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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!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lucky Magic

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          In Which Our Warlock is (un)Justly Punished

        

      

    

    
      For your crimes, I sentence you to ten years.” Baba Yaga’s pronouncement filtered through the purple smoke, the flashing disco lights, and the snuffling coughs of her gaggle of warlock minions to finally penetrate Jackson’s brain.

      Wait, what? Suddenly the towel around his waist felt inadequate. If he’d known he was going to be ambushed in his own apartment, he’d have thrown on a robe when he’d hopped out of the shower.

      “Ten years? For—” Jackson inhaled. For being a warlock. He’d almost said it. Because, really, what had he done that every other warlock didn’t do routinely? He’d had some sex. A lot of sex. With a lot of women. What was the harm?

      “For breaking the heart of an innocent girl.” Baba Yaga gave him a hard look, daring him to contradict her.

      If he didn’t know exactly how powerful she was, her off-the-shoulder neon-green sweatshirt and bouncy ponytail would have made him laugh. Only the most powerful of witches—and an incredibly hot woman—could pull off leg warmers and jelly bracelets. He didn’t know whether to be appalled by her clothes or turned on by her bare shoulders and barely-there skirt. Common sense mixed with terror cut that thought short.

      He cleared his throat. “I’ve apologized. I didn’t mean…” To screw her brains out? Because he definitely had. To leave her after one romp-filled, multi-orgasmic night? Because he’d meant to do that, too.

      “Yes?” Baba Yaga was practically shooting icicles from her eyeballs.

      Light reflected off the giant disco ball hanging from his living room ceiling and blinded him. It was like an interrogation, but with a bizarre disco flavor. He blinked and held his hand up to shield his eyes.

      “I am sorry.” He infused the words with as much genuine feeling as he could muster.

      She crossed her arms. “That you’re being made to pay for your choices.”

      Well…yes.

      He hated to piss her off further, but he also didn’t want to go to prison for ten years. “Can you send me to prison for sleeping with your great-niece five times removed? I don’t think that’s technically a crime.”

      “My favorite great-niece five times removed. And who said anything about prison?” She smiled with feline glee.

      One of the minions giggled.

      “I don’t understand.” He clutched the slipping towel around his waist tighter. Normally he’d be comfortable naked in front of a beautiful woman. But not when that same woman was a powerful witch who not only looked like the ’80s had thrown up on her but also happened to hold his magical life in her hands.

      “It’s simple. Ten years—with no magic. You’ll live as a mortal, among mortals, with a mortal job. I’ve arranged a position for you…in tech support.”

      A startled laugh escaped him. “Wait. What? Are you kidding? All I did was—” He clenched his jaw. He’d have to be an idiot not to see that minimizing his supposed infraction wouldn’t help his case. And what was tech support?

      “All you did was tear a young girl’s heart from her chest and pulverize it.”

      Tanya might have cried a few weepy tears, but he’d swear it was more about length, girth, and stamina than about him as a person. She barely knew him. And young? Tanya was two hundred if she was a day. “Have you actually talked to Tanya?”

      Baba Yaga’s eyes turned glacial again.

      “Sorry—you’re right. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.” Except he totally would. Good sex was one of the few pleasures in his very long life.

      “Ten years,” she said, “and then I’ll reevaluate.”

      She lifted her hand, ready to transport herself and her entourage away.

      “Wait!” Jackson grabbed at the towel around his waist a split second before it fell to the ground. “What does that mean? Reevaluate? Are you saying there could be more?”

      “Make an effort, Jackson, or you’ll end up no better than an impotent shadow of your current self. We’re done here.” She snapped her fingers.

      And then they were gone. Baba Yaga, her warlock minions, even the flashing lights.

      A faint purple haze and a forlorn, slowly spinning disco ball remained.

      “Make an effort? What kind of effort? What does that even mean?” He didn’t give voice to his other fear—that impotence wasn’t only a reference to his magical prowess. He couldn’t go there.

      He turned to the mirrored ball, taunting him from the center of the room, and yelled, “And what is tech support?”
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            In Which Our Heroine Reveals a Secret

          

          About Ten Years Later

        

      

    

    
      That is one hot guy.”

