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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!
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Blue Balls Falls Happenings...
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A lot has gone on since you last visited Blue Balls Falls, Virginia.

Witchin’ Spice Bakery has been built and blown up and built and blown up and... Well you get the idea.

Amir, the Warlock Prince, is still trying to get Broo to understand they are meant to be together. But honestly, all Broo is interested in is how much pasta she can eat without gaining any weight. Since acknowledging her magic and since she’s been practicing, her witch’s metabolism has taken effect and she’s testing its limits daily. She never stops eating. It’s kind of cute, though.

She’s stopped blowing things up and she’s been able to harness some of her magic as long as she doesn’t write any spells.

And well, you’re being invited into my life now, so grab your brooms and hold on tight...
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Chapter One
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“What’s the meaning of this? What are you trying to do? What are you up to?”

The screech that escaped my throat was enough to wake the dead. “What’s wrong with you, woman? Don’t you know better than to poof in on unsuspecting witches?”

“No. But if you wouldn’t listen to that racket at such an alarming volume...”

“Of course you don’t. Why are you here? And my music isn’t racket and the volume isn’t alarming.” Why did everyone always say hard rock was racket? It was very poetic in a lot of ways if people would only give it more of a chance.

“You should be nicer to me. Have you had your espresso yet?”

“You don’t care if anyone is ever nice to you. And how do you know I drink espresso?”

“Everyone knows,” she said offhandedly. “Everyone knows that’s the key to your perkiness.”

She had a point. I did run on espresso. I sometimes wondered if I cut myself would I bleed it instead of blood. I didn’t want to find out. Pain was not my thing. “Why are you here?” I asked again. “I’m busy.” Not really. I just hadn’t had caffeine yet and was not fit for company. Especially of the Baba Yaga variety.

A handful of my famous Witchin’ Stix landed in a pile on the counter in front of me. “Explain this, please.”

“Explain what? It’s candy. You flip the top off and pour the powder in your mouth or sprinkle it on ice cream.”

Baba Yaga sighed. “I know it’s candy and I know how to eat it, even though I don’t. But I know how. It’s sour. Fabio doesn’t like sour candy and that’s not what I ordered from you. He likes sweet candy. He likes—”

“Well, that kind of rules your candy out doesn’t it?”

“I am not in the mood.”

Shrugging, I picked through the wrappers on the counter. “Makes two of us. I don’t make sour Stix, B.Y.”

“Don’t call me that. I have a name. Use it.”

“You’re pretty testy today. Maybe you need some coffee.”

“I have a busy schedule and I’m going to be late for my new tutu yoga class if you don’t hurry up.”

“And do what?”

“Replace the wrong order with the correct one.”

“Witchin’ Stix are not sour. They’re always sweet. They’re always matched perfectly to the one who opens them.”

“They’re sour.”

There was only one way to settle the argument. With a swipe of my finger through the powdered candy that had slid from the opened wrappers, I dabbed a bit on my tongue. “Ick!”

“There.” Her voice was triumphant. “That’s the face Fabio made when he opened them. Every single one is sour.”

Water. I needed water. I took a healthy swig to wash the remnants away. “I don’t understand.” I ripped the top off a freshly made just an hour ago stick of candy and poured the powder in the palm of my hand.

I sniffed it and it smelled like sweet orange with a hint of cinnamon. My favorite.

The taste, though, was not. It was sour. Not even as a prelude to sweet. Just...

I shivered as it seeped into my taste buds. “This makes no sense.” And when the pounding on the door started moments later, I still had no answers. Every bit of candy I’d made earlier in the day was wrong. This had never happened before.

“I’m coming,” I yelled, hoping it was loud enough to be heard over the racket coming from the front of the house.

My familiar, Larry the Cat met me at the door and wound around my ankles as I opened it before whoever was on the other side broke it down. The most gorgeous man I’d ever seen stood on the other side. Dark skin. Dark eyes. Impeccably dressed in black from head to toe. Devastating smile. “Kandace?”

“Nope.” I slammed the door and with a flick of my wrist, threw the lock, just to be on the safe side.

“Who was that?”

“A demon, B.Y.”

“A demon? Why would a demon be at your door? And how many times do I have to tell you that my name is not B.Y.?”

“I know what your name is and I don’t know why a demon is at my door. I don’t know why the candy is sour. I don’t know. I don’t know. I. Don’t. Know.” I had never yelled at Baba Yaga. I rarely yelled at anyone at all. Ever. But boy howdy, it felt good.

“Kandace?”

I spun so fast my head spun and I lost my balance. I tipped over and straight into the demon’s arms. His strong, muscled, very secure arms. “H-how did you get in?” I questioned, bemused and bewildered and slightly out of breath.

He only smiled and set me to rights on my feet again. I didn’t like that one little bit. I’d rather his arms be around me. Me, who had never... And never... Nope, not that either. “Nothing can keep me out,” he replied.

A grumble and a jerk of my thumb in Baba Yaga’s direction indicated otherwise, but to confirm... “She can.”

“No, I can’t.”

“You can’t?” Color me shocked. “I thought being the most powerful witch you could do anything. Especially when it comes to keeping the bad and the riff raff out.”

“I’m not riff raff,” Demon Man said. “I’m not bad, either. Unless...”

“Nope. There is no unless. You’re a demon. And bad kind of goes with the territory.”

“I can’t keep them out without a spell and even then, it would have to be a pretty...” B.Y. shook her head. “That doesn’t matter. What does is why you’re in a witch’s house uninvited,” she said to the demon, her arms crossed over her chest, looking for all the world like a really out of place 80’s fashion disaster.

“I need some new Witchin’ Stix.”

My eyes widened and I focused on him. “Witchin’ Stix? How did you get any?”

“I have a... source.”

“A source?” I let myself get carried away for a few seconds, imagining my treats being distributed in all corners of Hades, bringing pleasure to all the dark and grumpy demons and devils and evil creatures of the underworld. This made me somewhat happy and I didn’t want to examine why that might be. “Do you mean... Oh. Is my candy sold on the black market?” This was nothing to be excited about. I was a good witch. I didn’t associate with anything illegal, nefarious, or evil. And that included any and all demons. Especially the one currently standing in my kitchen.

At the same time...

“No, dear witch. It just happens to be my favorite.”

Damnation. He was smooth as butter. “Oh, that’s so sweet. Thank you.”

Behind me, B.Y. groaned. “Can we get back to the issue at hand? Sour. Witchin’ Stix.” She tapped her perfectly manicured, neon orange nails on my counter. “I need some sweet ones.”

“You had sour ones, too?” Demon Man asked Baba Yaga. He appeared as perplexed as I was. What I’d tasted hadn’t even come close to tart. No, it was out and out sour. There was no sweet then sour. Or sweet then tart. It was sour from start to finish.

“Not me.”

Their voices faded as my confusion won out. A demon in my house. Baba Yaga, too. Multiple batches of sour candy. This was not what I signed up for when I woke up this morning. I had plans. I had a meeting with my sisters in less than an hour.

“Okay. You two need to go. I have things to do today.”

“What are you going to do about Fabio’s candy?”

Just let it go, K... “Nothing right now. I don’t know what happened or what is happening. Maybe it’s something to do with my magic, a change in the seasons, or the current climate crisis. Maybe I’m just tired and need to start my day over again. You know, with positive intention. But either way, that requires the two of you to leave and me to go back to bed.”

“I think I should stay and help you figure things out.”

“I don’t think you should. That would be bad.”

“Yes,” Baba Yaga added. “That would be bad. Time to go.”

Well, she agreed way too quickly. And as I stood by, she squinted her eyes and tilted her head to the side, but Demon Man shook his head and didn’t budge. What was going on between them?

The clock on the wall chimed and I bit back and annoyed grunt. I had only fifteen minutes before my sisters arrived and I really didn’t want to have to explain a demon and Baba Yaga and sour candy to them. Not yet, at least. I wanted some cookies and cakes and yummy caramel apple ciders with mounds of whipped cream and dusting of cinnamon. If my two unwanted guests didn’t leave, I was not going to get what I wanted.

But before I could plead again, Demon Man smiled in my direction and blew me a kiss. “Until next time, sweet witch.”

“I have to go, too. I’ll be back later, but maybe don’t use your magic while I’m gone.”

Purple and black smoke mingled together as they vanished into thin air. Great! My elation was short lived, however, as I pondered the demon’s parting words... What did he mean, until next time?

I snapped my fingers and the dust from the Witchin’ Stix swept itself up and into the trash. There. My sisters wouldn’t know anything at all was amiss and I would have a little more time to figure out what the heck was going on.
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Chapter Two
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“What are you doing?”

“Making candy.”

“Why are you making candy again? You’re not allowed to make candy right now.”

“You’re not allowed on the counter, but that doesn’t stop you.”

“Kandy...”

“She merely suggested that perhaps I shouldn’t do it, but there’s something wrong and I’m going to figure out what it is.”

“I still don’t think you should be doing it.”

“Thank you for your input.” Side-eye was lost on Larry the Cat, but I adored him. To a point.

He’d been left on my doorstep when he was just days old and when I realized hours later that his mother wasn’t coming back for him, I took over for her. I didn’t do such a bad job, either, if I do say so myself.

Larry may disagree.

“I just... I care.”

“Okay, what’s going on with you? It’s enough that my candy is all whacked out, but you’re acting stranger than usual.”

“Nothing is going on with me.”

“Ah, there it is... That haughty tone I love so much from the cat I took in and...”

“Yes, yes, yes. We’ve all heard it a million times,” he quipped.

“What is wrong with you? I’m the one who’s having a minor crisis.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. We had a demon in the house.”

“I know we had a demon in the house. You were there when I opened the door.”

“Oh. Right.”

Something was up with my cat. Strange wasn’t entirely unusual for him, but this... I couldn’t put my finger on it.

But... I could put my finger in the still cooling liquid candy to make sure it was exactly as it was supposed to be. Sticky sweet.

And if I could have spit it out, I would have. It should have tasted like sugar. I hadn’t added flavor yet, but it still should have tasted sweet like sugar. Instead, it was quite the opposite. I didn’t think it could be sour...

“Still didn’t work?” Larry asked.

“Nope.”

“See? Maybe you should’ve listened to Baba Yaga about not using your magic.”

“Maybe.”

“Mine still works.”

I couldn’t help but look at him as though he’d lost his mind. I barely refrained from a Bless Your Cold Black Heart falling from my lips. I settled for a hand gesture.

“Don’t be like that.”

“Then don’t be mean.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be. I know.”

“I don’t like being a witch whose magic has gone haywire. It doesn’t make any sense. I know I keep saying that, but I don’t know what else to say.”

My eyes strayed to the jar where the magic handed down from women in my family for generations sat swirling. Because there are three of us, triplets, the original jar had been divided into three smaller jars. One for each of us.

We were a family of bakers and treat makers. The swirling, colorful magic allowed us to create one of a kind treats that would match the one who received it, perfectly. It only took a drop, a very small amount to activate the pastry or the cake or the candy, giving it that magical touch.

But now something was wrong with mine. Was something wrong with my sisters’ magic, too? At least their baker’s magic? I didn’t want to alert them that there was anything wrong with mine, but unless I asked them, I wouldn’t know.

Dropping my head to the counter, but not before cushioning the drop with folded arms, I groaned. “I don’t want to be a magic-less witch.” And then another thought struck me. “Do you think whatever is happening with my candy magic will affect the cheesecakes for the bakery, too?”

My job at Witchin’ Spice Bakery was secure, at least once we have a bakery again. Broo continued to blow up each new one Amir reconstructed.

“I mean, if I’m not using any of my own magic and I’m not making any candy... Everything else should be okay, shouldn’t it?”

“Do you think all the candy is affected?”

“I don’t know.” And I didn’t. I hadn’t made any of my other specialties yet...

Cinnamon Drops that would help spice up someone’s love life.

Lemon Drops to turn a gloomy day into a bright one.

Mint Drops to relieve a cold.

I usually started the season with my personal creation, Witchin’ Stix. They were the best. They were like the human world’s Pixi Sticks, but mine were rainbow flavored and not at all tart.

Most people didn’t realize that colors had flavors or that flavors had colors and that with the right mix, they could make a rainbow.

What was the use of being a treat witch if I couldn’t use my own magic to make said treats? Well, I could make them, they just didn’t turn out right.

“Remember when we used to have the Autumn Solstice celebrations and I made Witchin’ Stix and made all the colors of Autumn taste like pumpkin and caramel and maple?”

“I didn’t eat your candy, but yes, I remember what others used to say about it.”

“Why would anyone want to mess that up? Why would anyone see that as a threat of some kind and want to take it away?”

“I don’t know, K. I just don’t know.”

“Neither do I.” But part of my day was supposed to consist of Broo and Amir and the Staff coming over for a baking party. Bethilda prohibited us from using the kitchen at the inn as she didn’t trust Broo. So, I’d agreed to enchant mine so that we’d all fit.

“Have you figured out who the demon’s source is?”

“No.” Truthfully, I hadn’t given it the kind of thought it likely deserved.

“You probably should.”

“Probably.”

“Are you listening to me?”

“What? Yes, of course, I’m listening to you. I don’t know how the demon got the candy and I should try to piece it together, but right now I have other things to deal with. Like...” I glanced up at the time. “Is that right?”

I was going to be late.

*
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Downtown Blue Balls Falls was a sight to behold in the Fall. I loved seeing the warm, autumn colors stretching high into the mountains. I loved the scent of cinnamon and nutmeg in the air as it wafted out the open doors of the diner. I loved Bethilda’s decorations and the way she went all out with them.

Yes, Fall was my favorite part of the year.

In the street, in front of the empty space where Witchin’ Spice Bakery had been, Broo stood beside Amir, the former frog turned mate of Broo.

“Whatcha doin’?” I asked, following their line of sight. I saw nothing out of the ordinary.

“Trying to figure out a way to make the next creation of a building on this site, I don’t blow it the second I try to cast a spell.”

“That would be a good thing.”

“I think so.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No. Amir believes he’s come up with something that will fix it.”

“Should we stand back?”

“Broo asked the same exact question not ten minutes ago.”

“Great minds and all that.”

“Uh huh.”

“Let me work, okay? Go get some lunch and get out of my hair.”

Broo gave him an unreadable look before finally spinning on her heel and marching down the street. I shuffled to catch up.

“Where are we going?”

“To the diner. And a window seat so I can keep an eye on him. He’s gotten a little heavy handed and too big for his britches. Thinks now that he’s no longer a frog, he can do all the things.”

“That’s nice?” The longing in her eyes didn’t match the grumpy tone of her voice.

“At first, yes, I’ll admit that it was, but it’s become rather annoying. His magic obeys him. Mine thwarts me at every turn.”

“It’ll come. Magic isn’t easy and even harder to master.”

“I don’t think I ever asked what your powers are.”

“I can do a little of this and a little of that. I can move things, use spells, enchant items. But I make candy, for the most part. Working in the bakery was my job, but making treats and candy? That is my purpose. Right now, it’s a little useless, though.”

“I don’t understand.”

I knew she didn’t, so I explained as best I could. When I was finished, Broo stared at me as though I’d sprouted a second head.

“Someone is manipulating your magic?”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t know who or what?”

“Nope.”

“And Baba Yaga can’t help?”

“Nope. At least, not that I know of.”

“She’s a pain in the ass.”

“That she is.”

“Wait... Isn’t the way your hair changes color to match your outfits magic? Your magic?”

“Yes.”

Inside the diner, we were led to a table in the back. The menus were on the far side, stacked up behind the napkins. I hadn’t been to Lanie’s and Janie’s in months. 

“How do you get your magic to work right again?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I was trying to work out before I remembered we were meeting this afternoon.”

“I can’t imagine what that’s like for you.” Then, Broo sighed. “There’s still so much for me to learn. Will I, do you think?”

“Will you what? Learn? Of course you will. It’s a bumpy thing for a while, but once you get the hang of it, you’ll be a pro. Your magic will be strong, and you’ll be able to protect yourself and those who love you.”

“Is it wrong to use it in the bakery?”

“Depends on what you mean by use it in the bakery?

“For the cheesecakes and other things.”

“You just want to zap Amir in the butt again.”

“How did you know about that?”

“Everyone knows about that. You did it in broad daylight and in the middle of the street.”

“He got on my nerves. He laughed at me.”

“I know all about that.”

“Do you have a familiar?”

“I do. He’s a beautiful, sleek black cat named Larry. I’ve raised him for all his life and he’s a pain in the ass.” But I didn’t want to talk about Larry. I didn’t want to think about his odd behavior because if I gave it any, I’d have to admit he’d been acting strange for a while. So, I shook it off and flipped open the menu. “Now... What are we having for lunch?”
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Chapter Three
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“Do you have new Witchin’ Stix made for Fabio yet?”

