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      A magical object might have stolen Jas’ power, but it can’t keep her from reclaiming it.

      Jas is no stranger to trouble. She usually sets off in search of it, for funsies.

      Not anymore.

      Not now that her cursed pendant has delivered her to the last place she’d ever wish to go.

      To the one place where she definitely doesn’t belong.

      She wants nothing more than to return to the Magical Creatures Academy to squirrel away some private time with the smoking hot shifter who’s finally all hers.

      But first, she’ll have to find her way out of an alternate dimension, where creatures go and never leave. And to do that, she’ll have to master the necklace of power that no one has ever outwitted before.

    

  


  
    
      Once more, for Sanja Balan.

      

      You are extraordinary,

      and you deserve an abundance of beautiful blessings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Always mind the tingly feelings in your belly.

        PERCIVAL “VAL”
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      In every direction Why and I traveled, our surroundings remained largely the same: gently rolling hillocks, covered in blue grass that tasted exactly like cupcake icing, stretching out into the distance. Beyond were larger, taller blue hills, but whenever we tried, we could never reach any of the mounds.

      The skies were bright and colorful, dotted with thick, pregnant clouds that, while picture perfect, never unleashed rain. There were few plants, though those that grew in Happy Land didn’t consist of bark or whatever else plants were supposed to be made of. The landscape was formed mostly by sugar. That’s correct. At least half of the scenery was edible, which didn’t make the place weird at all…

      My clingy pandacorn cub Why and I’d been stuck in the alternate dimension of Happy Land for so many days that I’d stopped counting. There seemed little point. The semester at the Magical Creatures Academy, where I actually belonged, was almost certainly long over—and nothing I did seemed to fix that. Happy Land continued to be annoyingly pleasant and largely unchanging. My pendant, pretending to be an innocuous necklace instead of the mother of all albatrosses, persisted in doing its best to weaken and eventually kill me.

      It was so far from innocuous, it wasn’t even funny.

      In fact, little had been funny since I’d accidentally transported Why and myself here in an attempt to keep the pendant away from Gorky Asswipe’s nasty, grabby, sweaty, hairy hands. All this self-sacrificing didn’t suit me. I was no saint and I had no interest in becoming one.

      My imperative was to master my pendant so I could get the hell out of here.

      As I’d seen little progress on that front despite my constant attempts, Why and I’d spent the day carrying out more exploring of Happy Land. I thought the change of scenery might give me a fresh idea about how to defeat the shiny pretty wrapped around my neck like a noose. But, as usual, there hadn’t been much that was novel about our expedition. I’d set a goal to reach the nearest hill. How hard could it actually be? It couldn’t have been more than an hour’s walk away—under ordinary circumstances. And though I’d tried to reach the hill before, today would be different. Why? Because it had to be. Because if not I might lose my bloody mind.

      But no matter how much Why and I walked—or how much I lugged around the heavy, narcoleptic cub—the hill had loomed ever an hour away, as if I were trapped in an old-school video game where the scenery was a side-scroller, looping the same imagery on constant repeat. I couldn’t reach even one fucking hill.

      I flopped down on the blue icing grass—because yes, sitting on blue sugar-filled grass was my new normal—thoroughly annoyed with the day, with the chirping of too-happy birds that began at the crack of freaking dawn.

      Despite the many weeks that had passed, I still wasn’t entirely sure where this place was exactly. It wasn’t anywhere on Earth that I was aware of, and I was pretty sure I’d know if it were. Even in the magical world, people would talk about the place that looked like Willy Wonka and Candy Land had a naughty little love child.

      As I did every day when I’d had enough of Happy Land’s antics, I stared up at the white, fluffy clouds that hung low enough in the sky to obscure the sun. I’d never seen the sun, but I kept hoping the clouds would move in the right direction and I’d catch a glimpse of it. Never seeing the sun made Happy Land all the more eerie, since the days in here were always perfect, as if a bad day would offend the place by muting its bright puke-a-licious colors.

      Just as at the academy, the temperature in Happy Land was set to perma-spring, always pleasantly warm, with a soft breeze constantly blowing. However, unlike at the Magical Creatures Academy, there was no Academy Spell as the cause of the artificial perfect weather. The source of everything giddy and supposedly pleasing in this alternate dimension was a mystery.

