Even though I’ve seen her go skyclad dozens of times, I still stand in awe of how brave and beautiful she is.

      Jen nudges my side and whispers. “Hey, what’s the deal with your mom being naked?”

      I take my mother’s nudity in stride, but I forget someone like Jen might find it a bit off putting. “Oh, it’s a witch thing. It’s called going skyclad.”

      “What does it do?”

      I try not to laugh. “It doesn’t do anything. It just makes my mom feel one with the universe. Although some say being skyclad during certain incantations and rituals brings you more power. If you ask me, my mom does it to show off.”

      I hear Jen stifle a chuckle as my mom claps her hands together. “Let us commence.”

      My mother speaks in the ancient Coptic tongue of her ancestors and we all join in. Jen stands quietly with her head bowed like she’s in church, which in a way she is. Then her phone rings and the loud sound of a duck quacking blares over our voices. Jen pulls out her phone and frantically shuts it off, but not before my mother’s concentration is broken. My mother claps her hands signaling the meeting is over. I shrug my shoulders as Jen races over to the sofa to check her messages. If I know my mother that will be the first and last time that happens. If Jen comes to another meeting, she will surely confiscate her phone the second she sets foot in the door.

      My mother’s eyes grow large as Jen texts someone back. I recognize that look. It means any second now Jen is going to be transformed into a snail. My mother did warn her of the possibility when she was afraid Jen would damage her precious seesaw clock. I stand in front of Jen as if I could shield her from my mother’s powers. I whisper in my mom’s ear, “It won’t happen again. I promise.”

      My mother nods. “Please inform her it is only in deference to you that she doesn’t slither all the way home.”
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      The loud roar of a sports car engine pierces through the front door. Gazing out the window, I notice a surprise visitor has pulled up to the curb. Ainsley gets out of his Lexus and I race down the front pathway to greet him. “Dude, you are in so much trouble.”

      Ainsley sighs. “Tell me about it. Murdock is worse than any TV villain.”

      I loop my arm around his. “No, you’re lucky Jen already left. She’s super ticked at you for stealing her memory.”

      “I am sorry.” He hangs his head. “It was not the way I wanted to thank you for giving her my mobile number. I know I have no right to ask this, but can you help a friend out and cast a spell?”

      I pull my arm away. “Nope. You made the mess, you fix it.”

      His normally handsome face turns glum. For the first time I can see a hint of the vampire in him. “I promise I’ll find a way to repair things with Jennifer. But the spell is for another reason.”

      “Good, because I can’t have my two favorite people not talking.”

      By the time Ainsley navigates the threshold, Tara leaps out the front door and hurls herself at him. “It’s been too long. You know I need my vampire fix.”

      He kisses her on the cheek, and I’m left wondering if they dated before. Ainsley forces a faint smile. “Sorry, I’ve been a bit preoccupied lately.”

      “Crush much?” I pull Tara off Ainsley. “Remember, he’s taken.”

      Ainsley follows me into the living room and my mom greets him with a quick hug. I let out a sigh of relief. After all my fears, there is definitely no chemistry between them. Yet, my mother is fond of Ainsley. Her smile tells me she is genuinely happy he came for a visit.

      “Good to see you.” She looks deeply into his face searching for something. “I’m sorry the whole coven isn’t here. Glenda and Shana had to leave.” She gives him a reassuring smile. “If you need some powerful help, I have someone much better.” She turns to my newly acquired brother figure. “This is Derrick. Brooklyn’s friend from the Twelfth Order.”

      Ainsley holds out his hand. “I’ve heard so many impressive things about your order. Pleasure to meet you.”

      Derrick shakes his hand briskly. “Likewise. Brooklyn can’t say enough about her famous artist friend.”

      “Don’t believe anything Brooklyn says. She’s prone to exaggeration.”

      I glare at Ainsley. “If you want my help you better take it back.”

      He gives me a quick bow. “Apologies.”

      Derrick motions for Ainsley to sit on one of the floor cushions. “I understand your leader is a bit out of control.”

      Did Derrick do some research on Murdock? Wish he thought to tell me.

      “Yes, I came for help with blocking his mind reading abilities.”

      At the news of her friend’s problem, my mom walks over to the shelf and pulls out her Book of Shadows. She sits down next to Ainsley and runs her fingers over the pages until they stop halfway through the book. “I think I have found a spell that should hide your thoughts from your maker. But it is only effective for twenty-four hours.”