“No. And please stop popping into my house unannounced. Learn to knock like everyone else.”

“You mean, like the demon?”

“What do you know about that anyway?” I turned to my unwanted visitor and wanted to turn away, but the train wreck that was her outfit was something I’d never be able to unsee. Neon purple tutu with matching headband and legwarmers. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You know we were here together.”

“Uh huh. And you know that’s not what I was talking about. I saw the not so subtle way you tried to get him to leave.”

“I don’t know anything, Kandace. When will you have another batch of candy?”

“I don’t know,” I said miserably. “I tried it again after you left, and it didn’t work. They were worse than sour. I don’t understand who or what is doing this. Do you think I’ll still be able to use other magic?”

“Like what?”

“Enchanting my kitchen and making it larger for baking cheesecakes? Turning lights on and off? I’ve been sort of afraid to try anything. I don’t want to set off some catastrophic event and not realize it.”

She rolled her eyes in dramatic fashion. “I doubt that would happen and I wouldn’t think your other magical abilities would be affected. But if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll stay until you’re finished.”

Baba Yaga in my house never made me feel better about anything. A gal should never have to squirm in her own house, but that’s what I was doing. Squirming. Fidgeting. Shifting from foot to foot.

“Okay. Thanks.”

“What’s taking them so long to get the new bakery up, anyway?”

“Something about Amir wanting an explosion-proof one.”

“Is there such a thing as explosion-proof with that witch?”

I didn’t say anything, but I agreed with Baba Yaga. I adored Broo. Really, I did. But she was always one swish or flick away from blowing up the entire town. I had no idea why she couldn’t write a spell that worked right. It was rather sad. Quite funny, too, sometimes, though I tried not to laugh. To her face, at least.

“I’ll add a protection spell to the outside of the house when I leave.”

“Is that necessary?”

“Do you want Broo to blow up your house?”

Okay, so she had a point there. “No.”

“Well, I’ll go then since you don’t have Fabio’s candy. I thought it was worth a shot to check when I stopped in town to get a new yoga tutu and some new legwarmers.”

I wasn’t going to ask. I hadn’t had too many run ins with Baba Yaga and from some of the stories I’d heard, I didn’t want to have any more with her than were necessary.

Larry the Cat rubbed against my legs as soon as B.Y. poofed away from the cottage. “It’ll be all right, Kandy. It will, I promise.”

“You can’t know that. No one is any closer to figuring out what went wrong.” I knelt and peered at him. “Where have you been?”

“Out. You know I don’t like being around her.”

“Uh huh. Out where? You’ve been disappearing a lot lately and you won’t tell me where you’ve been going.”

“I don’t have to tell you everything I do.”

“No, you don’t. But the fact that you’re so evasive about it... What are you up to?”

“You act as though you don’t trust me.”

“I’m not sure I should.”

“I’m your familiar, but you are not my keeper.”

My eyes grew wide and I slowly stood. His haughty tone and the coldness in his green gaze gave me pause. He’d never spoken to me that way. He’d never been less than sarcastic, and I always believed him to be my friend. In that moment, I wasn’t so sure anymore.

I took a step away, and then another... “K...” I shook my head. The damn cat would not see me cry. He would not see how much his words and his attitude toward me hurt. He wouldn’t see any weakness in me. 

He’d said it would be alright. He promised it would.

Then, he shut me out.

If my magic never again worked right, was there any reason at all for me to stay in Blue Balls Falls? Well, other than my baking abilities? Surely there were human owned bakeries that could use my talents.

Would my talents work outside a magical town? Who could I ask other than Baba Yaga? 

But then I thought about my family and friends. The new business my sister’s and I were starting together, and I knew I’d never, ever be able to leave. I’d just have to figure out what was wrong, who or what had tapped into my magic. 

A sigh escaped me, and I had to put everything out of my mind because it was time for pumpkin everything. 

*
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“Wow. This is an incredible replica.”

I spun, holding two knives in my hands. “Hiya!” I greeted Broo with a smile. “Where’s Amir?”

“He’ll be here soon. He was grabbing some pumpkins from the Pumpkin Patch up the road. Is the fridge stocked?”

“It is. There’s even some of Bethilda’s casseroles in it.”

“Seriously?” Broo’s eyes widened and she made a dash for the large French doors. “Oh my Goddess above...” I glanced over my shoulder at her, seeing what she’d found to be so excited about, and found her grinning as she stared into one of the contains. “Beef Stroganoff. Bethilda makes the best stroganoff ever. Actually, she makes the best everything. I’ve never tasted food like hers in all my life.”

“She is a pretty good cook,” I agreed.

“The one thing I am craving is pizza and no one around here serves pizza. Surely there’s a magical pizza making guy around these parts. I haven’t had a slice since the day before Baba Yaga showed up unannounced and dropped me here.”

“I’ve never had pizza.”

“What?” Broo looked across the kitchen at me, her face a mix of shock and sadness, her mouth wide open. “Oh, that’s just never going to work. We have got to find a way to make you a pizza. Maybe I can learn to make one. It can’t be all that difficult.”

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. She was truly a disaster when it came to magic and spells and trying to make something simple happen. I didn’t want to die at her hands just because she had this inane idea that I needed to try pizza.

“That’s okay. I’ve made it this long without one and I’m sure I’ll be able to make it longer still.”

“You don’t trust me. I get it. I don’t trust me either, but come on, K... This is pizza we’re talking about. I’m going to look into it.”

“Look into what?”

“Making pizza.”

Larry the Cat stared up at Broo, then over to Amir, back at me. I couldn’t read what he was thinking, but when he lifted his tail and did an about face, leaving the room again, I figured I didn’t want to know what he was thinking.

“I guess maybe he was going to announce that you’d arrived,” I said to Amir, relieving him of one of the pumpkins he carried.” If this kitchen was an exact replica of the old blown up kitchen, then the pumpkins should float.

I let go with one hand and felt the pumpkin begin to pull away from the palm of my other hand. I gave it an upward shove and for a moment it hovered a couple of inches, but soon rose higher.

It felt... the bakery felt like home. It felt like everything was right with the world, my small world, at least.

“When will you have a new storefront up?”

“As soon as Broo lets me erect it.”

“What’s the hold up this time?”

Broo didn’t look at me as she shoveled bits of beef and sauce covered noodles in her mouth. I gave her the chance to chew and swallow, before pinning her with a stare so sharp and pointed that it would make the most people tremble.

But that was when I had magic.

Now it just seemed as though I was just looking at them intently.

“Amir wants to put all kinds of charms and enchantments on the one that will prevent me from being allowed to blow it up.”

“Why would that be a bad thing?”

“Because it shows that he doesn’t trust me.”

“I’ve told you a million times, baby, it’s not that I don’t trust you...”

“Right. You don’t trust my magic. No one trusts my magic. I could write a spell for it to rain and it wouldn’t work for you. You and spells just don’t work well together.”

“I just haven’t found the right spell,” Broo insisted, filling her fork with more noodles and beef before closing her mouth around it.”

“There is no right spell for you, my love.”

“There is,” she insisted.

Amir sighed and gave her a looking of long-suffering love. I held back a smile as I wondered what love like that felt like. I’d never been in love. I’d kissed a few wizards, but never was there love. Pleasure, yes. But not love.

I turned my attention back to the tasks at hand, baking cheesecakes. “Where’s the Staff?”

Amir shrugged. “I don’t know. I told it where we’d be, and it got all excited, but I haven’t seen it since we left town.”

“Well, that can’t be good.”

“How much trouble could it get in? Everyone knows what it looks like.”

Broo shrugged her shoulders and continued eating, unconcerned. Amir was right, but when the door to the kitchen banged open and shimmering waves of green and orange and purple glitter floated in followed by the Staff complete with black cloak and pointed hat, I couldn’t help but giggle.

“What in the hell?” Broo said around a mouthful.

The Staff sashayed toward me and made a grand gesture of a bow, its hat nearly falling off. Of course, I curtsied. “Why yes, I would be delighted to dance with you.”

And as though the Staff was a flesh and blood wizard, I pretended to hold his shoulder and hand and followed its every move.

“We used to do this at the beginning of every pumpkin season. We’d open the bakery with a dance in the kitchen, the Staff and I and your mother, Broo. We’d flit and fly around the pumpkins and eggs and laugh.

It was our ritual. It was our tradition.

“But there’s no music.”

Amir took the fork and bowl from Broo and set them on the counter, then pulled her in close. “Who needs music when there’s love in our hearts playing a tender melody.”

“Oh please...”

“Come, my darling Broomhilda, let’s dance.”

Broo stomped on his foot, nearly falling backward when Amir let go abruptly. “Don’t call me Broomhilda. And I haven’t decided yet if I love you. I’m not sure I know what love is.”

“You do. You have it for pasta.”

“I don’t think pasta love and love for a warlock is the same thing.”

“No. It’s not, but I’d take it as a place to start.”

While Broo and Amir bickered back and forth, the Staff and I continued twirling around the kitchen. When we came full circle, we stopped and I stilled so I could catch my balance and my breath. A butcher block cutting board slid into place on the stainless steel counter and one of the pumpkins settled on top. Utensils joined in next, and I set about cutting into the top of the pumpkin, then slicing it down the grooves.

The kitchen soon smelled delicious.

“What can I do?” Broo asked, dismissing Amir with a wave of her hand. Amir simply shook his head and joined me at the island.

“Nothing. You can sit on one of the stools and supervise.”

“Y’all really don’t trust me, do you?”

“No, we really don’t.”

“Well, as long as I’m not doing magic, why don’t you?”

“Because we have it on good authority that you can’t bake.”

“Whose authority?”

“Yours.”

“Oh.”

“And Baba Yaga.”

“Meddlesome woman.” Her grumbled words were barely audible. I couldn’t disagree. B.Y. was meddlesome, but she had reason being head witch and all. As stated before, I didn’t really care for her, either, but she did her best by all the witches and wizards and always had the best interest of the magical community at heart.

I slid the knife between the pumpkin meat and the skin, then cut the pumpkin into chunks. I’d roast them until they were soft and able to be mashed.

“Can someone get the spices?”

The Staff obliged while Amir took care of the second pumpkin that had settled on the cutting board. 

“Oh, so he gets to play with pumpkins and knives.”

“Do you want to try?”

“Yes.”

“Do. Not. Pout. Broo... You know I can’t resist it when you pout.” Amir sighed and picked up the cutting board. “Fine, but the first slice of your finger and we’re done.”

“You make it sound like I’ve never handled a knife before. At least, not successfully.”

“Have you?”

“No. I always cut myself. I tried coring an apple one year when the power was out and ended up cutting a chunk out of my finger.” She held up the ring finger of her right hand and sure enough, there was a wedge missing from the flesh.

“See?”

“Of course, I was using a butter knife, so that could’ve contributed to it.”

Amir looked as though he wanted to say something more, but seemed to think better of it when he shook his head.

He set the cutting board he’d been using in front of Broo and showed her how he wanted her to remove the skin and the pumpkin meat.

We all watched as she slowly followed all his instructions. It didn’t take long before she had the whole pumpkin reduced to cubes and the body reduced to seeds, skin, and strings.

“That’s excellent work,” Amir praised. He kissed the top of Broo’s hair.

One kiss that led to another and another until Amir had Broo settled close against his body and me looking awkwardly anywhere but at them. Even the Staff busied itself directing spice traffic toward the island.

Ginger. Cinnamon. All Spice. Nutmeg. Cloves.

Alone, their scents were incredible. But together, their scents were the stuff of dreams.

One by one, I opened the jars and tilted them over a small bowl I had used to mix spices since the first day I worked in the bakery for Broo’s mother.

As soon as the appropriate amount poured into the bowl, it retreated, and the next spice followed suit until all spices were accounted for. I added a dash of salt and a hint of white pepper for a little twist.

“You really do know what you’re doing, don’t you?”

“You watched me make the cheesecakes last year.”

“I know, but this year I don’t have the Wicked Shitz trying to steal my magic or the Staff, so I can pay closer attention.”

I lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “Baking is like breathing to me.”

“I’ve never had anything in my life like that. Nothing that I was ever really good or exceptional at.”

“You broke a spell that had kept me bound as a frog. I’d say that was incredibly exceptional.”

“It was a small kiss, Amir. That doesn’t count.”
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Chapter Four



[image: image]


“What are we going to do with all this?” Broo asked, eyeing the glaze for the last cheesecake. Hunger was written plainly on her face, followed by a blush when she caught me watching. She shrugged. “I can’t help it. I just want to eat everything now since I know I won’t gain weight. I mean, I hadn’t gained any since my witchiness showed up, but now I know why, and I can’t seem to control myself around all the food.”

“I guess that is a perk,” I said, the pumpkin face taking shape on top of the perfectly baked and cooled dessert. “I’d never really thought about it.”

Something was wrong. I couldn’t shake that something was very wrong. Over the past few hours of baking different sweets and confections, I’d felt a shift that I couldn’t explain.

My usually perky personality that Broo often complained about had dimmed. I couldn’t find the feelings inside. I was still smiling. I was still baking. I was still talking to them, but it was different. At least to me.

“Kandy?” Broo nudged me and the touch felt as though it was from the other side of the room rather than right next to me. I turned my head toward her and the alarm in her eyes scared me. “What’s wrong, Kandy?”

She sounded far away. “I... I don’t know.”

“Amir!”

I didn’t even hear her. I saw her lips moving and I could make out the word, but I couldn’t hear her. She called for him again and he came running from the front room.

I should be in a panic, shouldn’t I?

I should be freaking out. At least, I thought I should. But I wasn’t. Why wasn’t I? Why was I calm?

Broo did the panicking for me, though. She was having a small fit and I could see sparks wildly flying from the tips of her fingers.

Amir glanced at me with a less than calm expression on his face.

The next thing I saw was the Staff in front of me, it’s brilliant, multi-color cape, muted.

What was happening to me?

The seconds ticked by and the world around me faded to shades of black and white and gray.

A plume of smoke, at least that’s what I thought it was, and then Baba Yaga appeared, annoyance and anger pinching her face, but was quickly replaced with confusion. She was talking, fast, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying.

She pointed at me, waved her arm around, slammed her hands on her hips. I tried mustering up a laugh because it was pretty funny to see her lose her shit like that, but the situation wasn’t funny at all.

Fear settled in the pit of my stomach, making me nauseous. If I threw up, would it would be gray? That would be gross, even by throw up standards.

I turned and slid down to the floor and settled against the cabinets. My striped stockings weren’t the bright white and orange they had been when I’d gotten dressed this morning. My dress wasn’t the bright orange it had been, either.

The immediate world around me had been drained of color.

A tear slipped down my cheek. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cried. Rain fell outside the door, turning quickly to sleet and snow.

Broo. My fear and sadness were influencing her magic and I couldn’t do anything to contain what was going on inside me. I couldn’t do anything at all.

I could see, but couldn’t hear.

I couldn’t even hear my breathing.

Baba Yaga stepped in front of me and sank to eye level. Up close like this I could make out a bit of color around her eyes. Of course, she wore more make-up than a drag queen and all that shimmery eye shadow. Broo said B.Y. was stuck in the 80’s and I believed it. Glam rock and Rocky Horror... B.Y. would fit right in.

She touched my cheek with her hand and some of the numbness left me.

She took my hand in hers and when she lifted away, I could see my skin again and it was the normal color it always was.

“What’s wrong with me?”

I felt my lips move but I didn’t know if any sound had come out. At first, I figured it hadn’t, but B.Y. shook her head and said very slowly, slow enough that I could read her lips, “I don’t know.”

I nodded.

She held up a finger as though telling me to wait a minute, then she stood, disappeared, only to reappear, but this time with someone else in tow. Someone in skin tight pants and spiked heels. Zelda.

It was she who knelt on the floor this time. It was she with the confused and uncertain expression on her face.

I glanced at my hand and I could still see my flesh, but it was beginning to fade.

Zelda said something. Something about being unsure how to fix me...? Heal me...? I didn’t know, but she appeared dubious about it and I couldn’t blame her. She could heal animals and shifters, but me? I was different. Bigger, at least.

Though, she had healed her mate before, so maybe.

She took my fingers in hers and settled on her knees.

It was her warmth that I felt first.

Then tingling sensations along my fingertips.

The rain and snow began to slow their descent to the ground. Broo’s magic was beginning to ease its grip.

Feeling and color seeped into me once more and my hearing returned little by little.