      And I’d tried to learn about the place. I’d tried hard. But after all the time I’d spent here, I still had no idea what Happy Land was, other than a simulated reality of some sort created by … magic.

      The worse part of not understanding the place or its rules: I had no idea how to leave.

      It wasn’t like the inhabitants of the bozo world were at all cooperative. They were all so freaking … happy … it was disgusting. I’d ask them a question and they’d either deflect or babble inane replies that left me worrying that Happy Land would eat up my intelligence all the while the pendant was zapping my life force.

      All around, life was a great big fucking joy.

      Happy Land would have been the very last destination I would have ever imagined the pendant delivering us to. I sure as shit hadn’t considered it as an option. I’d had no idea it even existed before landing here like trash sliding at top speed down a garbage chute.

      “We have to keep pushing the boundaries, Why,” I told him absently, refusing to give up despite all appearances suggesting that surrendering would be the easier path.

      Why was my constant companion—emphasis on the constant. He’d heard a variation of this argument before. As he grazed beside me, he didn’t even appear to be listening to me.

      It didn’t matter. He was all I had.

      “Sure, we’ve walked for like a whole day trying to find an end to the stupid blue grass, and sure, we didn’t find it or the stupid hill. But we can’t give up. There might actually be an end to this place. Tomorrow, we’ll head out and adventure farther, see if this world is round or…”

      I trailed off. Why’s wide-eyed, bewildered expression told me nothing. It was unlikely we’d leave on this kind of adventure tomorrow, not after the fruitless exploration of today. For all I knew, Happy Land might be a spiky star instead of a spherical … world … dimension … whatever. The realm of magic, of which Happy Land was clearly a part, didn’t operate by the normal rules of the physical domain. That much was obvious by the tons of edible blue grass, the sky that rotated through all colors of the rainbow, and the trees that tasted like chocolate. Ever far off in the distance, the hills looked oddly fluffy, as if they were cotton candy. Birds looked like stuffed animals, plump and fuzzy instead of sleek and feathery. The unicorn I’d seen also reminded me of a plushie, and everything was simply too happy for ordinary, adult life.

      At least we had water. It was the only source of our survival that looked and tasted as it should. The rest was Cuckoo Puffs.

      Things weren’t looking up, but everything about Happy Land tried to force you to plaster a hideous smile on your face and cheer along, as if life were one big Disney World ride.

      I’d had all I could take of It’s a Small World, like … on day one. By day … day whatever it was … I was ready to kill a mofo—several of them.

      Discovering my fingers absently alighting on the pendant that forever rested against my chest, I dropped it, lay down, and allowed my legs to flop to either side. Ripping grass from the ground, I sucked on the blades that tasted like cotton candy and readied myself for what always came next.

      Despite the fact that Why, the wrecking ball of cuddly cuteness, was surrounded by sweets that were readily available and free for his continuous consumption, the moment he saw me eating he always wanted what I had—as if it were somehow better.

      “One, two, three, four…” I counted aloud before the pandacorn cub barreled into me, landing on my chest with a sudden belly flop that forced the air from my lungs.

      “Ohmygod, Why,” I wheezed. “You’ve got to stop doing that.”

      I said it every day and he never stopped. It was the very definition of wasted breath. At least he’d learned to be mindful of the wicked-sharp twisting ivory horn that crowned his head. He hadn’t sliced me with it in days.

      Why swatted at the icing blades in my hand with a clumsy paw. As I always did, I caved, encouraging his appalling manners, and handed off the goods.

      He stuffed the bright blue grass in his mouth as if he were starved, and started num-num munching away. His eyes rolled back in apparent bliss, his mouth spread in a contented smile while he chewed.

      “It’s a good thing you’re so fffffffff…” Annoyed as hell, I tried again. “You’re so fffffffffffffffff…” I could feel my nostrils flaring around my nose ring. “Ffffffffffffffffff, dammit, efffffffffing cute.”