      Derrick pulls out his trusty black lacquered wand. “I have a spell that should boost your ability to read Murdock’s mind as well. I’m hoping that it will help you stay one step ahead of him.”

      A look of hopeful expectation crosses Ainsley’s face. “That would be incredible. I never would have thought it was possible. His mind is totally concealed from my mesmerizing powers.”

      My mother nods knowingly. “No one can read the mind of the one who created them.”

      Ainsley’s mouth pops slightly open in astonishment. “Where did you discover that valuable piece of information?”

      “In a notation in one of my spirit books.”

      He nods I bet not too pleased she didn’t inform him earlier. “That reminds me, did you have any luck tracking down the witch I told you about? Her name is Anastasia.”

      Derrick’s eyes grow wide. “You mean the famous model?”

      “Yes, I did an art commission for her. I had the distinct impression she was a witch by a few things she said. I asked Eshe to do some research for me.”

      My mother sighs. “Sorry, I couldn’t find out anything about her. I even reached out to my Russian contacts and they never heard of her except as a model.”

      Derrick shifts nervously on his cushion. “There’s a reason for that.”

      I glare at Derrick. He’s been keeping way too many secrets from me. “Ainsley’s a trusted friend. If you know something you can tell him.”

      Tara joins in. “Come on. If you’ve got dirt on Anastasia, I want to hear it. I promise not to sell the information to the tabloids. Although, I bet I could really rack in quite a bit of money.”

      Derrick ignores Tara and stares at a spot on the floor cushion as if he has suddenly found gold. “It’s top secret.”

      Why is he playing so coy? I hurl my empty water bottle at him just missing his head. “Spit it out already!”

      “Fine. Anastasia is a member of the Twelfth Order.”

      Tara let’s out a laugh. “I knew it. No one can be that beautiful and successful without help. I thought it was because she had a great plastic surgeon and a billionaire husband. Now I know how she really did it.”

      Derrick thrusts out his chin and throws back his shoulders. “We at the Order would never let our members use their skills to benefit themselves. It’s against the rules and punishable by imprisonment.”

      Something compels me to defend Derrick—my paranormal brother. I get up off of my cushion and move next to him. “Tara is just jealous.” I squeeze his hand. “No one questions the honor of a member of the Twelfth Order.”

      Ainsley turns to Derrick. “I know it is more than likely a breach of the Order rules but thank you for telling me.”

      Derrick and my mother get up and head toward the kitchen. Once again, they drag out the caldron. A simple spell is not going to help protect Ainsley. They need to bring out the big magic. Derrick holds out his wand and moves toward the heavy wrought iron cauldron. He waves his wand over the liquid in the cauldron and it swirls around in a circle. He taps his foot impatiently as he waits for Tara and I to join him. “Let’s get this spell handled. I have to pick up a customer at the Burbank Airport at nine.”

      Ainsley gives the wizard a slight bow. “I truly appreciate your help.”

      Tara and I link hands and then stand next to my mother and Derrick. We form a circle around the caldron and the power we generate soon fills the room. Ainsley stands in wonder as my mother raises her hands over the swirling liquid and chants a phrase in Latin. Derrick holds his wand out over the caldron and the liquid inside turns a bright purple and then comes to a vigorous boil. My mother tosses several handfuls of minerals and herbs from her spell pouch into the cauldron. Then she repeats the Latin phrase four more times. Tara and I do the same. As we reach a trance like state, my mother darts out of the circle and cuts a lock of Ainsley’s hair. Then she returns to the circle and tosses it into the caldron. The liquid bubbles higher and higher until it almost flows over the rim.

      My mother claps her hands three times. “It is done.” Then she turns to Derrick. “Thank you for helping, my friend.”

      It’s Derrick’s turn to bow. “Anything for you, high priestess”

      What is going on? I thought Derrick was dating Glenda? Was she just a cover to hide his feelings for my mother? Have I just stepped into a paranormal soap opera called The Cauldron Turns?

      As if Derrick can sense my churning mind, he darts toward the front door. Ainsley hurries after Derrick. He opens his mouth about to tell him something when Derrick abruptly holds out his hand to Ainsley. A bit of lavender mist lingers around something resting in his palm. “This is for you.”

      The mist clears to reveal a beautiful piece of green sea glass nestled in Derrick’s palm. Ainsley picks up the glass and admires the green sparkle emanating from inside. I can’t tell if the sparkle is because of the magic the glass holds, or from the light coming from the overhead ceiling fixture.