Zelda swayed unsteadily, and soon Baba Yaga disappeared with her, only to quickly return. I had no idea what she was doing because I sure couldn’t zip around like that. Zelda didn’t even live near Blue Balls Falls.

I pushed it aside, not caring about that as much as what was wrong with me. Amir helped me up and I wobbled a bit on my feet, so he guided me to a barstool at the island and Broo shoved a glass of water at me.

“Where happened? What did you do?” Baba Yaga asked, accusation lacing her words.

“I didn’t do anything.” My voice was hoarse and scratchy and not wholly my own.

“What were you doing?”

“Glazing a cheesecake.”

She paced in front of me, then stopped in front of the shelf I kept family heirlooms on. “Where is it? Where’s your jar of magic?

“In front of you,” I said offhandedly.

“It’s not in front of me.”

“What? That’s not possible.”

“It clearly is if it’s not where it’s supposed to be. Who’s been in your house other than me and these three?”

“My sisters. And the demon. But he left with you and he didn’t have my jar with him.”

I drank the water Broo had given me and it was immediately refilled. “The magic in that jar isn’t destructive without manipulation. It can only be used to twist what it’s made to do.”

“And where is your familiar?”

I glanced around, suddenly wondering the same thing. Where was Larry the Cat? Wasn’t he supposed to be around to protect me and look out for me? Why wasn’t he here?

“He left,” Amir said from the other end of the island.

“Where was he going?”

“I don’t know. I heard the front door open earlier and went to check. He was walking out and around the edge of the fence.”

“Sneaky bastard.”

“You don’t think he had anything to do with all this, do you?”

“Larry?” I waved the question and her suspicious tone away. “He’s a pain in the patootie, but no.”

“Are you sure?”

I opened my mouth to deny it once again, but stopped and closed my lips around my tongue. Larry wouldn’t do something like that, would he? “We had a tiff earlier, but we have tiffs all the time.” He wouldn’t betray me. He just wouldn’t.

“Maybe he’s not Larry.”

“Really?” I looked at Amir with skepticism clear on my face. “And who else would he be if not Larry?”

“An imposter.”

“No. There’s no way that could’ve happened.”

“It could have when you started working at the bakery again. You were out, away. He could’ve gone out too or let someone in.”

“He’s a cat.”

“With magical powers.”

“Still, though...” I didn’t want to believe it. I couldn’t believe it. I’d raised him from a kitten. He was discarded. The runt of a litter. I saved his life. He wouldn’t betray me.

“Someone needs to find him.”

I couldn’t feel him. I could always feel him when he was near. In the house or in the yard proper. “I’ll go outside and call for him. Maybe there were just too many people here for his delicate sensibilities.” He’d hiss at me if he’d heard me say that, to which I’d normally laugh.

Amir helped me stand and made sure I was steady on my feet before letting me walk outside the kitchen door and down the steps.

A light breeze blew through the trees. It was definitely Autumn. The leaves were almost at the height of color, bursting with golds and reds and oranges. It was my favorite time of year. Winter was fun, too. I really didn’t care for Summer. Spring wasn’t too bad. But Autumn? The crispness in the air. The scent of cinnamon and pumpkins... And the busiest season for Witchin’ Spice Bakery.

I walked the perimeter of the house and saw no sign of my cat. “Larry,” I called. “Larry.”

I snapped my fingers, even though I knew he hated when I did that, summoning him like a common house cat, to which, he’d inform me, he was no such thing.

“Larry,” I said through gritted teeth.

I stood at the front gate which was open just wide enough for a cat to fit through. I pulled it all the way open and walked through, calling for him over and over. Up and down the quiet, tree lined street, there was no movement, no activity, no irritating black cat taking his time coming home.

“What if someone took him,” I said when I got back to the kitchen.

“He left on his own and I didn’t see anyone on the other side of it.”

“Maybe a spell of invisibility?”

“I don’t know. I’m really worried now. This isn’t like Larry to leave and not come when called, no matter how it might irk him.”

“Maybe your sister can scry for him.”

“Maybe.”

In my head, I tapped into that bond my sisters and I shared. They would both come, but only one could scry.

“She has sisters?” Broo asked.

“Two. The three of them... Triplets.”

“I had no idea.”

“Kandy, Kyla, and Kaydence.”

“You’re kidding?”

Amir shook his head. “I’m not.”

A plume of sugar later and my sisters stood in the hallway behind me. “Kandy... Oh you poor thing.” Their arms were around me, squeezing me in their sweetness.

I chanced a look in Broo’s direction to find her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. I can’t deny that we made a striking trio. All of us had long blonde hair, but Kyla had brilliant blue eyes, and Kaydence had deep brown eyes.

They released me and offered up smiles to Amir, Broo, and Baba Yaga. “Hi,” they said in unison.

“Hi,” Broo said. She was still gazing at us with a bit of shock in her gaze.

“Now that your sisters are here and involved, I’ll leave you to it,” Baba Yaga said.

“You’re leaving?”

“I don’t have to be here for this,” she told Broo. “I’ll step in again if need be, but I’m not needed now.”

“But what about the scry?”

“That’ll work.”

“So, I need to try to find Larry?” Kaydence asked when the purple smoke from B.Y.’s exit cleared.

“Yes.”

“Okay.” She walked out of the room, her heels clicking on the hardwood floors.

“Where’s she going?”

“She requires silence. She’ll wall herself into the front room and get to work.”

“Wall herself in?”

“Yes. It’s like a soundproofing thing she does. It smells like, well, cookies.” Broo looked at me with one brow lifted in doubt. “Go smell. You’ll see.”

A few minutes later, she returned to the kitchen. “Oh my Goddess.... You’ve got a strange family.”

I smiled. “If you’re used to us, we’re not strange, but I know you came from the human world where it’s different.”

“True. Everything is still so new to me.”

“So, I have an idea,” I said. I had to put Larry out of my mind. Kaydence would find his trail and then we’d be able to go get him, but until then... “What about a pop-up bakery?”

“A what?”

“Oh, that’s a great idea,” Broo exclaimed. “I love that. They have pop-ups all the time in New York.”

“What, pray tell, is a pop-up?”

“It’s a portable store or shop. It’s there for a limited time and then gone.”

“It sounds like fun,” Kyla added. “I wonder if I could have one.”

“I don’t see why not. You can sell anything from a pop up.”

“We’d have to have one big enough for all the cheesecakes, but I don’t see why we can’t do it until we figure out a bakery layout.”

“Oh, that sounds like so much fun. You could even have a few tables and chairs around and offer pie by the slice.”

Broo moaned. “By the slice...”

“You like that idea?”

“Don’t mind her,” Amir said with a roll of his eyes. “She’s dreaming of pizza again.”

“I’ve never had pizza.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“And apparently I’m supposed to learn how to make it.”

“Yes. I’ll find you some recipes online and we’ll be able to share it with everyone in town.”

“Great.”

I wanted to join in the conversation. I wanted to have something to contribute, but I couldn’t concentrate. I paced from one end of the kitchen to the other, my heels clicking on the wooden floor, my skirt swishing around my legs.

I was nervous about what Kaydence may find from her scrying and I had no doubt she’d find something. Hopefully, Larry the Cat, but maybe something more. Like maybe my jar. How he’d have gotten it out of the house, I didn’t know. 

Still, I had a hard time wrapping my head around Larry betraying me. We weren’t always the best of friends. We didn’t always get along. But to betray me?

“What if Larry isn’t Larry like Amir said earlier?” Three heads swiveled toward me.

“What do you mean?”

“Well... I suppose possible, isn’t it? Someone could’ve spelled him or assumed his identity and the real Larry is locked away somewhere scared and alone.” My chin wobbled at the thought. What if none of this was his doing? What if the Larry living with me wasn’t my Larry at all?

“I suppose it’s possible,” Amir said. “Danica only drained others’ powers, but if she could’ve stolen someone’s magical identity, I’m sure she would have. Who would steal Larry’s identity and take his place?”

“I don’t know. I...”

“I found him,” Kaydence said, appearing out of thin air in another plume of sugar. “Or at least I think it’s him.”

“You think?”

“I found his collar in the front room and used it to scry for him. I...”

“That can’t be. He never takes it off.”

“He was wearing his collar when he left,” Amir offered.

“This one?” Kaydence held up the black leather strap with the skull charm dangling from the center.

“Yes.” I took a step toward her and took the collar. “Only this isn’t Larry’s.” I smiled but on the heels of it, my heart stuttered in my chest. “Larry’s skull has emerald eyes. These are green but they’re not the right shade of green. I never even realized it. Where did you find him?”

“Leon’s.”

“Leon’s in on it?”

“That I don’t know, but that’s where I sensed Larry. Or who was pretending to be Larry.”

“Okay. Let’s go. Let’s go get him.”

“We can’t just barge in. We need a plan,” Kyla said.

“You don’t have to come. I don’t want anything to happen to you or Kaydence.”

“We’re not sitting this one out. We missed the show down in the bakery, but we’re not missing this.”

“I don’t even know what this is.”

“Then we’ll all find out together.”

My sister’s linked arms and stood united in front of me. I knew their stubborn streaks were as strong as mine. There was no denying them.

“So, what’s the plan?”

I glanced at Broo and Amir and shook my head. “I don’t know. I’ve never done anything like this before. You were so brave with what happened to you. I just gave people cheesecakes bites to keep them distracted and out of the way.”

“Why don’t we first see what Leon has to say?”

“And we all have magic, your sister’s have magic, and even Broo has magic. We’ll be able to take care of things, and if not, there’s a whole town full of magicals.”

“True.”

Kaydence took my hand and pulled me in with her and Kyla. “We share all, remember?”

Confusion clouded my mind for a moment before the memories kicked in. She was right. We had made a pact when we were kids that our magic belonged to each other, that we would always share and share alike, that whenever one of us needed help the other two would be there to provide it.

“I remember,” I replied, comforted by the admission and the knowledge I wasn’t alone.

I looked up when a weight settled on top of my head. The Staff’s hat. I was completely surrounded with love and friendship and magic. “Keep the kitchen running smoothly,” I said, then stepped in closer to my sisters. “We’ll meet you at Leon’s.”

Sugar swirled from our heels and up over our heads. Orange, purple, and green... Our signature colors from when we were born and our parents dressed us for the first time. When we asked later about it, they simply said they knew what our lucky colors were from the start and what our sugar specialties would be.

Food and flavor magic was rare, blessed to very few, and it had been passed down in our family for generations. There was nothing we couldn’t make, but there were things we were exceptionally talented in and our name’s bore testament to those things.

Kandace.

Kaydence.

Kyla.

In seconds, our swirl came to a halt outside Leon’s Shooting Range. Amir and Broo close behind. I secured the pointed hat on my hair and without thinking it through, pushed through the door. I needed answers.

And... I needed my cat back.
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Chapter Five
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“Where’s Leon?” Broo whispered from behind me.

Indeed, the shop was empty. There was no sign of the portly owner, no sign that he’d been here at all today.

“He’s here.”

“Leon?”

“No. The cat.”

“Leon is, too,” Broo whispered. “He’s scared. I feel his fear.”

“It would help if his fear directed us to where he is,” I whispered back. I didn’t know why we were whispering. It wasn’t as though anyone else in the building didn’t hear the bell ding over the door when we walked in. It was loud enough to wake the dead and for all we knew, there was dead somewhere within.

“I can’t help there, yet.”

“Well, isn’t all that grand. I don’t feel anything at all, other than fear and helplessness,” I snapped. And I never snapped. I smelled black in the air and tasted licorice on my tongue.

Broo and I stuck together, hip to hip. I was a happy witch, normally. Broo considered me perky. I owned both. I didn’t like being this dark and uncertain. I liked singing and dancing around the kitchen and laughing and smiling. Even if I didn’t have my magic. There was plenty to be happy about. But this stuff? I didn’t like it. It weighed on me and dragged me down. I wanted to go back home and crawl into bed until it was all over.

Or, I wanted to go back home and bake more cheesecakes in my enchanted kitchen.

Behind me, my sisters whispered between themselves. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but their voices were serious, grave even. That wasn’t like them anymore than it was like me.

We crept through the shop. Nothing appeared to be disturbed until we heard the rustling from behind the long glass counter.

Broo and I stepped closer to the edge, but ended up pressed into it when my sisters fell into us. Our oomphs and grunts were less than ladylike.

Behind them, Amir snickered making me wonder why we brought him along at all.

But there, on the floor behind the display cases, was Leon.

Magical ties bound his ankles and hands and gagged him. The blindfold over his eyes was a bit over the top, but was there just the same. Leon wriggled around, but from where we stood, it seemed that the more he moved, the tighter his bindings became.

“I’ll help him,” Kaydence said.

“Me, too.”

Leon turned his head toward us and starting moaning. I glanced at my sisters and then at Broo. “Maybe you should stay with them.”

“And do what?”

“I don’t know.”

“We’ve got this,” Kyla said. “You three go.”

I nodded. It wasn’t that I didn’t want Broo with me, it’s just... I wasn’t sure what we were walking into and I didn’t want to be responsible for her freaking out if it was bad and accidentally setting something on fire or freezing everything.

As it was, though, Broo, Amir, and I walked quickly toward the curtain leading to the back of the building. The shooting range wasn’t so much a shooting range as it was a series of rooms that witches and wizards used to master new magic or hone old magic.

Broo had blown up many of the rooms over the last year, but lucky for her, the rooms were created to regenerate themselves, stronger than the time before.

Unfortunately for her, and Leon, it was never strong enough.

“How are we supposed to know if anyone is here?” she whispered.

“I’m guessing we’ll feel it getting stronger. Dark magic tends to do that,” Amir whispered back.

“Right. Makes sense.”

“And that taste of licorice in the air? I hate that taste. I mean, I hate licorice on a normal day, but in the sense of scenting black, too? Nope,” I said, trying not to gag.

“You can smell colors?”

“Yeah.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that.”

“I know.”

“And you can taste color, too?”

“Uh huh.”

“Must be nice not to be scared of your magic.”

“If you two are done gabbing, you might want to listen,” Amir hissed.

“See what I mean about high handed?”

I clamped my lips tight, straining for whatever it was Amir had heard.

It was faint at first, but it finally reached my ears...

“I can’t believe you stole the jar from the house.”

“I didn’t have a choice. You weren’t helping me.”

“She’s my witch. It’s my job to protect her not steal from her.”

“I’m your brother, your blood.”

“Blood, yes. Brother? Not when you’re under the tutelage of demons.”

“I needed something to do. I didn’t have a witch who took me in.”

“Because our mother didn’t leave you behind.”

“Semantics.”

“Look, you have to get the magic back to Kandy’s house or give it to me and I’ll do it.”

“You don’t understand. She made me. I had to take it.”

“But by taking it you’ll never get any more of that candy you like so much.”

That brought me up straight. Did I hear him right? She? Candy? “Amir, can you reveal where they are?”

“Yes.”

The walls around us shimmered and shook in midnight blue magic until a door with a golden handle was revealed.

I didn’t even take a full breath before I pushed my way in. Enough was enough.

On the other side, I found two, identical black cats. I stopped short and glanced between them.

“Great.”

“Hi K.”

“Larry?” I inquired of the cat with the collar. He nodded and laid his head on his front paws acting for all the world as though he was bored.

“Who are you?” I asked of the other cat. “You’ve been the one in my house, haven’t you?”

“I have.” He certainly sounded pleased with himself.

“For how long?”

“Seriously?” Larry the Cat groused. “You don’t know how long he’s taken my place? You don’t deserve me.”

“How was I supposed to know? He’s got the same grumpy disposition. He had an identical collar, though upon further inspection, it was slightly different.” I focused on the collarless cat again. “Who are you?”

“Barry.”

“Barry?”

“Yes.”

“So, Larry the Cat and Barry the Cat,” Broo remarked from behind me.

“It would seem so. And you want candy? That’s what this whole thing was about?” I asked Barry.

“Not the whole thing. My boss—”

“His boss needed to see you and didn’t think you’d approve of doing so at your house again.”

The demon. Everything and everyone else in the room seemed to fade away. I was sure it was a trick. I wasn’t aware of anything, but him. “Where did you come from?”

“The shadows.”

Exactly why they warned us about demons as we were growing up. “And you’re his boss?”

“Yes.”

Why couldn’t I have dealings with a demon peon? Why did it have to be one that is a boss of sorts? “Why did you need to see me again?” And what was with my almost conversational tone?

“We have a little problem.”

“We?”

“Yes. I need you to come with me.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” He stared at me for a moment, then smiled. I didn’t want him to smile. He was magnificent to look at when he smiled.