      I pulled the bag of ice cream, cookies, and beer out of the trunk of Annabeth’s Corolla. “Yep.”

      “Livy,” she said. “Come on; you didn’t even look.”

      I nudged the trunk shut. “Don’t need to. That’s Jackson.” But I couldn’t resist a glance over my shoulder. I swallowed a sigh.

      He was mowing his grass…shirtless. Thank you, ninety-degree Texas heat, because the man had a fine chest. And biceps. And ass. I huffed out an annoyed breath. There wasn’t anything about Jackson that wasn’t fine, and I’d seen most of him. I hadn’t seen everything. It wasn’t like he ran down the street stark naked every Tuesday morning. But a girl could always hope—a little puff of air escaped my lips—and dream.

      It would be truly criminal if that was the man’s one disappointing feature.

      “Yum. What a treat,” Annabeth said, still staring. “How do I not know about this man? Especially if he’s out mowing his lawn half-naked with any regularity.”

      Jackson looked up and saw Annabeth and me staring—great—and he waved. Of course he did. In addition to his gorgeous bod, he was also the nicest guy ever. I waved back, and then turned to go inside.

      “And you know him? How have I not heard about this guy?” Then she squealed. “I have! It’s him, isn’t it? The computer nerd? That’s him! Wait, I thought you said he was chubby?”

      I kicked Annabeth in the tush and headed for the front door. “Could you holler any louder? Get your rear inside. And he used to be a little squishy, back when he moved in. I never called him chubby; that’s your word.”

      “Squishy, chubby, a few extra pounds, whatever—he’s delicious now.” Finally, she turned to follow me.

      I wasn’t saying it out loud, because Annabeth didn’t need any encouragement, but Jackson had always been delicious. I tilted my head toward the door. “Grab the door for me. The pizza guy should be here in five minutes, and we need to unpack the groceries first.”

      Granted, the chances of our ice cream melting into a gooey mess were slim to none, because—when it came to the little things in life—I had the luck of the Irish. Well, the luck of the Irish-American branch of a fae family. We might get mixed publicity—that Lucky Charms guy hadn’t done my family any favors—but we did usually have a bit of luck on our side.

      “How could you keep that man’s divine body a secret? That’s downright selfish of you. When I think of all the man-candy eyeballing I’ve missed…” Annabeth smirked as she opened the front door for me. “But if you want him all to yourself, I suppose I understand.”

      “I kept him to myself because you’d have camped out on my front lawn and stalked him—for yourself or to hook him up with me, depending on the day. Besides, I think he has a girlfriend.”

      Romance was the one area of my life where magical luck consistently deserted me. So, naturally, the fabulous, not-single Jackson was my current (two years running) crush.

      “And a girlfriend matters how? Touching is great, but I’d be good with looking. To start.” Annabeth winked at me then propped a hip against the kitchen counter.

      Since she wasn’t too concerned with the perishables, I unpacked the groceries. After everything was put away, I looked up to find her watching me with her arms crossed.

      “What?” But I knew exactly what.

      “Why haven’t you gone out with him? You said this computer nerd was a friend of yours.”

      “Jackson is a friend, and he’s very tech-savvy.” I pointed a finger at her. “I’ve never called him a computer nerd. That’s all you and your assumptions.”

      “You also never said he was so hot.” She uncrossed her arms and grinned. “You’re not lusting after him; you like him.”

      I stood up a little straighter. “Of course I do. He’s my friend.”

      “No. You like like him. You have a crush.” When I still didn’t answer, she squealed. “Ohmygod! You’re in loooove.”

      I took a breath, preparing to defend myself—and then the doorbell rang. A little Irish luck? Good thing, since Annabeth could be persistent when it came to satisfying her curiosity. Bulldog-like, actually.

      Thank the Goddess for the pizza guy. I practically threw the door open.

      Except it wasn’t the pizza guy. I took a deep breath and smiled at the hunky guy on my front porch. “Hey, Jackson. How’s it going?”

      “Good.” He paused and gave me a curious look. “I saw that you had a friend over and thought I’d stop by and introduce myself. We keep saying we need to meet each other’s friends.” He gave me another look, then said, “So here I am.”