      Tears burned behind my eyeballs. “It’s so effffing unfair,” I whined to no one in particular. It wasn’t like Why understood me, or at least he liked to pretend he didn’t. “Seriously, I have to be the person least suited in all of history to be stuck in effffing Happy effing Land, and I can’t even say my favorite word! That’s not right. Not okay. Not one bit. You hear me, Pudgester?” I yelled up at the clouds, where Pudgester could be found lounging like a hedonistic Greek god more often than not. “So not cool.”

      Second only in annoyance to the wicked pendant, Pudgester had been a prickly pain in my ass since I got here. I’d so nicknamed the magical creature because he refused to tell me his name, and he looked like a pudgy toddler, down to the cute round belly and the chubby rolls lining his arms and legs. All were on display since his preferred wardrobe was nothing beyond a tutu, which thankfully contained underwear inside it like running shorts. His hair was short and curly, soft as if he were truly a child, his face round and cherubic, his cheeks a pretty pink. His back sprouted small, fluffy wings. Swap out the tutu for a draping sheet or a toga and he would have been right at home in a Renaissance fresco. Hand him a lute or a harp and he could sing the praises of the heavens. He looked that innocent and pure.

      How looks deceived.

      “The F-bomb is the perfect multi-functional word,” I continued shouting. Pudgester’s usual cloud wasn’t nearly as far up as an ordinary cloud should be; he could definitely hear me. “It’s an adjective, a verb, and a noun. Fffffff, it’s even an adverb. It gives just the right amount of punch to what I say. I need to have it at my disposal. I need to feel like myself while I figure out how to master this pendant before it kills me. Are you paying attention up there?”

      I listened for a moment, hearing nothing but the joyfully chirping chubby birds, and the soft blowing of the breeze that somehow lacked the oomph to push clouds, which seemed to continually hover above me no matter where I went.

      “Fffff…” I had to get out of here.

      The chances of me making it back for my sixth term at the academy were slim. Hell, at this rate, I might miss the rest of my nine terms there. And that wasn’t even taking into account the chance that time might pass differently here than at the academy. Given that this was a different world, it was entirely possible. Add the fact that Happy Land was most definitely governed by magic, and I had literally no idea how much time was passing on Earth.

      “If I get back to the academy and everyone I know is old and gray, and I missed my chance to fffffffffff…” I growled, allowing my skunk energy to shine through. “To ffffu … Ky, then I’m going to be royally pissed.”

      The pulsing beat of my frustration was a constant since my arrival here with Why—me and it were besties, but the kind of besties where she got on my nerves and I secretly felt like bitch-slapping her.

      “Don’t ignore me, Pudgester. I know you’re up there pretending you can’t hear me. Take away the curse that won’t let me say bad words. It’s pretty biased of you, you know. Saying some words are bad when they’re just words. Very colorful words, sure, but isn’t life meant to be colorful? Certainly you of all people should understand that.”

      Why finished the grass I’d given him and promptly began whining and begging for more.

      I sighed, wondering whether I should bother to make the same argument I’d told him countless times. “Why, there’s icing grass all around you, silly,” I finally said, even if all I achieved was to hear the sound of my own voice. I’d grown used to all my monologues; the creatures of Happy Land tended to keep to the routines they had before I got here, and were quite skilled at ignoring me, like I was the new kid at school no one liked.

      I pushed up onto an elbow and held Why’s pandacorn gaze. “You don’t have to ask me for more, you can just take it. You’re literally sitting on sugary-ness.”

      He tilted his head to one side and whined again, reminding me of a helpless puppy.

      “You’ve eaten the grass yourself before…”

      He blinked long lashes at me; his lower lip trembled.

      “I’m such an effing sucker,” I grumbled, ripping up some grass and offering it to Why in the open palm of my hand.

      He dove for it while I shook my head and rolled my eyes. His lips and tongue tickled my skin, and I chuckled despite myself, drying my hand afterward on my shorts.

      I wore cutoff jean shorts, a Betty Boop shirt, and my pendant, of course. When I wasn’t fiddling with it, hoping I’d figure out its secrets through osmosis, it rested between my boobs beneath my shirt.  Here, whatever clothing I was in the mood for just—poof—appeared on my body.