“Of course. My apologies. You need to think about it. I get that. I’ll go back where I came from and give you a few minutes to talk it over with your friends. When you’re ready, Barry will bring you to me.”

“I didn’t say I needed to think about it. I said no.”

“Barry...” he said with a nod of his head and then he was gone and everyone was exactly as they were before.

“Is he in the shadows again?” I peered so hard into the corners of the room I nearly gave myself a headache.

“No. He’s not here.”

“What’s this all about? It can’t be candy. I mean, come on. Candy is... You can get it anywhere. Not mine, of course. But out there with the humans they have a similar thing to what I make.”

“It is about the candy. Sort of. In a roundabout way.”

“Well, that’s just silly. Explain. Who is the she that made you take the jar?” I was tired of dealing with all this. I wanted my life to go back to the way it was a few days ago. I didn’t want demons and strange cats and wonky magic. I wanted to go back to fun and light and the scent of sugar everywhere.

“Oh. You heard that?” His eyes took on a bit more fear. “See, Larry used to bring some to us when we were growing up. And I wanted some more before... Before well, I’m not allowed to have any contact with anyone from my life for the last phase of my training.”

“And when that happens?”

“Then I’m in service to the demon for the rest of my natural life.”

“I see. Quite a life path you’ve chosen for yourself. Your mother must be proud.”

“I don’t think so. I think she wishes I’d have found a witch like Larry did. Our sister Shari has a warlock. I guess I’m the black cat of the family.”

“You are one. Literally,” Larry mused, lazy and uninterested.

“Well, I need the jar of magic back, Barry. It’s messed up the candy. And you’ve yet to tell who she is.”

“She’s the problem my boss spoke of. She had it. Boss has it, now. He took it from her.”

“Again, still trying to figure out who she is.”

“My boss’ Wicked”

Maybe I shouldn’t have asked. The more I asked, the questions I had. “Wicked? What’s a Wicked?”

“A mean and jealous little creature.””

“That’s not good,” Broo said. “I’ve dealt with plenty of jealous people and it’s never a fun experience.”

“So, she wanted the candy making magic? She can’t use it, so...”

“No, she didn’t want you to use it anymore. She didn’t want Boss to have any reasons to have the candy. He likes it and it... It...”

He seemed at a loss for words.

“Will you get off the candy, Barry? Don’t you understand what you’ve done by turning the jar over to that creature and now that demon has it? They’ve already tainted the magic somehow.”

“He’s not that bad.”

“He’s a freakin’ demon, Barry. He is that bad.”

“Hey, not all of us have a charmed life, Larry.”

“This is not my fault. But you turning over a good witch’s magic to a demon asshat is your fault.”

“You think I’m a good witch?” It was the first nice thing Larry had said about in... Well, a very long time.

“Now is not the time, K.” And if cats could roll their eyes, Larry’s would’ve rolled all the way back in his head.

“Okay. We’ll come back to it.”

“We won’t.”

“But you said now isn’t the time. So, later it is.”

“You’re impossible and aren’t the only focus right now. I mean, Hello? I’ve been stuck in this pretend room for... What day is it? What month is it?”

“It’s October.”

“I’ve been stuck in this pretend room for two weeks.”

“Two weeks?” I glanced between Barry and Larry and back again. Heat filled my skin. “You’ve seen me naked,” I accused Barry.

“And how is it my fault that you walk around your bedroom naked?”

“Exactly! It’s MY bedroom.”

“Then you shouldn’t allow Larry in it when you’re naked if it bothers you.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Technically, he was right. It wasn’t too much different which cat saw me naked. The point was, I talked to each of them as though they were human and treated them as such.

Still, though... “It’s the principle of the thing.”

“Do you miss being a frog?” I heard Broo ask Amir. I turned my head in their direction. What was she doing?

“Broo,” I hissed.

“Not a bit,” Amir responded.

“Really?”

“Really. Why would you ask me that?”

“I mean, you were getting a lot of kisses from a lot of women. A normal guy might miss that kind of thing.”

“Broo,” I hissed again. She either didn’t hear me or was off in her own little world. Were all people who grew up in New York like that? Completely oblivious? Surely, not.

“As you’ve no doubt ascertained, I’m not a normal guy. I’m a warlock. I’m a prince. And all the women who kissed me, did so because you goaded them into it.”

“Semantics,” Broo said dismissively.

I shook my head and faced Barry the Cat again. “How do I get the jar of magic back from your demon drill sergeant?”

He told you. I’m supposed to take you to him.”

“I don’t like that answer. Try again.”

“I’m serious. You don’t get it back without going to see him.”

I plopped down in a chair that appeared out of nowhere and crossed my legs, my foot swinging wildly. “He doesn’t sound very nice. Why do you want to work for him?”

“He’s a legend. Every would-be demon wants to work for him.”

“Maybe you should be more discerning.”

“It’s not up for debate. Not anymore. I’m bound to his employ as soon as my training is finished.”

“I’m afraid I’m still confused. The demon showed up at my house with sour Witchin’ Stix the same time as Baba Yaga did. Nothing has worked right since. If seeing him will get things to turn around, then I’ll see him and hopefully get things back running smoothly.”

“K...”

“Maybe when I get my jar back, I could poison them and kill the demon.”

“K... You’re not making candy for a demon.”

“You’re not the boss of me, Larry.” What was wrong with me? I was arguing with my familiar and his dumb as fudge brother about candy and demons.

“No. I’m the protector of you.”

“Fat lot of good that did her, huh? You went and let your own brother lock you up.”

I snickered at Broo’s volley. I had to admit, this was more entertaining than I’d imagined it being. And it shouldn’t be entertaining at all.

“You’re not making candy for a demon and that is final.”

“He’s not a bad demon,” Barry said again.

“He’s a demon,” Amir added. “That’s sort of the definition.”

“He can be evil, but a good kind of evil, can’t he? He’s got a good heart. Or what should be his heart. He doesn’t kill people. Witches and warlocks sometimes. Shapeshifters. And the random roach. But does that really make him bad?”

“Yes!” we all shouted in unison.

“You just don’t know him like I do. You’d see he’s rather charming. I bet you’d like him if you got to know him.”

“And I’ve said take me to him.”

Larry shot him a look that promised death to at least seven of Barry’s nine lives if he did just that. And poor Barry... He didn’t seem to have a clue about the shit he’d stepped into.

“K... You’re not meeting with a demon.”

“Look, Larry... You need to stop telling me what I will and won’t be doing and meeting with him again might be the only way I can make this happen.”

“Then I’m going with you.”

“Fine.”

We both looked at Barry the Cat. “No,” was all he said.

“What do you mean no?”

“He doesn’t like Larry.”

“Good. I don’t like him,” Larry countered.

“And I don’t like you, yet here we are.”

“Oh come on now... You know you like me.” Barry tried for a smile, then a grin. It was creepy.

“I don’t.”

“You don’t dislike anyone.”

“I’ve decided to make a few exceptions.”

“Can we make the demon come here?” Amir asked, thankfully ignoring the back and forth between the cats and me. “The Wicked Shitz were dealt with in Broo’s bakery. Why can’t we deal with a demon in an invisible, enchanted room meant for practicing one’s magic?”

“I think that’s a great idea.”

“I think it’s a terrible idea,” Larry said. There was a bit of worry in his eyes that he couldn’t hide on his best day. Not from me. Maybe from Barry. But not from me.

“Barry, would you extend an invitation to your demon that he come back here?”

“K... What are you doing?”

“I don’t know,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m making this up as I go along.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t do that. Something like this probably calls for a bit of planning and finesse of execution.”

“Yes, it probably does, but we don’t have the luxury of planning and finesse. We have a demon who has my magic. It’s quite urgent, I think.”

“He was rather handsome,” Broo added.

“Which is part of the problem.”

“Didn’t seem like one. He carried himself and his handsomeness well. He was even polite.”

“Maybe you should go out front to see if the other witches need help,” Amir suggested with a smile.

“But that doesn’t sound like any fun.”

“Since when did you get brave?”

“I have no idea.” Broo sounded confused and I couldn’t blame her. “I think maybe I’m feeding off Kandy’s energy. She’s full of bravado right now and it’s palpable. For me, anyway.”

“You still haven’t convinced me to bring him here.”

“All I’m asking for right now is for you to extend the invitation to him.”

“Barry, just go do it, will you? She’s not going to let this go until you do.”

“You’re so bossy, Larry.”

“He’s always been bossy,” I said. “Always.”

“One always is quite enough, K.”

I shrugged. “Please, Barry.”

After a moment, Barry huffed and in the blink of an eye, he was gone. The spot on the floor where he’d been standing was empty. There was no sign or signal that Barry had ever even been there.

“Huh. I was expecting a swarm of flies or something to take him, not just a poof and he’s gone.”

“Now, what do you plan to say to this demon if he graces us with his presence once more?”

“I have no idea.” It would probably do me good to rehearse a few things to try and break the ice and some things to get right to the point. But in all honesty, I was usually better on my feet than people gave me credit for. If I planned, things never work out the way they should, if they worked out at all.

No, I would do exactly what I was doing with all this... I’d wing it. It hadn’t turned out any better, granted. But what other choice did I have other than to go ahead and—

“He said no,” Barry said, popping back into the room.

“Well, that was quick.”

“He wasn’t busy.”

“Why did he say no?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask. He just said no.”

“That doesn’t help us any, Barry. You need to go back and ask.”

“No, he doesn’t. He needs to find out what the alternative is. Other than you going to him. Because leaving the jar of magic with a demon is a no-go.”

“Go ask, Barry. Please.”

“You’re a demanding witch,” he muttered a second before disappearing again.

“I’m not demanding.”

“You kinda are right now.”

“I don’t mean to be. That demon isn’t being very helpful.”

“I didn’t know demons were supposed to be helpful. I thought that was one of the things about them.”

“When can you go home?” I asked Larry.

“I don’t know. Every time I’ve tried to walk out the door, I am pushed back in by an invisible force.”

“Has he taken care of you?”

“He’s fed me and provided every comfort of home, if that’s what you mean.”

“I’m glad he has.”

“Okay,” Barry the Cat said, re-entering the room. “He will agree to meet with Kandy alone. No one else.”

“Oohhh... Wow. Kandy’s bravado slipped just then. Did anyone else feel that?”

“Only you, Broo. That’s kind of one of your powers.”

“Okay, well, that was weird. I haven’t felt a shift that powerful since the Wicked Shitz. I mean, it was pretty much... Boom. One second she was riding a wave of invincibility and the next, it dropped like a stone.”

“Are you finished?”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.”

“She’s not going alone.”

“I’ll go.”

“She won’t.”

“I will.”

“Not.”

“Will.”

“K... For the love, woman. I’m trying to protect you and keep you safe. You will not go walking into Hell to meet with a demon alone. I forbid it.”

“You forbid it?”

“Wrong choice of word.”

“I should say so.”

“But you’re still not going.”

“Larry...”

“He doesn’t live in Hell, in case anyone was really interested. He has a beautiful penthouse apartment.”

“Of course he does.” Why was it that evil always lived in luxury? Not that I had any complaints about my house and all, but that was beside the point. “Do you think you could ask him to let me bring one person with me?”

“He’s gonna zap me for coming back with all these questions.”

“Tell him it’s my fault.”

“Better yet, tell him it’s Larry’s fault. And Barry, if you’d like, I can zap you, too, so you know what to expect.”

“Uh, no.”

“Why is it my fault?”

“Because you’re the one who continues to tell her she can’t go,” Broo said with a loud, irritated sigh. “She’s trying to get her magic back and you’re just throwing up roadblocks.”

“What’s wrong with wanting her to be safe?”

“Maybe you should’ve thought about that before letting your brother trick you into getting yourself locked up.”

Larry the Cat growled and lay his head on his outstretched front paws. Broo wasn’t wrong. “Just this one last question, Barry. Please. Your demon isn’t giving me much to go on.”

He didn’t respond. He only disappeared into thin air.

“This isn’t a good idea, K.”

“I know.”

Barry returned as quickly as he’d left. “He’ll allow you to bring one other and desires you to be at his penthouse within the hour.”

“Alright.”

“I’m ready when you are,” Larry the Cat spoke up.

“But you agreed.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

“Why?”

“Because I need to know you’re all right and safe.”

“Who then?”

“Amir.” I turned to him. “Would you mind?”

“Not at all. I’ve faced off with many warlocks in my time, but never a demon.” He looked to Broo. “You’ll be fine, yes?”

“Yep. I guess I’ll look after Larry the Cat and help with Leon.”

“And you won’t blow up anything?”

Broo shook her head. “Like you don’t even trust me...”

“You, my dear one, I trust. Your magic, on the other hand, no. I do not.”

“Maybe that’s why my magic acts up. No one wants it around.”

“No, I don’t think that’s what it is.”

“It was worth a shot.”

I turned to Barry. “Whenever you’re ready. We can go.”

“I can only ferry one of you at a time.”

“Oh no. That’s not how this is going to work.”

“No, it isn’t. I must insist you allow my magic to align with yours so you can transport both Kandy and me at the same time.”

Barry seemed disgruntled, but nodded.

“Were you hoping to trap me there and everyone else here?”

“No. Not me. Him.”

“Well, that’s not going to happen. We’re both coming with you.”
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Chapter Six
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One second, we were in the room at Leon’s, and in the next breath, we were standing in the foyer of a penthouse apartment, exactly as Barry the Cat had said.

Marble floors.

Even some marble walls.

Golden details everywhere.

I could see a wall of glass around the corner from where we stood. It looked out over a city I’d never seen before.

The penthouse was rich and lavishly decorated, but it was also gaudy and totally not my style.

“Hmm... I am terribly disappointed you don’t like my home.”

I didn’t dare breathe. I didn’t dare look at him, the demon.

My gut clenched hard and my thighs tightened against each other.

His voice was liquid heat, even more so when I wasn’t looking at him.

“I see you’ve brought the warlock with you. I don’t like him.”

“You don’t even know him,” I burst out saying, suddenly giving validity to Barry’s argument in favor of the demon.

“Ah, there’s that pretty voice. Wonderful. That will make these negotiations go much more smoothly.”

“These aren’t negotiations. And oh my Goddess, will you show yourself. I don’t like talking to the air.”

“Touchy, touchy. I thought you didn’t want to look at me, afraid of... something.”

The way he said the word something caused me to tremble in fear and... desire? Noooo... I didn’t have feelings like that. Heck, I’d never so much as kissed anyone.

“Oh, that is a shame. We will have to remedy that very soon.”

“No, we won’t.”

Amir took my hand and began walking us out of the foyer, but a shock of light zapped our hands apart and shoved Amir against the wall.

“What did you do that for? It’s not necessary for you to be mean.”

“I’m a demon,” he replied, as though that said it all, and maybe it did. For him.

“So... Barry said you were a good guy, but I can see he lied.”

“He said that? That I’m a good guy?”

I rolled my eyes, then looked over at Amir. “Are you okay?”

“A little bruised and caught unawares, but yes, except...”

“Except?”

“I can’t move.”

And it was then I really looked at him. I saw his muscles twitching as he tried to pull away from the wall, but he made no progress. “Damn, Broo is so going to be pissed that you’re using your powers against her mate.”

“Who is Broo?”

“A witch who has zero control of her magic. Blows up stuff all the time.”

“She can’t touch me here.”

“Magic leaves traces. Let him go, please.”

“I don’t like my things being touched.”

“Then let him off the wall.”

“I don’t mean the wall, my dear. I meant you.”

“I’m not your thing. I’m not your anything.”

“Oh, that is where you are so very wrong.”

He did step into view then... “Fudge a monkey,” I muttered.

His smile was the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen and the brilliance of his deep dark chocolate eyes pulled me toward him... Until I couldn’t move another step.

“Two can play the not moving game,” Amir said from the wall he was still stuck to.

“Let her go.”

“Nope.”

“Warlock, do not test me.”

“You’re a demon prince, yes? I’m a warlock prince. Pretty evenly matched, I’d say. Shall we go a few rounds?”

I didn’t know if it was bravado on Amir’s part or if he was serious about the evenly matched thing, but I didn’t want to find out. “Can’t we all sit and talk this out like adults? Please?”

“Certainly, my dear. This way...”

All of a sudden, I could move and so could Amir. We settled on a large L-shaped couch that faced the wall of windows. “Where are we?”

“We are anywhere I desire us to be.”

“How is that possible?”

“It is one of my many talents.”

“Unhelpful. What if I wanted to see Paris?”

“Texas or France?”

“France.”