      Worlds. Colliding. Not good, very bad. Every instinct said that Jackson—deliciously scrumptious and yet still amazingly nice—and Annabeth—dangerously gorgeous and always on the prowl—should not meet. Exactly this was why we usually had girls’ night at Annabeth’s. Where was that dang leprechaun luck when I needed it?

      I tried to come up with some reason, any reason, that he should leave right away.

      “Hi,” Annabeth chirped in her flirty voice from over my shoulder.

      Too late.
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            In Which Our Hero Meets a Heroine (Not Ours)

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackson’s smile spread wide, showcasing white, even teeth. How could he have such gorgeous teeth? And who thought about teeth in a moment like this?

      He reached out a hand, and I scooted to the side so that he and Annabeth could exchange greetings. I would never hear the end of it. Annabeth was all about hands, and what they said about a man. Jackson had large hands—I knew exactly what she’d say about that—and he also had some callouses, because he did things like mow his own lawn, fix his own fence, plant his own trees. The guy had manly hands. I’d never hear the end of it now; she’d be completely smitten with Jackson and his fine body and his manly hands.

      I closed my eyes. Annabeth had probably started plotting her girlfriend takeover before they’d finished the introductions.

      Oops—which they just had.

      I opened my eyes to find them both looking at me. Jackson still looked curious, but Annabeth had a cat-in-cream look on her face. The only question was whether she had devious plans to steal Jackson away from his girlfriend…or set him up with me. And I wasn’t sure which was worse; both were so terrible in different ways.

      And that was when the pizza guy really did come to my rescue. His car pulled up to the curb, and I pointed and said, “Money. Be right back.” Then disappeared into the kitchen to retrieve my wallet.

      By the time I came back, a pimply teen was standing in Jackson’s place, gazing with adoration at Annabeth. Leggy, tall, delicately curvaceous, and blonde, she tended to have that effect on men. A pubescent teen didn’t have a chance.

      “Hey, kid,” I said, sounding more peeved than I’d intended. “How much do I owe you?”

      He unstuck his eyeballs from Annabeth’s plunging neckline, and turned to look at me blankly.

      Annabeth grabbed my wallet and gave the kid two twenties, took the pizza, and shut the door in his face. Granted, she did say “Thank you” and “goodbye” first, but I had no doubt he didn’t hear a word.

      “Forty bucks for a large pizza?”

      She shrugged, handing me the box. “He earned it and then some. I thought you were going to freak when Jackson and I met. It’s that worlds colliding thing you have, isn’t it?”

      I nodded. Although usually when I was giving that excuse, it had to with my family, who were leprechauns. I hated that term, because of the little green-jacketed, bearded-man stereotype—but that was what we were.

      When I was younger, I thought of myself as a sprite. Mainly because sprites lacked most of the cultural baggage leprechauns toted around. And I technically was a sprite. But calling me a sprite was a lot like calling a vehicle a car: broadly accurate but missing the important details. Just like some varieties of mushroom were deadly while others were relatively harmless, so too was the variance between sprites.

      Yeah, sprite didn’t quite cut it; I was a leprechaun.

      All the more reason that Annabeth and the magical mess that was my family could not collide. I liked living like a (mostly) normal person. And even without the magic, my family was not normal. I sighed. With magic, my family was chaos mixed with mischief, with a dash of juvenile self-interest thrown in for fun.

      “Hey, anyone home in there? Daydream much?” Annabeth bit off the tip of the drooping slice of pizza she’d grabbed from the box. As she chewed, waiting for me to respond, there was an intent look of interest that made me nervous.

      “Sorry. I…” But I couldn’t think of what to say. If I was honest with myself, I was tired of hiding the truth from my closest friend. “Whoa, watch it.” I pointed at the sliding cheese about to splat onto my hallway floor.

      She dropped the slice on top of the pizza box and then grabbed it. “I really don’t know anyone else who segments their life like you do.” She walked into the kitchen with the scent of pizza floating behind her.

      “Family is for holidays and emergencies; friends are emergencies and every other time.” There. The truth without actually revealing anything. I was almost proud—if it didn’t suck so much that I couldn’t tell Annabeth about my magical roots.

      She set the box on the counter and snatched her slice off the top. She took a huge bite and then proceeded to talk with a mouth full of pizza. “You do know you’re incredibly weird, right?”