      Cleaning happened automatically while I slept, one of the few things about Happy Land I wouldn’t complain about. I was like Judy on the Jetsons, looking gorgeous without trying. At least I thought so; I hadn’t exactly found any mirrors in Happy Land, where I presumed they didn’t exist because everyone here was supposed to be beyond ego. My hair was permanently bouncy and shiny and the skin on my face was clear and beautiful, like a baby’s. I didn’t even miss my usual makeup, especially since there was no one here to impress, and I’d probably poke my eyes out with an eyeliner without a mirror to guide my hand.

      Pressed against my chest, all innocent-like as if it weren’t responsible for delivering and keeping me here, the pendant was cold, but I sensed the magic that coursed through it. The necklace dated all the way back to the time of the Grand Bitch Eloise of hoity toity titles, who’d created the parasitical pendant as a ploy to gather more power than was her fair share. She lived centuries ago, and her reputation as a formidable witch had survived all this time. Even so, she’d wanted more magic than was her due. I suspected she’d created the necklace with the intention of having it drain the power of those witches and wizards she came in contact with. Instead, the pendant only abandoned its wearer—its host—once it had drained them of all their magic … and life force, a fact I’d bet she hadn’t discovered until she could no longer remove the jewel. My pendant, forever screwing people over.

      For many hundreds of years, the magical object amassed power, and this power never left it. The magic of the Grand Witch of Damascus, along with that of every other person to wear the pendant, was sealed within the amethyst triangle.

      As much as I regretted being stuck in Happy Land, especially when I was growing weaker each day, separated from the people I cared about and who wanted to help me, I couldn’t entirely regret my circumstances. I’d called on the magic of the angels—the sirangel Selene’s power that vibrated within the gem—to help me escape the Magical Creatures Academy and take me someplace where Gorky Asswipe Gower couldn’t find it, where he couldn’t rip it from me and use it to destroy the magical community and dominate or kill off all the humans. Sure, it would have been super awesome if it had occurred to me to wish for the pendant to take me to Enforcer headquarters instead of here, but it didn’t, and if I hadn’t left the academy when I did, far more people might have died.

      The magical academies were supposed to be a safe haven for all students and staff. Gorky Asshat had less honor than brains, so here I found myself, unable to forget the last thing I saw before I came here: Gorky Gower slitting the beautiful Selene’s throat, and his minion, the beastly grizzly shifter Linda, breaking Professor Whittle’s neck.

      Their sacrifice had to mean something.

      Selene was a true magical creature, the daughter of both a siren and an angel—and the only one of her kind. When my pendant transported me away from her, blood had been gushing from her sliced throat, marking out the moments she had left to live in pulsing, spurting seconds. Even Melinda, the kindly badger who headed the healing wing at the academy, and who’d managed to bring many of us back from terrible injuries, wasn’t capable of miracles. She didn’t have the power of the angels—Selene was supposed to, but she didn’t either. The greedy magical pendant draped around my neck had stolen it from her. She likely died in Quinn’s arms moments after I disappeared. The merdragon shifter whose whole world was the mesmerizing sirangel with the beautiful, innocent face and the pure, white-feathered wings, would have been devastated.

      When I vanished, Professor Wendell Whittle was already dead, his neck snapped like a twig. As a werewolf, his ability to heal was remarkable, and he could come back from grave injuries. He couldn’t, however, return from death.

      Until I returned to the academy and could confirm their fate, I was gripping the sliver of hope that they’d somehow survived.

      I had to.

      I ripped out another handful of grass and offered it to Why, who launched himself at my open palm.

      And Jabar… Oh, Jabar. He was nearly as much to blame as Gorky or Eloise. Jabar had been good for a few fine rolls in the hay before dumping the object of power where it would certainly tempt me. A bright and shiny violet crystal, like amethyst, triangular and set in shiny silver? I didn’t stand a chance at passing it up when I noticed it under the bushes on my parents’ estate. I was worse than a magpie sometimes. Jabar could have offered me helpful advice like: Don’t put that blasted thing on, it’s cursed! Or You’ll regret it, don’t do it! Or even, Look at the nice, erect rod I have here to distract you from the shiny. That would have probably worked.

      What was it with these assholes being so … assholish?