A fraction of a second later, the Eiffel Tower appeared along with the city of Paris. It was all laid out before us. The windows, which were actually doors, opened, and a lovely Autumn breeze wafted through the room. I could smell breads and chocolates and hear people talking and the leaves of trees rustling.

I stood and walked out onto a balcony that hadn’t been there before and gazed down. “Is this really Paris?”

“Yes.”

“How... I don’t understand.”

“I would say it’s an illusion, but if we are really in Paris, then I cannot even begin to explain it,” Amir replied, still inside with the demon. He almost sounded in awe of the power, but it could have also been fear.

I tugged myself from the balcony and rejoined them, sitting on the other side of Amir, away from our host.

He chuckled as though he knew I’d taken the seat purposely. “I possess powers there are no explanations for,” he said. “I understand their limits. I can manipulate them to a point, but as to why I possess them or how they inherently work, I do not know.”

“Th-thank you,” I said. I didn’t know why he’d told us that, but perhaps it was a bridge, a peace offering of sorts.

Again, he inclined his head and offered a kind, benign smile. I didn’t trust it for a second. “Barry tells me you’d like your jar of magic back.”

“Well, yes. Please. It is mine, after all.”

“That is true, but as it happens, I am not interested in giving it back to you without a deal in place.”

“What sort of deal?” Amir asked, his tone wary and worried.

“Your input, Warlock, is not required. This is between Kandy and me.”

“You really do need to work on your manners,” I suggested. “You leave a lot to be desired in the way of hosting and just general niceness. And... Barry said it wasn’t your idea to steal the jar. That it was a... Wicked?”

“My apologies. I shall endeavor to improve my manners for the next time we meet.”

“Oh, there isn’t going to be a next time. This is a one and done meeting between us. Now, what sort of deal did you have in mind?”

“Barry was correct, by the way. It wasn’t my idea to steal from you, but now that I have the magic, a deal seems a good way to make us both happy.”

“I don’t see how, but I’ll humor you. What do you want in exchange for my jar?”

“You.”

Well, that brought me up short and put a halt to my thoughts. “So sorry... What?”

“You. You are my price.”

“Okay, well... Nice meeting you. I’ll give your regards to Baba Yaga and let her handle you.”

“Aren’t you even the least bit curious as to why I want you?”

“Nope.” Although, I really was. He was a demon. I was a candy making witch. My purpose was to make others happy. His wasn’t.

“Hmm... Are you playing hard to get? Or do you not realize it, yet?”

I shook my head and looked to Amir, who glanced from the demon to me and back again. “I...”

“I bet your Warlock friend here does.”

“Amir?”

He sat focused on the demon for so long that I didn’t think he was going to answer and then I thought the demon had him under some sort of lock down again, but Amir’s shoulders slumped and he reached back and took my hand for a brief second and squeezed. “You set this up,” he said to the demon. There was no accusation in his tone, only resignation. What was going on?

“No. That is the truth. I didn’t. I had planned to do so, yes. With help. Just not in this way.”

“How was she going to help you?”

“She owed me a favor.”

“Who?” Though I wasn’t sure anyone was listening to me, but the demon’s eyes lifted from Amir to me and all the breath whooshed out of my body. Something powerful and potent was going on between us.

He smiled, gentle, indulgent. “You were right earlier, sweet witch.”

Earlier... I was right earlier... And then it dawned on me like a sunrise. “Baba Yaga? She owed you a favor? Is that what was going on in my kitchen between you two?” The sequences of events began snapping in place inside my brain. The looks they passed back and forth before they both disappeared, the lack of alarm when they were in the same room together... “Was she your source?”

“For the sour ones, yes. I needed a way to meet you, so she passed a few of them to me. They were truly sour, and it was then I knew something was up.”

“Can someone shed a little light on things for me?”

So, I did. I shed all the light on it that Amir needed before realization lit his eyes up from the inside.

“Do you wish to tell her as you’re her friend, or shall I?” the demon asked Amir.

“I don’t care who tells me.”

“He’s your mate, Kandy.”

“What do you mean mate?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, but I need it to mean something other than what it usually means because I... I can’t... I... Nope. I want to go home now.”

“This is your home.”

“Oh no, not it isn’t. I have a really lovely little fairy cottage in the woods. You’ve seen it. You’ve been there. It’s not a flamboyant penthouse that can travel in the blink of an eye.” I admit I was a little freaked out. Okay, maybe a lot freaked out. I wasn’t happy with this turn of events and I didn’t know how to handle it. My magic going wonky was a thing that... “You said she owed you a favor. What favor?”

“A little thing that found its way into the good and decent magical realm and decided to play havoc with some of the magic of witches and warlocks and other manner of creature.”

“But what did that have to do with you?”

He shrugged and leaned back into the cushions, casual and gorgeous and oh my Goddess what was wrong with me? Other than the sheer fact, he was devastating. “Being that the Wickeds’ magic came from the depths below, only a demon could handle it. I happened to available at the time.”

“The jealous little creature Barry told us about? What happened to her?”

“That one is long dead. The current mischief maker is caged. She’s not happy about it, either. I’m curious...”

“About?” Why were we having a conversation as though it were the most normal thing in the world?

Mates.

The single word bounced around in my mind and I waved a hand as though I could whoosh it away.

“You haven’t asked my name.”

“I don’t need to know your name in order to ask for my jar of magic back. And I hardly think names are important.”

“Oh, but they’re very important. You’ll need it when we recite our vows.”

“There aren’t going to be any vows. There’s you having my jar and me wanting it back.”

“Morgan.”

“What?”

“That’s my name. Morgan.”

“That’s not a demon name.”

“It’s your demon’s name.”

That one sentence stalled the words in my throat. My demon.

My.

Demon.

I shook my head and stood, surprised my legs could hold me up and I walked out onto the balcony.

The sun was shining. There were birds chirping. People still talked down below. The building next door also had a large apartment on the top floor with its balcony doors open. I watched the pale blue curtains blowing in the wind.

Everything out here seemed real. Everything out here seemed normal. Almost.

But it wasn’t normal.

It wasn’t normal because there was a hot demon named Morgan inside behind me saying he was my mate. My demon.

If I stood on the balcony railing and walked off, would I go splat, or would he catch me, whisking us off somewhere else where I couldn’t do anything silly trying to wake myself up from this alternate version of my life?

I turned and faced him across the distance. “I woke up this morning intending to make candy. It’s what I do. I make candy. I make treats. They make other witches and warlocks and shifters and cats happy. But I couldn’t use my magic because it now makes sour candy. Then my jar was stolen right out from under my nose and you tell me I am your mate, that Baba Yaga owed you for taking care of a little problem, and there’s a Wicked who Barry said is jealous for some unknown reason. I just don’t know how to handle all this. It’s too much. It’s not my life and I don’t want to do it anymore. I want to go home. I want to crawl into my bed and sleep until it’s all over.”

“My poor, poor Kandy girl. Do you think I wanted a witch for a mate? A good witch? I didn’t want a mate at all, but... You and me. We’re mates, we’re destined. And I must say, the more I learned about you from Barry, the more glimpses I was able to take through his eyes, the more I liked you and the more I welcomed our fate.”

“There’s no getting through to you, is there?”

“Of course, there is. Say yes.”

“I don’t want to.”

“You will.”

“I won’t.”

He smiled and stood, taking slow, measured steps toward me. Amir did nothing but watch the whole thing play out. I couldn’t blame him. What was there for him to do? Duel the demon? That wouldn’t work out very well. For all I knew, it would kill them both.

I stayed where I was, pressed hard into the railing at my back. My hands clenched the iron until I thought for sure my fingers would snap or the iron would bend. Not that I had that kind of strength. It would be kind of cool if I did, though...

Focus, Kandy, I reminded myself.

I shouldn’t have to remind myself of that. But with a gorgeous demon striding my way... He grinned, and my knees threatened to buckle.

“You have the most delightful, runaway thoughts.” He touched his fingertips to my forehead and stroked softly. I did my best not to moan or lean into the warmth of the touch, but I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t help wanting it to last a few moments longer. “I have never enjoyed being in someone’s mind quite like I enjoy yours.”

“It’s not polite to make fun. Or read someone’s mind,” I said as panic at his nearness and touch began to settle in my belly.

“Oh, my little witch, I’m not making fun. I do, sincerely find your scattered thoughts enjoyable. And as for reading minds, once we are bound, if you so wish it, I will never read yours again without an invitation.”

“I don’t believe you.”

He dropped his hand back to his side and a little of the light dimmed in his eyes. “You will find I am not wrong.” His tone hardened, too. He was a demon used to getting what he wanted and while I might be a little enthralled, reluctantly, I would take his bit of coldness as a good sign that I still had my wits about me.

“I would like to meet your Wicked.”

“I don’t think that is a good idea.”

“I am here for my magic back and so far, you’re not helping very much. I’d at least like to know why she’s jealous.”

His gaze gave nothing away. It only peered hard into my own, but something must’ve satisfied him because he took my hand and the next thing I knew, I was standing in a small room with a golden bird cage suspended from the ceiling.

The walls were dark and pricked with points of light, giving a feeling of being outside at night.

I walked closer to the cage and came face to face with a pixie-like creature. She had large, gray eyes, and pale blue skin with deep blue hair. Her ears were moderately sized and pointed. Her body was short, but curvaceous.

She was a miniature pin-up girl.

“Hi.”

And she hissed and growled at me. So, maybe not like a miniature pin-up girl.

“Wilhelmina.” The demon’s voice from behind me was sharp and brooked no argument. “You will be nice.”

“Wilhelmina. That’s a pretty name. My name is Kandace, but everyone calls me Kandy.”

“I care not. Leave.”

She crossed her small arms over her ample chest, then turned her back to me. I simply walked around to the other side of the cage. “Why are you mad at me?”

“You want him for yourself and he is mine.”

I flickered a look at the demon, then back at the pouting little Wicked. “I do not.”

“You make him treats. You give him gifts.”

“I don’t.”

“The black furball does. From you.”

Barry. That cat was a pain in my... “Not from me. I do not want your demon.”

“I’m not—”

I ignored him. “I do not want your demon, Wilhelmina. And just because you think you saw gifts from me, you didn’t.”

“Do you promise?”

For the first time, she looked relieved and not quite as hostile. “Yes, I promise. I only want my magic back and for you to leave my Witchin’ Stix alone, so I can share them with others who need them.” She didn’t look at all as though she believed me. “Stealing the jar wasn’t nice, but maybe you felt you had to? To protect him or keep him? Whatever it was, you have nothing to worry about. I won’t come between you and him.”

“Witch...”

There was a warning in the demon’s voice that I ignored.

“What do you say Wilhelmina? Do you promise not to cause any further trouble?”

“You’ll leave and never come back?”

“Yes. I will leave and never come back.”

“Then I will leave you alone from now on.”

“Thank you.” I stuck my fingers through the bars on the cage. She looked at them and turned her pointed nose up. “It’s a handshake. To seal our deal.”

With slowness and uncertainty, she touched her fingers to mine. They were cool and soft, like silk. “You may go, Witch.”

She shimmered out of sight and I looked up at the demon. The thunderous expression on his face was nothing to be trifled with. However... I was done for the day. “Where did she go?”

“She still there. She’s invisible.”

“That’s a handy dandy trick. Can I go home now?”

He shook his head. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

“I do so.”

He snapped his fingers and we were back in the room with Amir who rushed toward me. “Are you alright, Kandy?”

“I am. The Wicked... Wilhelmina and I struck a bargain. I won’t have designs on her demon and she’ll leave my magic alone.”

“She made a devil’s bargain, is what she’s done,” the demon thundered causing me to jump in my skin.

“Did you have to do that?”

“You cannot keep your promise to her.”

“I can. I have no designs on you.”

“We. Are. Fated, dear, sweet, clueless witch. You cannot keep your promise to her,” he added in a soft, almost kind voice.

“I do not want you.”

“You do not have a choice. And you will.”

I started to deny him once more, but he leaned forward, and I helplessly watched as his mouth descended to mine, his head blocking out all around us. His lips were soft when they touched mine, then, in a flash, he was gone and I was home. In my bed. In my pajamas.

Amir stood in the doorway with a concerned look on his handsome face.

“What happened?” I whispered.

“He sent us back.”

“Why?”

“You said you wanted to come home.”

“Oh. What do I do, Amir? I can’t be mated to a demon.”

“I’m afraid you have no choice. If he is, then he is.”

“But I’m a good witch. He said so.”

“Yes. You are.”

“Can’t Baba Yaga get me out of this?”

“She can’t interfere with the Fates.”

I pouted. “Well, they must’ve been drunk when they were playing matchmaker monopoly. I don’t suppose he sent the jar back with us, did he?”

“Actually, yes.” Amir pointed to the jar sitting on the bedside table.

“Then it’s all good. We have it back. And you’re not smiling. Why aren’t you smiling?”

“There’s a note attached to the top.”

Sure enough, there was. I sat up and plucked the pink sticky note off the lid.

My peace offering to you, little witch.

You have three days to seek me out again of your own free will.

If you do not, I will come for you.

You are my mate and I will not be denied what is mine.

I tossed the note to the floor. “Well of all the high handedness. He must be taking lessons from you. If he thinks I’ll be seeking him out, he’s in for a really long wait. Much more than three days I can tell you.”

“Kandy...” Amir admonished me with a tone he usually reserved for Broo when he was fed up with her denials and shook his head. “You can’t play a demon like that.”
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Chapter Seven
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“But a demon? How can I be mated to a demon? And how could you allow it?”

“I didn’t allow it. Who your mate is, is not my call. That is up to the Fates.”

“There’s a reason people don’t like you.”

“I’m not here to be anyone’s friend. That is not my job.”

“Well, that’s a good thing, because you’re definitely not my friend.”

“Kandy...”

“What am I supposed to do? He said I had three days to return to him of my own free will or he’ll come for me.”

“If it helps, he has never reneged on a deal and he’s never failed to return a favor when it’s been needed because occasionally little demon underlings wiggle out of Hell.”

“You mean like the Wicked?”

“Yes, like the Wicked.”

“But my magic is safe?”

“Yes.”

“Then why didn’t you tell me? Never mind. I’m not sure you’d tell me the truth anyway. You can go away now. I have things to figure out.”

“Kandy, there are always reasons for why the Fates choose the way they do. Morgan is a demon, yes, but not all demons are evil at heart. He was born a demon, he had no choice about being a demon any more than you had being born a witch.”

I watched, my mouth hanging open, as she smiled and disappeared, purple haze left in her wake.

She couldn’t be right, could she? Not about a demon being an okay guy? We were warned against demons from the time we were born. Beware the gorgeous, smooth talking, dark dressed men, for they were not men at all. They were demons from Hell sent to do the bidding of evil.

But no one ever warns you that you could end up as the mate of one.

And no one ever tells you what to do about it if you do end up as the mate of one.

How did he know we were mates without having met me?

How long had he known?

If I return to him within the three days, do I have to stay forever? How do I get answers to any of these questions without going back?

None of this made me happy and I wanted my happy back. I missed my happy, my perky, my life that consisted of friends and baking sweet treats. I hadn’t been deprived of anything or anyone. I’d never even cared that I hadn’t been kissed. Not until yesterday. Not until Paris. Not until Morgan in his penthouse brushing his lips against mine.

I still felt him. How could this be possible? I couldn’t stop thinking about him, either, but that was normal, right? I mean, given all that happened, all that had been revealed?

For now, though, I was content to play in my kitchen and pretend that all was right with the world.

“K?”

“Not now Barry.”

“I’m Larry.”

“Not now Larry.”

“Please let me help.”

“Why are you being nice and wanting to help?”

“I’m always nice and it’s my job to help.”

“I don’t know what you can do, and I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Let me just be for a while.”

“Is that candy I smell?” Barry the Cat asked, skidding to a halt just short of plowing into the kitchen island.

“Yes.”

He jumped up. “Can I have some?”

“Get down off the counter.”

“Can I have some?”

“Get. Down. Off. The. Counter.”

“Okay, okay. Geez... You’re so touchy.”

“Am I, Barry? Am I?”

“Yes.”

I threw up my hands. No reason for me to keep repeating myself when the damn cats were going to do as pleased.

Looking over the four pots on the stove, checking the temperatures on each of the candy thermometers, I gave my fingers a snap and each crystal wand began to stir the liquid sugars. Most of the time when I made candy, I didn’t use but a minimal amount of magic until it came time to add the color, the flavor, and turn the rock hard candy into powder.

I actually loved doing the majority by hand, the way non-magicals did it. It made it all a little more authentic to me.

I could use magic a hundred percent in the making if I wanted. None of it was of benefit to me. I gave away my candy to help others.