      “You’re a little bit disgusting.” I grabbed a plate from the cupboard and handed it to her. It was that, or mop up the cheese that would inevitably fall. “How’d you get rid of Jackson?” I realized as I said it how odd that was, and said, “Why did you get rid of Jackson?”

      “Clearly you have the hots for him, at the very least, and you were uncomfortable with us meeting. That’s enough for me—even if he has the body of a TV lifeguard.” She wiped her mouth with her hand. “The how was easy. Girls’ night.”

      “Which is true.”

      She pointed a greasy finger at me. “Exactly. I didn’t even lie. That’s the beauty of a convincing whopper. It has all the elements of the truth—it just isn’t.”

      “Good grief. You can never meet my father. He would adore you.”

      Annabeth grinned. “He tells good whoppers?”

      I huffed out a breath. “The best.”

      She looked at me like I was a very-far-from-the-tree apple. “M’kay. So back to Mr. Gorgeous. How are we going to get you hooked up with this guy? It’s long past time you had a decent date.”

      “Mr. Gorgeous has a name: Jackson Fletcher. And I’m not sure how I feel about going on a date with him. We’re friends.”

      Annabeth grabbed a second monstrous slice of pizza. I wasn’t sure how she stayed so thin. I had magic on my side—even my low-level luck magic burned calories like crazy—but Annabeth didn’t have magic.

      “You going to eat or just watch me scarf half the pizza by myself?”

      I filled my plate with two big pieces and fetched a fork. “For someone who looks like a delicate flower, you eat like a linebacker.” I wrinkled my nose at her. “Quantity and manners.”

      “Delicate flower? You’re such a dork. You and your geeky, hot neighbor are meant for each other. How long have you guys been friends?”

      “He moved in about eight years ago.” Annabeth choked on her pizza, so I quickly added, “But I only met him five years ago.”

      “Five years? Where’s the beer? I need a beer or three.”

      She muttered “five years” and shot me squinty glances while I fetched two beers. I handed her a bottle of her favorite local brew.

      After she’d chugged a quarter of it, she said, “How do you keep a secret like Jackson Fletcher for five years?”

      I pressed my lips together. I’d kept bigger secrets longer, so it had been a snap. But that wasn’t something I could tell her. Not without the big-reveal conversation. From experience, it went something like, “Hey, so magic is real. No, seriously. No, I’m not certifiable. No, I’m not pulling your leg. No, I’m really not certifiable. Sure, I get it; it was nice knowing you, too.”

      Twice I’d gone through it. Once with my high school best friend and once with a boyfriend who I thought had been serious. So Annabeth and I had a lengthy friendship founded on some lies. Such was life as a leprechaun in the mortal world.

      “Well? What do you have to say for yourself? A five-year secret? Really?” Annabeth took a second long pull from her beer.

      If I waited long enough, maybe she’d get drunk and forget what we’d been talking about. Since she was chugging the second half of the bottle while I dithered and wasn’t looking the slightest bit affected, I guessed that wasn’t gonna happen.

      So I stuck with the advice she’d given me only moments before: give the truth, just the very specific truth that lead to a false conclusion. And omit. Omission was key to success. “I wouldn’t say secret. I just keep different parts of my life separate. You know that. And I’ve mentioned him to you, just not specifically what he looks like. And none of that matters, because now that you guys have met, you’ll know who I’m talking about when I say ‘my techie friend.’”

      “Hm.” Annabeth gave me a suspicious look. I knew it already, but this was yet more proof: I sucked as a leprechaun. We were supposed to be slippery and clever. Finally, her squint disappeared and she said, “Speaking of the gorgeous Mr. Fletcher, he mentioned something about a favor, some charity thing he has for work. He needs someone to kidnap.”

      Alarm bells rang. That couldn’t be good. Kidnap and leprechauns did not go well together. “Did he explain?”

      “Nope. You were freaking out, so I did you a solid and got him gone.”

      I grinned at Annabeth. Maybe I could count on her to be a grown-up, a discreet, non-interfering grown-up.

      Then she belched.

      I couldn’t help it: I just laughed.

      “What? I just chugged a beer. Besides, better out than in. Who wants indigestion from drinking beer? That spoils all the fun.”