      “Thank you, it’s beautiful.”

      Derrick closes Ainsley’s hand around the glass. “Keep it with you whenever you are with Murdock. When you clutch it in your hand you should be able to read his mind.”

      Ainsley’s fingers tremble and he is overcome by emotion. I swear there is a tear forming in one of his eyes. “My appreciation is beyond words.”

      Derrick nods. “It might also have a side benefit, but I can make no guarantees.

      Ainsley gives him a quick smile. “I appreciate whatever gifts it bestows on me.”

      “No promises, but it should boost the power of Eshe’s spell for a few more days.”

      Ainsley carefully tucks the piece of glass into his pants pocket as if it could shatter into a million pieces. “I’m truly thankful to you, Derrick. For the first time since Murdock arrived in Los Angeles, I think there’s a chance good can beat out evil.”
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      Tonight is my first official date with Jerome. He should be picking me up in about an hour. I tried not to laugh when he asked my mother for permission to take me out on a date while I was lying on his bed-wearing nothing but one of his T-shirts.

      With the How to Snag a Shifter checklist almost complete, I need a project besides working on my witchcraft skills to become a full-fledged witch. I feel compelled to start a new list—How to Date a Werewolf. Of course, I really have no clue what the rules are. I’m going to have to make them up as I go along and see where they get me. Not that I haven’t done a bit of preliminary research. Google is a girl’s best friend—that and Paranormalpedia.

      Fred glares at me as I pull out my notebook and write, How to Date a Werewolf.

      “Why do you humans have to have rules for everything? Mating is a natural occurrence. Picking a partner is driven by chemistry.”

      “True. But we find it is good to construct lists and rules, so we remember things for the future.”

      He makes a squeaking sound, his equivalent of a chuckle.  “What is there to remember? Either the copulation was satisfactory, or it was not.”

      It continues to amaze me how opinionated bats can be. “If you’re asking about my mating with Jerome, it has been quite satisfactory. And can I ask how your mission to find your mate is going?”

      He spreads his wings out in a dramatic stretch like in the old horror movies. “I have actually accomplished my goal.”

      “No way, Fred. That’s awesome. Where did you meet her?” I lean closer to him and stare into his beady little eyes. “Tell me everything.”

      “Our bat mating rituals are no secret. A simple Google search can get you up to speed.”

      I let out a sigh. “But I want to hear about it from you.”

      “Very well. I met her several nights ago. She was dining on a particularly robust apricot dangling from one of the trees in the neighbor’s backyard. I knew I wanted her the moment I saw her. She had a certain sparkle in her eyes and quite a nice figure as you humans say.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “Sorry, but we humans think bats don’t have figures.”

      “Of course we do. Some of our females are quite shapely.”

      I picture a bat girly magazine with a two-page spread of his girlfriend’s wingspan and have to bite my lip to keep from bursting out laughing. “And how did you win her over?”

      Fred puffs out his chest. “I began the courting ritual by spreading my pheromones on the branches next to her. Luring her took two quite laborious nights. But she eventually surrendered to my charms.” He looks down at his lower region and squeaks.

      Most people don’t know it, but male bats are very well endowed for their size.

      “I then proceeded to groom her, and one thing led to another as you humans say.”

      I break out a huge grin knowing from Jerome how hard it is to resist pheromones. “Do you think you will see her again?”

      He chuckles. “Of course. We are having another tryst tonight as a matter of fact. Which reminds me, I need to procure a bite of dinner first. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long evening.”

      I nod wishing I could stay overnight at Jerome’s. Unhooking the latch, I open the bedroom window. Fred flies past me just missing the chandelier before he comes to rest on the windowsill. His eyes twinkle. “Don’t expect to see me until daybreak.”

      I laugh. “Go get her, Don Juan of the fruit bat world.”

      With Fred’s love life settled, I sit down to work on mine.

      

      How to Date a Werewolf

      1. Werewolves have a tremendous animal magnetism due to their powerful pheromones. They are virtually impossible to resist. You must have your guard up at all times. If you are not attracted to them, you must extradite yourself from the situation as soon as possible. Have multiple backup plans and rescue buddies set up ahead of time. (I did this with quite a good result.)

      2. If however, you decide to officially start dating a werewolf, you must keep in mind that the lunar cycle will be ever present in your relationship. (I actually have a lunar calendar on my phone for reference. I’m still learning the days when I need to give my werewolf space.)