Would I still be able to make candy if I was with Morgan? Would he allow it? Of course, he’d allow it. I mean, he liked my candy, right? That’s why the Wicked was so upset. Hmm... And what did being the mate of a demon even mean? Did it change who I was? Would I become a demon? Would our children be demons?

Panic began to set in. I liked my life exactly as it was... Or at least as it had been before a demon was brought into my life because something called a Wicked decided to be a brat.

“Um, Kandy?”

“K?”

“KANDY!”

“What?”

“One of the pots is about to... Oh never mind. It boiled over.”

“What?” I looked back at the stove and sure enough... “Holy crap on a cracker...”

I’d never had candy making accidents before. I was proficient from birth. It was my gift. My talent in this magical life. I could manipulate color and flavor into something no one had ever tasted before. I could bring happiness to anyone with my creations, or I could make them burn up from the inside with them... But never, ever had I had a pot boil over.

Hot, liquid sugar rolled across the floor.

It pooled on the stove and sizzled when it connected with the still turned on the burner.

“That’s it,” I said, and flipped the knobs to shut everything off, then, with a wave of my hands and two taps of my heels, the sticky hot sugar on my floor and on the stove righted itself, removing any traces of a mess.

So, I’d only have three flavors this time around. I could make more tomorrow.

“Tell me about the Wicked, Barry.”

“Which one?”

“How many are there?”

“Thousands. They... Well, let’s just say they’re worse than bunnies. They’re everywhere. A nuisance for the most part.”

“And the one at Morgan’s that I met?”

“She’s Morgan’s. She learned you are his mate. She was unhappy about it and chose to act out. She’s still grounded.”

“For how long?”

“Another hundred years.”

“That seems a bit harsh.”

“That was mild, really. Wickeds aren’t supposed to venture into the magical realm and when they do, most are usually stripped of their powers and turned into servants, their magic bound.”

“You’d think that’d be motivation to not do it.”

I flicked my fingers and three lined pans set themselves end to end on the island, then which another flick, the pots, one by one lifted from the stovetop and floated on the air, to pour out their contents.

In moments, I had brilliantly colored, piping hot, molten sugar. By morning, they will have cooled and hardened.

My kitchen smelled delicious.

It also glowed with the refracted light of my magic floating through the air.

I might have to grudgingly admit that I owed Morgan the demon a thank you for giving the jar back to me.

I didn’t want to. “I’m going back to bed,” I told the cats.

“It’s not even noon, K.”

“I know,” I said, walking out of the kitchen.

“K...”

“What?”

“Are you going to be alright?”

“I don’t know.” And I didn’t. But I didn’t want to think about that either. I just wanted to wake up yesterday morning and my life not be so profoundly changed.

*
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The smell tickled my nose. It was one I hadn’t ever smelled in my house. It was only in the bakery that it wafted around.

I peeled open my eyes and found darkness surrounding me. The only light was that from the hallway. Broo sat on my bed, slurping on something out of one of the containers she kept within reach at all times.

“What are you doing here?”

“I brought you some of Bethilda’s spaghetti and meatballs.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s called comfort food and you are in need of a lot of comforting.”

“Amir told you?”

“I’m afraid the whole town knows.”

“Figures.” I pushed myself up to a sitting position. “I’ve never had spaghetti and meatballs before.”

“Which makes this the perfect time to try it. It’s warm and saucy and full of carbs we won’t gain weight from. Like ever.”

I cracked a smile. “You really are enjoying that little benefit, aren’t you?”

“Oh, you have no idea. But seriously, I just want to help. I know what it’s like to be put in a situation you seemingly have zero control over. Although, me and magic...” She shrugged. “There’s no control there at all. You, though... You have a gift and a purpose and a mate you don’t want. I get that. I didn’t want any of this.”

“You’re still fighting it. I don’t want to fight myself every day or fight fate. I want my other life back.”

“But we can’t go back, can we? And you’re right. I do fight it. I’m still fighting against the idea, the reality of Amir being my mate. Still fighting against the idea that I’m a witch of some sort. I don’t think what we know so far is the extent of things. I feel this buzz inside me sometimes that I can’t shake.”

“A buzz? What do you mean?”

“It’s like... It’s like an electrical current that sparks every once in a while. I don’t know what it’s trying to tell me or show me, but it’s there, pushing, trying to get out. And yes, then there’s Amir. He’s gorgeous and he’s good to me. Did you know he wants to marry and have a family? He wants to give me the family I never had.”

“No, I didn’t know that. I think that’s wonderful.”

“It scares the crap out of me.”

“But why?”

“Because I don’t know how to depend on anyone or let anyone depend on me. Maybe it’s one of the reasons I can’t decide on a bakery design.” She shrugged and took another bite of her food, the noodles carefully wrapped around the tines of her fork. “So, see? I do know some of what you’re going through.”

“But he’s a demon, Broo. A demon.” The more I said the word out loud, the more I was becoming used to it, no longer scared of it the way I was raised to be.

“Is he handsome?”

“Yes.” It was a fact that couldn’t be denied. “He’s beautiful. Dark skin, brilliant eyes, and a dazzling smile that makes my knees go all kinds of weak.”

“And the Fates chose him for you?”

“That’s what B.Y. says.”

“B.Y.?”

“Baba Yaga. I just call her B.Y. because it annoys her.”

“Oh, I bet the look she gives is worth it. Okay, back to the demon. What’s his name?”

“Morgan.”

“Nice. I’ve never met a Morgan.”

“He’ll be here in two days if I don’t opt to return to him.”

“Which way are you leaning?”

“Hiding in one of Leon’s rooms. If Barry the Cat could hide Larry the Cat in one, then I should be able to hide in one for the rest of my life or until the demon dies, whichever comes first.”

“It’s curious that you call him the demon and never by his name. Why is that?”

“I think it keeps him at a distance if I simply refer to him as the demon. If I put the name to him and start believing him any sort of normal, then I believe I’d be in danger of seeing him as more than the demon he is.”

“Maybe you need to see him as more. You were raised to fear his kind, right?”

“Yes.”

“It could be that you need to make the determination on your own if he is to be feared or not. I mean, I know it’s hard to change how you were raised to think about something, but we’d never do anything at all if we didn’t try to change our own status quo.”

“When did you get to be so wise?”

“I have no idea. Want some?” she asked, holding the container out to me. In the darkness of the room, I could only make out the shadow of Broo extending her food to me. Did I want to try it? I didn’t know. The aroma tickled my nose.

I took the fork from her and mimicked the way she’d twirled the noodles. Lifting it and holding my hand under it so sauce didn’t drip from it onto my sheets, I shoved it in my mouth and promptly moaned in pleasure. How had I never had spaghetti and meatballs before? How had I never thought to eat pasta? I primarily ate fruits and vegetables. And candy. I had never had an affinity for meat and really hadn’t seen a reason to eat pasta, but after trying this? How could I never have it again?

“You like it, don’t you?”

I swallowed. “Yes. Yes, I do. May I have another bite?”

“You can have the rest of it.”

“Oh, I couldn’t.” I really, really could, though. I really, really wanted to.

“Yes, you can. You want it and that’s good. Besides, you know Bethilda stocks my fridge whenever I need it.”

“Thanks,” I said, meaning it for not only the food, but for the company and the advice.

“I’m happy to help you in whatever way I can since you’ve been helping me. I have been wondering something...”

“Yeah?”

“You knew my mom pretty well, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

“Will you tell me about her sometime?”

“Oh sure. Any time you want, I’d be happy to talk to you about her. She was something special. The kindest witch I’d ever known.”

“You knew Amir when he came, too, right?”

“Yes, but we didn’t have too many interactions. He didn’t stick around for long after she was... After she...” I couldn’t finish the sentence, but Broo patted my knee.

“I understand. I’d just like to know about her. I’ve asked Bethilda, but she said she’s still not ready to talk about her, yet. Even after all these years. She does have pictures, though, and has shown them to me. I didn’t think I’d ever care, but after being here, learning that about what happened and learning that I have an aunt... I do care. A lot. I used to think I never really came from anywhere, but I did. I came from Blue Balls Falls, Virginia.”

I smiled at her. She’d been through a lot in the last year and there was a lot more for her to go through until she learned the full extent of her powers and how to use them.

“So, you think I should give the...” I shook my head. “Morgan. You think I should give Morgan a chance.”

“If I’ve learned anything being here, it’s that nothing is ever as it seems and no one other than the Wicked Shitz and Pretty Ugly Shit, are as good or bad as I’ve made them out to be.”

I nodded. “Okay. I’ll... Okay.”
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Chapter Eight
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“I need you to do this, Barry. I don’t know how else to get a message to him.”

“But he told me not to come back without you until the three days are up.”

“Oh for the love... Blame me. I don’t care. I need to talk to him before I go back.”

“You’re going to get me killed one of these days, K.”

“That’s not my intent.”

“Uh huh. You’re probably just trying to get back at me for seeing you naked all those months.”

“Oh, I’ll get you back for that, don’t you worry. But not right now. This is too important.” I handed Barry a neatly tied bunch of Witchin’ Stix “These are for Morgan. A peace offering.” I handed him one other, this one swirled in the two colors left from the batch I’d made yesterday. “This one is special and it’s for you.”

“Thank— Wait... This is a bribe.”

“Take the damn candy and go tell the demon what she said,” Larry the Cat said, boredom represented in every syllable.

“Fine.”

“Has he always been this difficult?” I asked Larry once Barry disappeared.

“Yes. Ever since he was a kitten. Argumentative and a pain in the ass.”

“Were you supposed to be the sweet one?”

“No. That’s Shari. She’s always been the one others love.”

“Maybe you and Barry should’ve taken lessons from her.”

“Maybe, but then I wouldn’t be the challenge you needed me to be.”

“I didn’t know that I needed a challenge.”

“Of course, you did. You were too nice. You’ve always been too nice. I had to try and toughen you up so people wouldn’t take advantage of you.”

“I see.” I grinned. “I knew you loved me.”

“I’m your familiar. It’s not about love. It’s my duty. My job.”

“You love me.”

“K...”

I giggled, something in me having changed since my talk with Broo last night. I felt lighter, brighter. My magic was working the right way again, I had carbs flowing through my body, and I had a potential mate I’d never wanted, but that I might be saddled with anyway. I’d been told by two people to give Morgan a chance and the more I thought about him as Morgan and not the demon, the more my attitude about him seemed to be changing, too.

I honestly didn’t know what was up with my life.

I patted Larry the Cat on the head, which he usually hated, and turned back to the task at hand. Candy. I was making candy. A lot of it.

“Here.”

I turned at the voice. “Barry?”

“Who else?”

I shrugged. “Why are you handing me a cell phone?”

“So you can call him.”

“Oh.”

“He said he was eager to hear what you had to say and would spare my measly little life this one last time.”

“Magnanimous of him,” I muttered and took the phone. As soon as my hand wrapped around it, it began vibrating and Morgan’s face appeared on the screen. “I guess he couldn’t wait.” I swiped to the right. “Hello Morgan.”

“Hello, sweet witch.”

His voice fairly purred the words and I fairly melted on the spot. I couldn’t afford to lose myself in this. That’s not what my going through spending time with him was about.

“I think we should meet again.”

“Barry could have brought you.”

“Not there. Here.”

“That was not part of the deal.”

“There was no deal. You said I needed to return to you of my own free will, but you didn’t say it had to be there.”

“I shall have to make sure there are no loopholes next time.”

“Hmm... If you want this, then I’ll need you to come here, to Blue Balls Falls and get to know me and let me get to know you.”

“You feel the need to have others around you that make you feel safe.”

“Yes, but it’s more than that.”

“I’m listening.”

“This is my home. I don’t want to leave it and I hope if you spend a little time here, that you won’t want to take me from it, either.”

“I see. I suppose I can understand that. You have been here, it is only fair I should come to you this time.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I do not lie.”

“I just... I expected you to argue with me about it.”

“I want to be with you, get to know you, as you said. You are reaching out to me with sincerity. Why would I not be willing to bend a bit?”

“Oh.” I breathed a sigh of relief. This was more than I could have hoped for. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome. I will arrive within the hour. 

The line went silent and the phone shut off. No matter what I did, I couldn’t get it to turn back on. I looked at Barry. “The phone is under his power,” he said, answering my unasked question.

“Of course it is.”

“Is he really coming here? The demon?”

“Yes.”

“I hate him.”

“Larry, you don’t even know him. I don’t know him, either, for that matter. But you don’t know him well enough to hate him. You hate change. All cats hate change and he represents a possible big change for all of us.”

“Then why invite him?”

“Because if what I am to understand is true, he is my mate and I need to give him a chance.”

“He’s still a demon.”

“Yes. A demon with a name. Morgan. I need you to be on your best behavior and give him a chance as well.”

“He doesn’t seem overly fond of Barry.”

“Nope. But maybe you can win him over.”

“I don’t want to. He’s a demon.”

“Yes, you keep reminding me of that. I don’t want to win him over, either. For the same reason as you. But we don’t know him. We know of his kind, not him. So, until he shows us we can’t trust him, we’ll have to be the bigger of us all and try.”

“Who are you and what have you done with my witch?”

“I’m still your witch, but I’ve never been one to judge anyone by the cut of his suit, and I won’t now.”

“That’s lovely to hear. Thank you.”

I think my heart dropped to my stomach and my throat closed up when I heard the voice from behind me. I glared at Larry the Cat who had gone back to washing his paws, bored.

Fine.

I turned to face Morgan and tried for a tentative smile, one that likely looked more like a grimace. “Hi.”

“Hello. Adorable little home you have.”

“Thank you. It’s not a spacious penthouse, but it’s mine and I love it. It fits me.”

“That it does. All the brilliant candy colors on the outside. They match you.” He inched closer with each word until he stood in front of me and I could hardly breathe. His scent was intoxicating. Outdoor fire and crisp Autumn days. A contradiction.

His dark eyes roamed my face as though looking for something and when he found whatever it was, he smiled and lifted my hand to place a tender, heated kiss to my knuckles. “I appreciated the bouquet of candy. It was a sweet gesture.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Are you going to make more?” He nodded in the direction of the stove.

“Yes. I was just about to start.”

“Oh, excellent. I want to watch.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s you and you are why I’m here.”

“I’ve never had anyone specifically watch me make candy before. Well, other than the cats.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” he said as he settled himself on a stool at the island. Larry immediately jumped down and ran from the room. “Something I said?” Morgan asked, his gaze following the black cat until Larry disappeared.

“No. You being here bothers him.”

“I would be worried if it didn’t bother him. I’m an unknown to all of you.”

I nodded, unsure what else to add. He was right, but he didn’t need me to tell him that. Larry would either come around or he wouldn’t. I couldn’t do anything about that now. I’d set this in motion, Morgan being in my house on the outskirts of Blue Balls Falls, where he could wreak all kinds of havoc if the whim struck him.

“How did you know I was your mate?”

“I touched your magic. The first time Barry brought me some of your candy, I knew. I held it in my hand and then let it dissolve on my tongue and I knew.”

“Is that why you were so willing to come?”

“Yes. You deserve the benefit of the doubt the same as I do.”

“True.”

Into the large pot on the stove, I poured sugar, followed by an equal amount of water.

“You don’t use magic to do it?”

“Not until the end when it comes to flavors and colors.”

“And which will you add today?”

“I don’t know. I don’t usually decide until I’m ready, until it’s time.” And then a thought struck me... “What’s your favorite color?”

“Red.”

“Hmm... Red can be a variety of shades and flavors.”

“Raspberry is my favorite flavor.”

I looked over my shoulder. “Raspberry? A very bright pink-red. I can do that.”

“What’s your favorite color?”

That question... No one had ever asked me that. No one had ever asked me about my favorite flavor, either. Contemplating them left me confused. “I don’t know,” I said softly, taking the glass stirring stick and swirling the water and sugar mixture together. I turned on the burner and affixed the candy thermometer to the edge of the sauce pot.

“Don’t you think you should find out, though?”

“I had never thought about it. My thoughts have always been about others, matching their favorites, bringing them happiness through my magic.”

“Then you should allow someone else to help you find your happiness by matching your favorites.”

“I suppose I could. I’ll ask Kaydence or Kyla.”

“And they are...?”

“My sisters. We’re triplets.”

“Oh.”

“You didn’t know?”

“I didn’t.”

“Maybe one of them is your real mate and you simply made a mistake because you never saw them.”

“I know you’re hoping so, but I think you know as well as I do, that I’m right. You’re mine and I’m yours, sweet witch.”

Disappointment was a momentary emotion. “Why do you call me that?”