      “Sure it does. Speaking of…” I grabbed another beer from the fridge for her.

      After she’d opened hers, she clinked her bottle against mine and said, “To girls’ night.”

      I repeated the toast—and promptly forgot all about charities and favors and kidnapping.
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      My phone rang the next morning, waking me up with that panicked feeling that I’d overslept my alarm and was late to work.

      I racked my brain, trying to figure out how I’d overslept. Saturday—today was Saturday. And I hadn’t overslept; I’d over-imbibed. Relief flooded through me.

      Except my phone was still ringing. What nut job was calling me at—I squinted at my Hello Kitty wall clock—ten o’clock. Not obscenely early, but still…

      I smacked the nightstand three or four times until my hand landed on my phone. But the ringing stopped.

      I’d just about fallen asleep when it started up again. I was going to murder someone this morning, and why not start with whoever was calling? That sounded good to me.

      I answered sharply, “What?”

      “Did someone drink too much beer last night?” Jackson’s deep, mellow voice cut through my cranky morning fog and made my insides go all melty.

      I sat up in bed. “Not at all. We just had a late night.” The stars on the edge of my vision put a lie to my words—but I wasn’t about to admit I’d drunk as much as a sailor on leave. In a foreign country. A foreign country with cheap booze.

      “Oh, I hate to hear that. I was hoping you could do me a favor this morning.”

      I swallowed a pained groan and begged the thudding in my head to subside. Jackson never asked for favors. And he’d done plenty for me: set up my wireless router, retrieved that work document I thought my computer had eaten, helped me set up a website for a charity I volunteered with. I squeezed my eyes shut and rated my headache on a scale of one to five. Three-point-seven. Three-point-nine, and I was venturing into carsickness territory—but three-point-seven should be unpleasantly manageable. “Will there be caffeine and ibuprofen?”

      “I can absolutely make that happen. I’ll pick you up in twenty.”

      I rubbed my eyes and then realized he meant he’d be here, at my house, expecting me to look normal, in twenty minutes. “Whoa! Wait—”

      But he’d already hung up.

      I hurried—sort of. I could only move so fast while my head pounded, and I had to stop to hydrate every few minutes. Not any great surprise, then, that I still had damp hair and no makeup on when Jackson showed up twenty minutes later.

      I opened the front door to find him filling it—he was well over six feet—and looking adorably apologetic.

      “At least you had the decency to bring my caffeine fix with you.” I took the iced coffee he offered me and ignored as best I could the way his fitted navy T-shirt stretched tight across his chest as he handed it to me. I spun around to lock the door.

      “That’s why I needed twenty minutes. I figured the line at the coffee shop would be epic on Saturday. Also, there was that time when you got locked out of your house—remember? Two, three years ago?”

      I turned the key in the lock, swallowing a groan. How could I forget? “In my defense, I was not only caffeine deprived, it was six o’clock in the morning. No one is nice at six in the morning.”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “I don’t remember yelling at you when you tapped on my bedroom window in the wee hours asking for help.”

      No cell phone, no keys, wearing barely any clothes and no shoes, and locked out of my house. Of course I’d been grumpy when the only option I had was a guy I’d met maybe a dozen times over the preceding years. But a dozen was about ten more than I’d met my other neighbors, so I’d sucked it up and hit him up for help.

      And he’d been a doll.

      I’d even gotten a nice eyeful of him in his boxers. Actually, that was probably when I’d started to fall for him. I’d mouthed “help,” and he’d shown up at his front door ready to save me. Granted, he’d only had to call the locksmith and let me hang out in his kitchen for fifteen minutes—but he was much more pleasant about the whole thing than I’d been.

      “Yeah, you’re a decent guy, Jackson.”

      He opened the car door for me. “So you keep telling me.”

      And he was modest. Or had a hard time accepting nice things being said about him. I wasn’t sure which.

      After I’d stashed my purse and buckled my seatbelt, I watched him come around the front of the car. He was wearing shorts that left plenty of well-muscled leg for me to eyeball. First his chest, now his legs…I should not be exposed to handsome men before I’d had caffeine. Especially this handsome man, because he was supposed to be my friend. One did not ogle one’s friends.