      Now the damn thing was slowly draining my life force no matter what I did—or didn’t do. If I used my magic or made wishes, it would suck me dry like a cracked and crusted desert. Even if I didn’t use any magic or wish a thing, with enough time, the object of power would eventually kill me…

      “This fffffffff sucks,” I mumbled.

      So long as I didn’t use the pendant’s magic, my weakening was gradual. But as the days passed and I made no significant progress in mastering the magical crystal, I could still feel the weakness spreading through me as an ache through my bones. I might not have a blade pressed against my throat as Selene had, but I was dying just as much. If I didn’t find the way to control this pendant, I’d never leave Happy Land. I’d never see my friends again—and I’d never see Ky, never get to tumble in the sheets with the mountain lion shifter who made my blood simmer, and whose copper eyes had been desperate to keep me there with him the last time I’d seen them.

      Tilting my face up to the pink sky and the low-hanging perfectly fluffy clouds above us, one of which surely housed Pudgester, who lazed around and slept nearly as much as Why, I cried out: “Pudgester, remove this fffffffff curse already!”

      As usual, nothing. I growled, letting the entirety of my frustration roll, low and deep, through my chest. I hadn’t thought anyone else was capable of replicating Why levels of sloth, but here was Pudgester.

      And then: “It’s not a curse,” Pudgester called down.

      “I’ve got him,” I said to myself, and maybe Why. I called back, “It is too a curse.”

      Pudgester’s cherubic face peeked over the side of a cloud. “It is not. It’s a blessing.”

      “For whom? For you or for me?”

      “For all of us. This is Happy Land. You’re not supposed to be foul. Nothing’s supposed to be foul here.”

      “Oh, and I suppose your sh … your shhh … dammit.” I growled again. “I suppose your poop doesn’t stink, is that what you’re trying to get me to believe?”

      Pudgester leaned further over the side of his cloud bed, and the cloud started lowering slowly toward the ground. I hadn’t been able to figure out whether Pudgester made that happen or the cloud did it on its own, responding automatically to his needs.

      “Of course my poop doesn’t stink,” he said. “I poop cupcakes, and they are delicious.”

      I thought I saw a twinkle in his eyes from fifteen feet up.

      “Or so I hear,” he added with a definite twinkle.

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I studied him, searching for clues. “What are you up to?”

      “Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. Just being happy.”

      His cloud finally descended low enough to the ground and he dove off it, executing a somersault in the air, landing on the blue grass softly as a feather, his tutu bouncing lightly.

      He grinned, looking more annoyingly joyful than usual. I narrowed my eyes at him some more.

      “How were those cupcakes you ate yesterday?” he asked. “The ones with the rainbow sprinkles?”

      I wiped Why’s slobber and some icing grass crumbs onto my shorts. When the cub immediately started to whine for more, I pulled him into my arms and against my chest. He calmed right away, settling in for a snuggle and a nap—two of his three favorite activities. With his belly full, he was as contented as he got.

      “The pink ones with the rainbow sprinkles?” Pudgester pressed.

      I snorted. “If you’re trying to get me to think Why and I ate your poop yesterday, then you clearly are mistaken in thinking I’m a gullible fffff … effer.”

      He shrugged his small shoulders nonchalantly. “Fine. Think whatever you want. I was just being nice and chatting.”

      “By telling me we’ve been eating your poop for who knows how long…” I deadpanned.

      He smiled, and though I was sure he meant me to think the smile was innocent, I caught the devilish tilt of it.

      Eyes wide, I gaped at him. “We’ve been eating your shi … pwreck?”

      The grin gave extra life to the sparkle in his eyes. “No, Jas. You haven’t been eating shipwreck. You’ve been eating my poo.”

      I launched to my feet with more energy than I’d had in a while, fueled by my outrage, startling the cherub who clearly didn’t realize who he was dealing with. If not for the heavy cub in my arms, I would have caught him.

      As it was, I was left with a lone feather in my hand, and fury pulsing through my ears while I listened to Pudgester’s cackling as he flew up toward his cloud.

      “Effing coward,” I yelled.

      “Poo eater,” he called back.

      “Happy Land, I hate you,” I muttered.

      No one answered.

      I was on my own in figuring out this place.

      I was also entirely on my own in figuring out the magical object I couldn’t remove from my person
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