“Has no one ever called you by a pet name? An endearment?”

“No.”

“Ah... No kisses before me. I remember...” I blushed and he chuckled low, sliding off the stool and taking up all my immediate, personal space. “I call you sweet witch because you are. You make sweets infused with your magic, and because you are mine. My sweet witch.”

I thought he would kiss me. I wanted him to kiss me. His nearness was like the most delicious drug and I wanted it.

I didn’t want to want it. I didn’t want any of this. But it was here, he was here, in front of me, breathing the same air as me, taking up space in my home and I wanted it. I wanted him.

He didn’t kiss me. He drew an imaginary line down my cheek and traced the corner of my mouth, before taking his seat once again.

I gave myself an internal shake and a stern talking to, turning back to my candy making.

“We should find your color and flavor.”

“Is it important?”

“Of course it is. Doesn’t everyone have a color and flavor?”

“Yes. At least, to me they do.”

“Then so do you.”

“Are you a high ranking demon?” I asked, changing the subject completely. I didn’t want to talk about me and what I liked. That wasn’t what my magic or my purpose was about. I was here to help others and do right by them.

“Not too high, but definitely not at the bottom of the hierarchy. I have within my command several legions of demons and hellhounds. In the mortal world, I’d be an Earl, perhaps.”

“What about Barry?”

“He would be my first cat.”

“You really should let him out of whatever deal he made with you. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He doesn’t have a cruel bone in his body.”

“And you think I do?”

“Isn’t that an inherent trait of a demon?”

“No, but it is one that is cultivated and coveted. Cruelty. Evil. Wickedness. They can’t be taught. They can be fostered in some, but in most, they cannot. You are either born with them, or not. And you believe Barry is none of them?”

“He isn’t. He’s just looking for his place in the world. He thinks because he doesn’t have a witch or warlock, that he doesn’t have anyone and doesn’t belong.” I paused as an idea skittered across my mind.

“What? What are you thinking? I don’t think I like it.”

“I know what it is for him?”

“Oh?”

“He’s not your minion or whatever you call those like him. He’s your companion. He’s your familiar.”

“Demons do not have familiars.”

“Well, whatever you have, he’s yours.”

“No. Absolutely not.”

“Oh yes. This is brilliant, Morgan. Don’t you see? Don’t you understand?” I was fairly bursting at the seams with happiness at my idea. I can’t believe I didn’t think about it before. “You are his demon.”

“I am your demon. Not his.”

“Of course I don’t mean in that way, but this is fantastic. Wait til’ he learns of it. He will be thrilled.”

“You aren’t listening to me, are you? He’s not my anything.”

I was listening, and I wasn’t exactly serious. I enjoyed the banter, the play, the uncertainty in Morgan’s eyes. He was a little off balance at my insistence regarding Barry the Cat.

I kept the smile in place as I turned back to the stove to check the candy thermometer. It was near the temperature I needed before I added flavor and color, then poured the liquid sugar into the always prepared cooling pans.

Morgan said raspberry. In my mind, I conjured the small fruit, splitting it apart to let the juices run freely.

I caught the color, the scent and flicked my fingers over the sugar water. Bright pink-red flowed across the surface and the aroma of fresh picked berries wafted through the kitchen. Behind me, Morgan hummed his approval.

My magic had returned, and I couldn’t get over how ecstatic I was. I was able to create freely with it now.

With a wave of my hand, the pot lifted and poured its contents onto the cooling pans.

“What happens now? When can I taste it?”

“It has to cool.”

“I’m a demon.”

“My candy will still burn your mouth. It’ll take a few hours to cool and harden enough so that it can be broken and smashed into powder.”

“I suppose you know best, but what will we do for the length of time it takes for it to cool before I can try it?”

“We can walk into town and get you a room at the inn and you can meet Broo. You’ve already met Amir. And, you can assist us in setting up the pop-up shop.”

“A room at the inn? I cannot stay here?”

“No, you cannot stay here.”

“But the closeness will help us get to know one another.”

“My cottage isn’t big enough for you and me and the two cats.”

“We can expand it for the duration of my stay.”

“Or you can stay at the inn and leave my cottage alone.”

“Very well. I will abide by your rules, of course.”

I set the pot in the sink to be washed and grabbed a small black cauldron of candy I’d made at odd hours of the night before after Broo had left. I had butterscotch wheels and cherry licorice wands. There were lemon drops and orange drops and caramel pumpkin chews. Cinnamon lollipops and sour apple rings rounded out the selection. I hope I’d made enough for however many people we would see, but there would be much more in the days and weeks to come.

Morgan walked out into the sunshine and a crisp Autumn breeze floated into the kitchen. I smiled. It was most definitely my favorite time of year.
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Chapter Nine
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“Broo! Pay attention! Your side is sagging and about to fall.”

“Sorry,” she said, shifting the lollipop in her mouth and pressing harder on her end of the pop-up store.

“What do you think, K?”

I stood back and cocked my head to the side. I walked around and cocked my head to the other side. Something still looked a little shifty about the structure, and I lifted my hand, palm facing out, and with mind and fingers in sync, I angled Broo’s side up near the top. Once that was done, I nodded to Bethilda, who lowered the orange and white striped covering over the four corners. I made a cone shape with my fingers and raised my hand toward the center and it popped up.

“That’s kind of like a barn raising. Not that I ever had a chance to do go to one. They don’t usually raise barns in the middle of Brooklyn.”

“I suppose it is. I’ve only participated in one of those and it didn’t really end well. We weren’t used to what it physically took to do it the human way. Magic took over the next day and we had a feast well into the night.”

“Can you teach me how to do that? Lift and lower things with my fingers and mind?”

“I can try. Why not ask Amir? It’s something pretty basic.”

“I don’t like when he teaches me things. He gets frustrated too easily and starts huffing and sighing and then starts kissing me to distract me from using magic.”

“That’s warlock for ya. They get so impatient, always thinking we’re the slow ones. I’d be glad to teach you. And I promise not to kiss you.”

“Make sure she’s not lifting anything breakable,” Bethilda said in passing, to which Broo stuck her tongue out at her aunt.

“It’s got to be easier than spells.”

“Not when you’re unable to do level one spells without something exploding.”

“Not my fault. Maybe I just have a lot of pent up anger.”

“Then go out in the woods and blow up something until you it out of your system or go to Leon’s and use one of the rooms.”

Broo tilted her head one way and then tilted her head the other. “Broo?”

“What if she has a point? What if that’s what I need to do to clear my head or psyche or whatever. Maybe my real magic is clogged up somehow.”

“I hadn’t thought about that, but maybe. I guess anything is worth a shot at this point.”

She nodded, her face still a study in concentration. “I think I’ll go talk to Leon when we’re finished here.”

“Has he forgiven Barry and Morgan yet?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him since that day.”

I took a step toward the pop-up shop, but stopped and glanced around for Morgan. I hadn’t seen him since we arrived and Broo was buckling under the pressure to hold up part of the structure.

As I slowly spun in place, I finally spotted him staring at the empty spot where the bakery had been.

“Your friend did this?” he asked when I stepped up beside him.

“She did. She was practicing a spell that went horribly wrong and the whole place exploded.”

“I heard there were warlocks here and a hag that were done in. They wanted her magic?”

“They wanted the magical elements of her empathic abilities. She can freeze, set fire, cause wind and rain and snow and ice, and apparently blow things up.”

“She’s powerful.”

“She is, but I think she’s scared of it.”

“I can understand that. What about you, sweet witch?”

“What about me?”

“What are you scared of?”

“Nothing anymore. Not now that I have my jar of magic back and am able to use it.”

“A witch without magic. You told Barry you didn’t feel you were worth anything as a witch without it.”

“I’m not a witch at all without it.”

“Witch is a state of being. Not the powers you hold. Same as demon, warlock, wizard, or any other magical being. It is all a state of being, a belief, mind over matter. Not the other way around.”

“Still... That magic has been passed down through generations and without it, without being able to use it, worthless is what I felt.”

“Then I’m glad you have it back. I would not want you to feel any way other than powerful, strong, and beautiful.”

“You think I’m beautiful?”

“Completely.”

“Thank you. I don’t remember the last time anyone said that to me.”

“I’ll tell you every day.”

Heat filled my cheeks and I looked away. The street was teeming with people decorating for Fall. The leaves would be in full, riotous color soon and with the help of a little magic, the town would be able to keep them colored for longer than the human world could.

“Can Wilhelmina be tamed? Can any Wickeds be tamed?”

“No. They are their own entity. They cannot be made into pets or have the chaos tamed. It can be bound inside them, and eventually they will go mad trying to break free.”

“That sounds horrible.”

“I don’t imagine it’s pleasant, no.”

“Is that what you meant when you said she would be better off in the cage for now?

“Yes.”

“That’s cruel.”

“I know.”

“Let her go.”

“I cannot. I do not know what she would do if I did. Other than try to harm you or me or the people of this town you seem to love so much.”

“Maybe she needs love.”

“Not everything or everyone is meant to be loved, little witch.”

“You don’t know that, Morgan.”

“If I let her out and I am right, I will never be able to catch her again.”

“And if you let her out, maybe I can help.”

“I am not willing to risk it, Kandy. I do not want you hurt or your magic manipulated again.”

“Maybe she wouldn’t come after my magic.”

“No. She would come for your life. Same as mine.”

“That doesn’t sound gracious.”

“A Wicked is not at all gracious. Never, ever forget that.”

“Tell me about her.”

“Why do you want to know?”

“I don’t know. I just do. Please...”

“Oh. Please.” He smiled like the devil he was. “For please I will do many things.”

Inside the pop-up, I set the cauldron on a makeshift countertop and waved my fingers a little for a frill of lights over it. It wouldn’t be long and the residents of Blue Balls Falls would be lined up for candy. I love this. Doing and sharing from myself to make others happy, if only for the length of time a lollipop or Witchin’ Stix lasted.

“A Wicked can move so fast you’d never see them, only feel a sudden puff of air nearby. They have immense power to cause chaos and are driven to it, driven by it for nothing more than a thrill.”

“Barry said she thought you were hers because she was yours?”

“They can be extremely territorial and many are kept as servants and magically bound. I didn’t do that to her. She latched onto me and I never had a reason to put her away.”

“Until me.” I didn’t like that a small creature, even one bent on chaos, was caged because of me.

“Yes. Until you. I don’t know how she knew to target you, that you would be important. But she did, and it couldn’t go unpunished.”

“Witchin’ Stix? Do you have some?”

I turned at the small voice, somehow glad to have the conversation with Morgan interrupted. I saw nothing and no one.

“Please, Miss?”

I looked down over the edge of the counter. A dark-haired little girl stared up at me with expectant golden eyes. She held the hand of a little boy with the same features. “Hi,” I said.

“Hi,” the little girl replied.

“My name is Kandy with a K. What are your names?”

“I’m Pip and he’s my brother, Peep.”

“Lovely to meet you Pip and Peep. I do have Witchin’ Stix. Orange Cream. Raspberry Swirl. And Blackberry Lime.”

“Can we have one of each? How much are they? I have a little money and so does Peep.”

“They are no cost to you. And yes, you may have one of each.” I winked toward the cauldron. “Stix, if you please.”

Three of each flavor lifted and floated toward the two children. They caught two apiece easily, but the remaining two, swirled and whizzed around their heads. Pip and Peep giggled and jumped, trying to catch the candy in their hands.

“Thanks,” they said, running off to chase the flying sugar sticks.

“That was cute and kind of you.”

“What?”

“You didn’t charge them.”

“I don’t charge for the candy. I never have. I’m a baker and I work for Broo. Or I did work for Broo. I guess I’m a party planner now, too. The candy I make, though, I make for the fun and enjoyment of those who eat it. That’s why it was so important to get it back. It’s not for me. It’s for what I can do for others.”

“Even if one of them is a demon?”

“Yes. Even if one of them is a demon. I never put a limit on who may consume it. That would be unkind.”

“You’ve a big heart, Kandy with a K.”

“I’m a good witch, Morgan.”

“Maybe that’s why you’re fated to mate with a demon such as I, then.”

Could that be it? His words actually made a little sense. I was a good witch. Caring, generous, helpful. He was a... Well, he was a demon in charge of legions of other demons and... What else did he do? I hadn’t seen him try to hurt anyone at all or do any evil. “Do you believe in causing chaos?”

“Like a Wicked? No. I don’t do things in that way. I tempt. I manipulate. I trick. I don’t do anything overt or noticeable. I don’t want your powers. I want you. What I do mostly affects humans and how very weak willed they are. They will do anything for money, for fame, for the man or woman they want. And it’s so easy to give them a glimpse.”

“That’s mean.”

“A human would’ve charged those two children for that candy.”

I shrugged as though the thought didn’t bother me, but it did. Why charge children for something as simple and pleasant as candy? Admittedly, I didn’t know much about human nature. Broo did, but I didn’t. I’d lived in my own little bubble for all my life and I liked it that way. I’d read about faraway places, like Paris and London. I’d read books and watched movies and had my own taste in music and a deep, abiding love for espresso. But for the most part, I spent my time with my sisters and visiting with friends, making candy, working on new magic.

I admitted as much to Morgan. If he saw me as unworldly, maybe he wouldn’t want me as his mate.

“I don’t believe, now that I’m getting to know you, that I could want anything less than all of you, sweet witch. You’re the perfect blend of innocence, beauty, kindness, and generosity. You’re the opposite of me.”

I disagreed. In at least one area. He was beautiful. Dark and mysterious and beautiful. He’d haunt me for all my days, those eyes, that smile.

“K!”

I was jolted from my musings by my sisters flying toward us on broomsticks. They didn’t need them. None of us did, but we all liked the fun of them and wind blowing through our hair. “What are you two doing here? And why do you have goodies?”

“We made some for the shop, but thought we could spare a few plates. Kind of like a celebration of our new business venture.”

“Awww... Thank you. I—”

They were no longer paying me any mind. They were focused on Morgan and he smiled a dashing smile that would make even Baba Yaga’s knees weak. Of course, she’d deny it, but he could do it. Just one flash of those perfect, pearly whites, and her knees would be jelly.

“Kaydence, Kyla, this is Morgan. The demon.” They didn’t even acknowledge I’d spoken. After a few very uncomfortable minutes, I waved a hand in front of them, then resorted to a partition to break the staring.

My sisters shook their heads from whatever spell looking at him put them under and both had the grace to blush when they met my gaze. “Sorry,” they said, sheepishly and in unison.

“He’s just... He’s mesmerizing.”

I nodded to Kyla. I was in full agreement with her assessment of him. Part of me, a small but growing part of me wanted to tell her to keep her eyes and her sticky fingers off him. I wouldn’t, though. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. His deep chuckle inside my head told me he already knew.

“You can lower the screen.” I glanced at Kaydence, trying to hide any annoyance from my face because it wasn’t for her and I didn’t want her reading anything into it.

A flick of my hand and the divider dropped, revealing an empty space where Morgan had been. I spun around, looking for where he might have gone, but found no sign of him.

“Oh damn. Now we’ve done it, Kaydence. We’ve made her demon disappear.”

“I don’t believe the two of you did it. This is the second time today he’s done this.”

“The second time who’s done what? Oh, cookies? Can I have one? Or three? And cupcakes. What flavor? Never mind. I don’t care. I’ll eat whatever.” Broo helped herself to whatever her hands could hold and took up the far corner of the pop-up. I fashioned her a small table and chair to sit at. She looked at it with misery. “I need to learn how to do stuff like that. Now, for the second time, who’s done what?” she asked between bites of cookies.

“Morgan. My sisters were staring at him and he up and vanished.”

“After she removed him from our sight with a screen.”

“Staring is rude.”

“He’s hard not to stare at, K.”

“I saw him from a distance and couldn’t help but stare. Then again, Amir appeared in front of me and diverted my attention, so...”

“Are you and he making progress in the love department?” Kaydence asked, slipping a cinnamon lollipop from the cauldron. “Oh Goddess, K... You put way more cinnamon in this than the last time you made some.”

“Too much?”

“Not for me, but wow... Anyway, Broo? Don’t ignore my question.”

“No. We’re not. He’s waiting on me to let down my guard and I’m just not sure how to do it.”

I offered her a sad smile. I imagined it wasn’t easy for her, to let people in. She’d been raised without a real family and without real love and then she’d been ripped from all she knew and dropped here for protection from the Wicked Shitz who wanted whatever piece of magic she possessed.

I wanted to be her friend. I liked her. A lot. Especially after she came to see me and shared her food with me and talked to me about Morgan.

But she was very wary of Amir and what feelings could develop. Her heart would be at risk then and I guessed she was afraid to love him.