      Once he was in the driver’s seat, I said, “I do have a question for you. Is there some pressing emergency this morning?”

      He looked confused. “The charity thing started an hour ago, but not an emergency, no. Why?”

      I took a breath. “You know, I had to shower. And find something to wear. And blow-dry my hair. Not to mention that I didn’t even have near enough time to start putting on my makeup.”

      “Your hair’s still wet.” I would have read him the riot act, but then he said, “And you look great without makeup.”

      Awww. What every woman wants to hear. I pulled out my makeup bag. “Since I doubt that’s entirely true, I’m gonna go ahead and finish getting ready.” I pointed at him. “No potholes.”

      “I got it—one smooth ride coming up.” I blinked, but he didn’t seem to follow the somewhat dirty direction my mind had taken at that statement, because he said, “I’m guessing the moral of this story is always give a woman more than twenty minutes to get ready.”

      I couldn’t help a grin. He always seemed to take mental notes when I gave him the inside scoop on women, as if we were some great mystery to him. “Especially if you wake her up after a night of beer-drinking and massive carb and dairy consumption.”

      “Carbs and dairy?” He shot me a sideways glance. “What exactly did you guys do last night? Oh, and I almost forgot.” He reached across my lap to open the glove box, and produced a small bottle of ibuprofen. “Your ibuprofen, as ordered.”

      I clutched the bottle close to my heart. “My hero.” After I downed two tablets, I said, “As to what we did last night… We ate pizza, drank beer, and topped it all off with ice cream and cookies. I think that’s it. Oh, and we watched all the Bourne movies.”

      “Bourne, huh? I didn’t know that’s what women were into.” And there he was, making another of those mental notes. Then he glanced at me and said, “I have no idea how you can eat like that. I used to when, ah”—the tips of his ears turned pink—“when I was younger. But then I realized I couldn’t eat whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted, if I didn’t want to feel hungover or like I was two seconds away from getting the flu.”

      He was so adorable when he blushed. His towering height and rocking bod made him lust-worthy, but his fair skin, dark hair, and an aw-shucks attitude made him incredibly appealing on a different level. Unfortunately, not only to me. I knew at least two other women on the block who were completely gaga over Jackson, and I was pretty sure he was dating someone. Probably. We didn’t exactly talk about his love life.

      “Any particular reason you’re blushing?” I couldn’t resist poking.

      Surely he wasn’t embarrassed about the way he’d looked back then? Long before we were ever friends, back when he’d first moved into the neighborhood, he’d looked more linebacker than quarterback—but either version of Jackson was easy on the eyes.

      He didn’t say anything, just shook his head and continued to avoid eye contact. Or he was just busy driving, and I was paranoid.

      I flicked the visor down and opened the little vanity mirror there. After a few wobbly starts, I managed to get my eyeliner and mascara applied without poking myself in the eye. Not bad.

      He kept glancing at me. He seemed fascinated. I must have looked curious, because he said, “Sorry. I just haven’t ever seen a woman do that before.”

      “Put on makeup in the car? I thought we already covered this—twenty minutes is insufficient get-ready time. No judging allowed.”

      “No. The eyeliner and mascara…” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. First blushing, now fidgeting. Something was up. There was a story there.

      “You’ve never seen a girl put on eye makeup? How old are you?”

      He looked even more uncomfortable. Which made me feel terrible, because I’d just called him juvenile while drinking the coffee he’d thoughtfully stood in line for. Oh, and my headache was muted to a dull throb, because of the ibuprofen he’d remembered to bring. Bad me, bad.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Sorry.”

      “No, you’re right. I’m old enough to have seen a woman complete her toilette, that’s for sure.”

      And then he would say funny things like that and sound about as old as my dad—who was really old.

      I almost didn’t ask, but my curiosity was overwhelming. “Does your girlfriend never touch up her makeup when you’re around?”

      “I don’t have a girlfriend.” He sounded surprised. “Actually, you’re the longest relationship I’ve ever had with a woman.” He looked like he’d take those words back if he could. “Uh, I mean, you know, we’ve been friends for several years—”

      “It’s fine. I get it.” And I did. We were good friends. After the whole early morning lock-out incident, he’d come by with a really cool hide-a-key for me, one that didn’t look like every other fake rock hide-a-key, and we’d struck up a conversation that had led to our current friendship.