      3. Although the sex is mind blowing, you must try to develop a deeper relationship to maintain your werewolf’s interest. Try to forge a friendship. Look for things you have in common with their non-wolf side. (Something I need to work on big time.)

      4. As hard as it will be for most people, you must witness the person in wolf form to truly understand them. (I have so far avoided this like the plague, but I know if Jerome and I become more serious, I will surely witness his transformation.)

      **More to be added as I learn the ins and outs of dating a werewolf. **

      

      The doorbell rings and I drop my pen and freak out. Where did the time go? Racing over to my closet, I scan the two outfit possibilities I picked out for tonight. The black mini leather dress I wore at Ainsley’s gallery opening, or a black knit dress that falls closer to the knee and has a fit and flare silhouette. I throw on the fit and flare dress knowing the black leather mini is trying too hard for a first date. Not to mention my mom would give me the stink eye if I wore it.

      The sound of Jerome’s voice echos down the hallway and I quickly put on my nighttime smokey eye make-up and some red lipstick. Then I slide on a pair of stiletto heels. I’m ready to burst through the door, when I decide to hang back and eavesdrop on my mother’s conversation with Jerome.

      “I’m very happy that you have decided to date my daughter. But I have a few rules.”

      I can hear Jerome’s breathing quicken. “It’s no problem, Eshe. I know how to be a gentleman.”

      “First, you must bring my daughter home at the witching hour. Understood?”

      “At midnight, of course.”

      “Second, I would like to know if you have ever dated a witch before?”

      There is a moment of hesitation. “Actually, I have—once.”

      My heart beats faster. So, I have competition from more than the ordinary girls.

      “Then you know we witches can be quite a bit more complex than the ordinary girls you date. You may assume witches are impossible to hurt emotionally. We do have all kinds of devices at our disposal to protect our hearts. But if we truly fall for someone, we let our guard down. That way we can completely love the person.”

      The pain my father’s betrayal caused is still like an open wound for my mother. I hoped it would have scabbed over a bit by now, but her words to Jerome tell me otherwise.

      There is an agonizing silence, and then Jerome finds his voice. “I know you are concerned about your daughter, but I promise I would never hurt her. I’m very fond of Brook.”

      I crack a smile. He’s falling for me too.

      My mother’s voice becomes a bit more forced—agitated. “I’ve heard those words before from a warlock she dated. It didn’t turn out well for him when he broke Brook’s heart.”

      My legs tremble and I lean onto the hallway wall for support. Here I thought my mother never knew about the warlock. My powers were still forming back then, but I thought my spells at least fooled her a little bit—obviously not. She knew all along. I swallow hard realizing that the warlock didn’t go off to college like he said. After he spoke with me, my mother must have turned him into something—probably a cockroach.

      Jerome clears his throat. “Your meaning is not lost on me. I promise I will treat your daughter with the greatest respect.”

      “Good, because you make a very pleasant and handsome man. I don’t think you would be quite so charming as a rattlesnake.”
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      We ride in silence toward the Hollywood freeway. It’s killing me not to let Jerome know I overheard his conversation with my mother. He must still be quaking in his shoes. I smile and touch his arm. “So, what restaurant did you choose for our official first date? I know you’re going to love the rom com movie I picked out—Love Full Stop.”

      The car swerves to the left and almost hits the center divider. Just the mere mention of a rom com movie sends men into panic mode.

      Jerome forces a grin, “Sounds perfect. I’m sure I’ll love it.”

      I laugh. “Sorry, I’m just messing with you.” I’m sure he wants to end the night at his place as much as I do.

      He zooms up the onramp of the Hollywood Freeway. “I hope you like the restaurant I picked out. It’s supposed to be just as good as the one in New York.”

      So many people think LA restaurants are in the same league as New York’s, but so far, I haven’t found one that even comes close. But I play along. “Awesome. What’s the name of the place?”

      He throws back his shoulders proud of his choice. “Cleo, they have a lot of veggie dishes for you to choose from.”

      I lean over and plant a kiss on his cheek. “That is a perfect choice! I love the one on Park Avenue South.” Jerome just went up a few notches on the prospective boyfriend scale. Most guys complain about my being a vegan. I thought because Jerome was a werewolf he’d hate it even more. But I can tell by the way he cooked dinner for me, he likes veggies almost as much as meat. Well, probably not at the full moon. According to my lunar cycle app, that's two weeks away.

      He beams, glad he nailed his
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