      It was scary to think of risking that for the possibility of more. So I didn’t.

      The other reason I hadn’t taken the chance—a close second to risking our friendship—was that I didn’t think Jackson got all hot and bothered by my five feet and a little, red-headed, freckled self. I might feel a zip-zing, get-in-his-pants-now chemistry anytime he glanced in my direction, but he seemed completely immune to my A-cup charms.

      I looked down at my breasts. Generous A-cup, bordering on smallish B-cup.

      When I looked up again—and thankfully found I hadn’t been caught ogling my own boobs—it dawned on me that we’d left the central part of town and were headed to the ‘burbs. “Where exactly are we going?”

      “That charity thing I told Annabeth about.”

      Except I didn’t exactly (at all) remember Annabeth telling me about a charity event. I looked down at my sundress and sandals. “Hopefully a sundress works for this shindig. And you can add that to your notes for your book. Tell a girl where she’s going ahead of time so she knows how to dress.”

      “My book?” Jackson looked at me like I was crazy.

      “Yeah. Your book or whatever it is you’re always taking notes for.”

      “I don’t take notes. I mean, I pay attention, because I’d like to be better at…uh…” And there he went with the squirming again. “You know, to treat women better.”

      Weird. First, most men who didn’t treat women well seemed oblivious to it. Second, he actually did treat women—or me, at least—just fine. “Do you have some freaky history you’re not telling me about? An undisclosed past of a little old lady killer? Five dead ex-wives buried in your backyard?”

      He raised an eyebrow at my silly questions and then pointed to the right. “That’s it, over there. My company gets permission to use the community center every year. I think one of the VPs lives in this neighborhood.”

      “Uh-huh.” And I was pretty proud of myself for not calling him out on the obvious avoidance of my question.

      Jackson had a past. One he was not only ashamed of, but that he was consciously seeking to make amends for.

      And maybe if I was a normal human, I’d poke and prod and let my curiosity lead me by the nose. But I had my own secret to protect, so I sealed my lips. Of course, I would obsess about what that secret might be for days—weeks, maybe. I might even do a little internet research—of the superficial, non-stalkerish variety.

      But I wouldn’t ask. Because if he didn’t want to offer it up on his own, I wasn’t about to make him lie. I knew exactly how terrible that felt.

      He pulled into the community center and parked in the middle of the lot. All of the closer spots were filled.

      “Looks like the attendance is pretty good. What is this benefitting again?” I asked.

      “A youth program for music, theater, and art. It’s a pretty cool program. I usually write a check every year, but a few of my work buddies were giving me a hard time about being a bad sport, and then you said you’d do me a favor…”

      As we walked, I noticed a few women being carried by their boyfriends. There was a young kid riding piggyback and a teen slung over a big, burly guy’s shoulder. There were also a few cheerful “prisoners” in handcuffs. I wasn’t sure how all of this tied in to fundraising.

      A woman who was leading in an older guy in cuffs—maybe her dad?—hollered in our direction, “Hey, Jackson, no cheating!”

      Jackson waved at her, and then turned to me. “No cuffs, so do you mind?”

      I had no idea what he was talking about, and before I could figure it out, he scooped me up. Held by his strong arms, pressed against his muscular chest, and inhaling his heavenly scent—I might have swooned.
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            In Which Our Heroine is Distracted by a Yummy-Smelling Man

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, I didn’t swoon. But it had been a while since I’d had any action, and here I was, snuggled against the chest of the hottest guy of my acquaintance. Who could blame me for savoring the moment? Those bulging biceps felt good wrapped around me. I was pretty cozy. I didn’t remember doing it, but at some point I’d twined my arms around his neck. Sooo cozy. I swallowed a sigh of pure bliss.

      “I appreciate you doing this.” Pressed so close, I could feel the rumble of his voice as he spoke.

      “Sure,” I said, too lustfully happy to think much about what exactly I was doing. But about a split second before all of the blood in my brain rushed to my nether regions, I managed to ask, “What am I doing?”

      “Thanks,” he said to the guy who held open the door for him. He turned to the side so my feet would clear the doorframe. “It reminds me of those bachelor auctions a little. I thought Annabeth told you?”

      If she had, I’d consumed too many beers since then to remember the details.

      I thought back, trying to remember, but then inhaled the clean soap smell of Jackson. Yum. Who could blame me? My nose was close; he smelled good. Circumstances were against me. I had to scrub some inappropriate images from my brain before I could focus again—but even then, all I could come up with was Annabeth mentioning a favor for Jackson.

      Just as I started to register that we were in a hallway, Jackson turned into a room. I had to tuck my feet in close, so I was preoccupied as we entered. Once certain my ankles and toes were safe, I looked up and saw…a bunch of people in an improvised jail cell. Whoa.

      One lady had on a homemade jailbird costume with black and white horizontal stripes.

      I stiffened. “Um, wait a sec—”

      But Jackson had walked into the fake cell and deposited me before I could explain that this probably wasn’t a good idea. In fact, it might be a very bad idea. I took a breath. It wasn’t a problem—not so long as I could leave.

      A fake jailor let Jackson out and shut the door behind him.

      “Wait a second—” And then I saw it. There was an actual lock on the gate. With a key. In all their charitable enthusiasm and a desire to make the experience more “fun,” the organizers had put a real lock on the door. As quickly as I could, I said, “I volunteered. I came willingly. I wasn’t coerced or tricked.” But I knew as I said the words that it wasn’t enough.

      The jailor gave me an odd look as he snapped the lock shut.

      Jackson started to say something—but then it hit: wish magic.

      A bright green flash of light and a rippling pulse of magic flooded the room for a split second.

      “What was that?” Jackson asked.

      The lady with the prison costume said, “What?”

      Jackson looked at me with a hint of panic in his eyes. “You saw it, didn’t you?”

      I dipped my chin once, then leaned as close to him as I could with the chain link separating us and whispered, “Just don’t make any wishes. Please.” He didn’t look like he’d heard me, and was backing away with a worried look on his face. “Jackson.”

      He still had that faraway look in his eyes as he turned to leave. I couldn’t tell if the magic had frightened him—understandable, since he shouldn’t have been able to see or feel it, or he’d figured out I was the cause of it and he was scared of me.

      And then he was gone.

      I rested my head against the chain link of the cell. This was bad, so bad. He was running around with three wishes clinging to him, and all three of them were desperate to be made a reality.

      Those wishes were made up of my magic, but I couldn’t control them from a distance. No nudging the magic to avoid a disaster; no counseling Jackson to improve his chances of a decent wish.

      I banged my head against the cell, but I couldn’t even get a satisfying thwack because it was chain link.

      I took a breath and stepped back from the barrier. In my defense, I was really hungover and had been cuddled by a sexy beast of a man. Basically, not in my right mind. No matter how bad this situation got, I did have that to fall back on…except that thought failed to comfort me as visions of wish-magic chaos flew through my mind.

      I flagged down the jailor to request a bathroom break, just as the person I least wanted to see walked into the room.

      “Hi, Dad. So nice to see you.”
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      As dapper as Cary Grant and as light on his feet as Fred Astaire. Add an Irish lilt that I was sure he could have kicked to the curb years ago, and that was my dad.

      Leprechaun couples were slow in the baby department, averaging around a child every half-century. I figured it was because the world couldn’t safely sustain as many troublemakers as a fecund leprechaun society would create. Dad and I agreed to disagree on that particular issue. His argument was something about making sense from a biological standpoint because we were so long-lived. Put my four brothers in a room together and any sane person observing their behavior would be convinced I had the winning argument.

      I cringed when I saw the twinkle in his eye.

      “My daughter goes and gets herself locked up, and she has the brass to get sarcastic with her dear old dad, here to save her.”

      Saved…but at what cost? If Dad was here, there was mischief afoot.

      One of the girls in the cell said, “Wow! You’re fast. I’m waiting for my mom to figure out how to make the donation online. They’ve got us live-streaming on the website. Fun, right?” Then she pointed up at a camera in the corner of the room and waved. “Hi, Mom!”

      Dad glanced up at the camera. “Ah, I see. Locked up and the act recorded for all of posterity.”

      In low tones, I said, “Not like I planned
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