I didn’t think Amir would be going anywhere though. He adored Broo. It was evident in the way he looked at her, even if they argued half the time.

Maybe he just needs to kiss her.

Morgan’s voice in my head was back.

Where are you?

Around.

Where?

Watching. Don’t worry. I’m not far.

I think a kiss would probably be good for Broo.

And you.

Not me.

Yes. You. You need another kiss. And another. And many more after that.

Is that how you plan to tempt and manipulate me?

No. I just think you’ll enjoy it the more you do it.

I would. I enjoyed the first one, however brief it was. The memory of his lips on mine beckoned a repeat. But if I gave in too much, then, I would want more.

Yes. You would want more.

Get out of my head.

But I like it in here. You’re so sweet and easy to read.

It’s rude to eavesdrop on someone’s thoughts.

I am a demon.

Are you going to always play the demon card?

Always? Oh I do like the sound of that, dear witch.

I... Fudge a monkey.

Is that how you swear? It’s adorable.

Where are you? Come out.

Will you kiss me if I do?

No.

Then I’ll stay right where I am.

I turned away, as if I could turn away from him physically and heard his laugh in my mind. To be truthful, something about him was comforting, familiar. I didn’t even know him, but part of me felt as though I did.

None of this made sense. And I waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. He was silent, and I realized I was disappointed.

“I’m going for a walk,” I announced, grabbing up the cauldron after leaving an assortment of candies on the counter. “Broo, don’t eat all of it.”

“I... Okay.”

My shoes clicked on the cobblestones as I walked down the center of the street and my orange skirts flounced around my calves. The leaves were bright lights against the deep blue of the Autumn sky. The breeze was cool, but not cold as it fluttered through my hair.

Candy floated through the air to open hands and laughter could be heard as I passed by happy residents. This time of year brought most everyone out of their homes and into the idyllic streets of Blue Balls Falls.

I’d seen pictures of Main Street, USA and for all intents and purposes, what we saw every day here was exactly like stepping back in time into one of those vibrant, small towns. I knew that if anyone happened upon the town, all they’d see were rundown buildings and no sign of life at all. Even we wouldn’t see them. A few of the witches and warlocks and other magical and paranormal creatures that inhabited these mountains would be able to sense the presence of humans, but humans would be completely oblivious to us.

Leon stood outside his shooting range, surveying the Autumn decorations. “Looks very festive,” I said.

He nearly jumped out of his skin when I spoke and was quite pale when he turned to face me. His smile less than full. “Kandy. Hi.”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s... After what that cat did to me, catching me unwares, I’m a little more nervous now.”

“It was unkind of him and I feel terrible about it. Would you like a piece of candy?”

“Do you have any of the orange Witchin’ Stix? Those were my favorite.”

“I have them, yes.” I gathered all the ones I had left and offered them to him on my open palm. Hesitantly, he reached for them. Barry the Cat needed a good swift kick in the butt for frightening Leon the way he had.

“Have you asked Bethilda out yet?”

Leon had a thing for the innkeeper and had for more than a hundred years. And if I had seen things right, she’d had a thing for Leon, too. For some reason, neither appeared ready to admit it.

“I, ah... No.”

“You should.” I knew she’d say yes if he did. The whole town knew she’d say yes.

“Maybe. I don’t know that I could handle it right now after everything.”

“I understand,” I said softly, patting the hand he had tightly wrapped around the candy I’d given him. “Make sure you come by the pop-up for your cheesecake, okay?” I pointed to the bright bakery sized booth we’d erected in the center of town.

“Oh yes, I’ll be there first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Good.”

I left him and when I looked back, he was emptying the powdered candy on his tongue and smiling as it worked its magic. My candy knew what each person needed to feel when it touched them. That’s part of what made it so special.

The cauldron was nearly empty when I neared the pop-up shop. I stopped short of it to spy on Amir being cornered by The Prayer Chain ladies. Broo had explained why she called them that and afterward, the nickname stuck.

They loved Amir and would do anything to protect the warlock. They had last year, and they would again if need be. They loved Broo, too, and had showered her with motherly love. I don’t think she quite knew what to do with it, but she seemed to care for them in her own way.

Inside the makeshift bakery, I found Morgan. He sat on the chair I’d conjured for Broo, his head against a support beam, and his eyes closed. I didn’t think he was sleeping, but I didn’t want to disturb him. I only wanted to look at him.

What would it be like to love him? To be loved by him? To be loved by anyone in a romantic way? My sisters and I were taught at home and our education had not been lacking. Everyone in Blue Balls Falls was taught at home, for the most part. Sometimes we’d go to someone else’s house for additional lessons in subjects our parents weren’t particularly fluent in. We had festivals and celebrations and dances. We had movie nights and parties and weddings. But no one had ever appealed to me like that. None of the warlocks or shifters made me feel anything more than kindness and friendship toward them and I didn’t think any had ever felt more for me.

Morgan, however... I felt a tug toward him, and it was one I didn’t believe was manipulated by him. It was something out of even his control.

I wasn’t sure what it meant, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. What if being wary of romantic love like Broo was the smart thing? I’d never had my heart broken.

Did I want to risk myself for love? Was love a risk as Broo seemed to think it was?

What was love, anyway? Would I even know if I felt it for someone else? For Morgan?

Could I love Morgan? A demon?

There were many questions that I didn’t have answers for which was why I simply looked at his more than handsome face, relaxed and at peace in the middle of my small town. He wasn’t a demon to me in those moments. He was... He was Morgan.

And I feared that I was already beginning to learn some of the answers already.

I set the cauldron on the counter with a heavy thud, hoping to jar both Morgan and myself out of whatever was going on between us or inside me or... But his eyes opened with a slow lifting of his lashes that I was caught for a moment under the same spell my sisters had been.. His smile lifted the corners of his mouth even slower. And the languid way he stood from the chair had my palms sweating and my breath quickening and my heart galloping.

“We should see Bethilda soon and get you settled into a room,” I said, hoping to throw icy water on the heat rising between us.
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Chapter Ten
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“Barry the Cat! You show yourself right this minute!”

Within seconds of my yell, three black cats appeared at the end of the hallway, coming from the kitchen.

“Why are there three of you?” I asked, stalking with sure, yet unsure steps toward them.

“This is Shari, our sister.”

“I thought she had a warlock to keep track of.”

“I do. He’s sleeping. You really are as pretty as Barry said.”

“Thank you. I think. Now, Barry...”

“You smell like candy. And the kitchen smells like candy. But I can’t find any candy.”

“I gave it all away like I always do.”

“You didn’t give any away to me.”

“I did so. The other day.”

“That was then.”

“And you’re not getting any more candy in the foreseeable future, either.”

“What? Why not?”

“Because of what you did to Leon.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You scared him. That’s enough.”

“I told you shouldn’t do that.”

“How was I to know he was such a marshmallow?”

“Because I told you.”

“I thought you were only saying that because he’s your friend.”

“I have no friends. Well, except for K, here.”

“It’s true. He has no friends. He doesn’t like anyone. But you frightened Leon and you need to make it up to him.”

“How? I’ve been a little busy lately.”

“I know, but you’re not anymore. Your demon is here and you’re not in training right now to be a minion of the underworld, so you can make it up to Leon.”

“How do you suggest I do that?”

“I haven’t figured it out yet, but when I do...” I wagged my finger at him.

“This is so much more lively than my warlock’s house.”

“I’m glad we could provide you some entertainment, Shari.”

“Oh, I am, too.” I shook my head at her. She wasn’t a bit ashamed or embarrassed to have invaded the privacy of my home. Then again, no one else seemed to be either.

“Where is the demon?” Larry the Cat asked.

“He’s at Bethilda’s.”

“And you trust him there? Geez, K... Maybe just give him the key to the city.”

“We don’t have a key to the city and look, I know he’s a demon, but you haven’t spent any time with him. You’re only judging him because of what he is, not who he is.”

“I don’t want to be around him.”

“What’s wrong with you, Larry? I know you don’t like new people, but you usually aren’t so hateful.” I stared at him, contemplated what could make him act this way, then... “Maybe you’re afraid you’ll like him.” Crossing my arms over my chest and giving a nod of emphasis. “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re afraid you’ll like him.”

“I am not.”

“Barry likes him. Pretty much everyone who has met him likes him. No one avoids him the way you do.”

“It’s not because I am afraid I’ll like him. I’m afraid I’ll claw his eyes out.”

“No, that’s not it,” Shari the Cat interjected. “You’re afraid of losing your witch. That if she and the demon are in fact mates, you’ll lose her. That’s what’s wrong.”

“You are so wrong.” Larry stood, stretched, and walked out of the room.

“I’m not wrong,” she called after him, then looked up at me. “I’m not.”

“No, Shari, I don’t believe you are. I just can’t believe I didn’t realize it. Poor Larry.”

“What’s going to happen to me when you and the boss start shacking up?”

“Barry...” Shari nudged into her other brother and knocked him off balance. He didn’t appear affronted by the move. Instead, he lay down and began washing a paw.

“What?” Lick. “I still need to know...” Lick lick. “What’s going to happen to me...” Lick lick lick.

“I don’t know. Morgan hasn’t said anything about you.”

“I see. Well... I guess that settles it then.”

“Settles what?” I didn’t like the potential direction this was headed. “What’s been settled?”

“I’ll be living with you and Larry and the Boss. I can carry out foul deeds from here or wherever you decide to live.”

“I didn’t say...”

“I mean, it’s what I’ve been doing for months. You’d miss me.”

“I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t miss you. I’m not even sure she likes you. Hell, for that matter, I’m not sure Larry and I like you, either. You’re annoying.”

“When did this become pick on Barry night?”

“Since the day you were born.”

“You were born at the same time.”

“And I’ve picked on you ever since.”

I watched the interplay between the siblings. It reminded me of the interplay between my sisters and me. “I like you,” I told Shari. “If you ever need a place to stay, you’re welcome with me.”

“She purred and rubbed her head against me. “Thank you. That’s lovely of you.”

“You should go now.”

“You don’t have to go.”

“Actually, I do. My warlock will be waking soon.”

“Where does he live?”

“On the other side of the ridge to the west.”

“There’s a warlock out there? Are there others?”

“No. Sadly, he’s a loner and an outcast. I hope to see you again soon, witch.”

And with a twitch of the tip of her right ear, she was gone. “Did you know she lived so close?” I asked Barry the Cat.

“Yes.”

“Did Larry?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

“It wasn’t any of your business.”

“Well, I never...”

Barry stretched on the counter, then crawled into a basket I used for apple picking and curled into a ball. I guess that was that, but before I left the room, I upended the basket and dumped Barry on the counter. “Hey, witch! That was rude.”

I shrugged and stuck my tongue out at him. I was over trying to fight him and Larry on the counter thing. They weren’t going to listen to me. Hell, they never listened to me.

But I had to find a way to make Larry listen this time. I found him in the living room in the corner of the couch, wrapped in on himself. The only parts visible were his ears and the tip of his tail.

Kneeling on the floor, I drew my hand over his sleek, midnight fur. “Larry...”

He burrowed deeper into the corner of the cushions before lifting his head and giving a yawn. His sleepy eyes tore at my heart. I loved him very much. We fought a lot, but I know he was looking out for me as much as I looked out for him.

“Shari thinks you’re afraid to lose me if Morgan and I end up mated.”

“Shari doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

“I think she does.” I continued to pet him, continued to stroke him from his head around the curve of his long, lean body. “You can’t lose me as your witch, Larry. You can’t lose me as your friend, either.”

“We’re not friends.”

“We are the best of friends.” His gruffness didn’t upset me or hurt my feelings. He had always been gruff. Ever since he was a tiny, frail ball of fur. He’d always spoken with less than cordiality. But it was him and I adored him anyway.

“You’ll have to leave me.”

That gave me pause... Leave Larry. Leave the cat. Leave the one annoying part of my life behind. “What makes you think I’ll have to leave you?”

“You’ll move.”

“I’m not moving anywhere.”

“A demon can’t live in Blue Balls Falls.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s a demon. You can’t let a demon run loose.”

“If you feel like that, we’ll have to tie Barry up in the basement.”

“Oh no you don’t,” Barry said, running into the room. “You two stop right there. You are not to do anything that will jeopardize me and my wonderful life here.” I winked at Larry. His brother was a lying, scheming, conniving cat. Every inch of what a cat should be.

And Shari... I really kind of liked her. She seemed sweet and reasonable.

Larry was mine, though. He was my familiar, my best friend. I would tell him as often as I had to in order to make him believe that no matter what else happened, he would stay with me always.

“We’re going to be okay, Larry. We’re going to figure this out and you’re going to be with me until we die.”

He stared at him, his eyes brightening just a fraction before he buried his head in his paws again, and after a few more minutes of petting him, I left him to sleep.

You are a very loving witch.

Why aren’t you sleeping?

Because I don’t sleep.

Ever?

Ever.

Why not?

I don’t need it.

Must be nice. I do.

You are ready to sleep now?

Yes, I am. It’s been a long day.

Will you meet me for breakfast here at the inn?

I will. That would be nice. I like Bethilda’s waffles.

I hear she makes an incredible French toast.

You’ve talked to Broo.

Goodnight, sweet witch.

Goodnight, Morgan.

A pinch of my thumb and forefinger and the lights downstairs winked out. A snap of them and my bedroom light upstairs flickered on.

A demon. The word pushed itself around my mind as I climbed the steps.

Morgan. The name whispered itself through my body when I sat on the edge of my bed.

I had a feeling he was right. I had a feeling he really was my mate and I would need to get on board with it. The sooner, the better for all involved.

Do you sleep naked?

Nope. Goodnight, Morgan.

His dark chuckle in my head made me smile.

I think the acceptance had begun.
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“I didn’t do it.”

I finished buckling the strap on my shoe. “You didn’t do what?”

“Oh, you don’t know yet?”

Glancing over at Barry the Cat, I lifted a somewhat skeptical brow. “What didn’t you do?”

“That’s good. Just make sure you remember that I didn’t do it. It’s not my fault.”

“I’m not going to ask you again. What didn’t you do?”

“They got her out. I mean, I might have... I didn’t... Piddlefarts, it’s not my fault,” Barry the Cat whined. “They threatened me.”

“I’m going to do more than threaten you if you don’t just spit it out. I haven’t had espresso, yet.”

“Wilhemina is free.”

“How?”

“Her sisters.”

A boulder settled in the pit of my stomach. “She’s got sisters?”

“Uh-huh. Wickeds are always born in threes.”

“Lovely. No one thought to tell me this before?” Stalking toward the window, my block heels clomping on the wooden floor, I edged the curtain back. Sure enough, everything was black and white. “I have to do something.”

“What? If you go out there, you’ll be black and white, too. You won’t have any powers.”

“I can’t just sit around inside my house.”

Another cat voice joined in the conversation. “You most certainly can. Let the demon fix it. This is his fault anyway.”

“Larry, you know it’s not his fault, but you’re right.” I shook myself and cleared my mind. Not that I’ve ever done that before when communicating mentally with Morgan, but then he’d always initiated the conversations, so...

Morgan?

Are you alright?

Yes. Do you see what’s going on outside?

I do.

Are there people in town?

Yes, but most took shelter as soon as they saw black and white coming down from the mountains.

Barry the Cat says Wilhelmina got out.

There’s no way she could have.

Her sisters?

Not without help.

I glared at Barry. “What did you do?”

“They threatened me.”

“Barry...”

“I gave them the spell the unlock her cage.”

“How could you?”

“They said they wouldn’t do anything. They wanted to take her home so they could look after her.”

“And you believed them?”

“I told you they threatened me.”

“I’ll deal with you later. Better yet... I’ll let Morgan deal with you later.”

Fear lit up Barry the Cat’s normally green eyes to an almost sickly yellow and he tore out of the room like his ass was on fire.

“Leave it to him to ruin our family name,” Larry the Cat muttered, sauntering out of the room behind his brother.

Larry said I can’t leave the house.

He’s right. You can’t. Not without protection.

I thought we’d come to an agreement, Wilhelmina and me.

I warned you. You cannot lie to a Wicked.

I didn’t lie.

You told her you had no interest in me.

And I didn’t... Oh.

You do now and that broke whatever agreement you made with her.

Well, isn’t that just craptastic. How do I fix it?

I’ll be there soon. Don’t leave the house and don’t open the door. You cannot expose yourself.

It got into my house before. What’s keeping it from getting into the house now?

Me. And the protection spell I put on the house when I arrived.

You did that?

I did.

Oh.

You are mine, sweet witch.

Oh. I seemed to have lost the ability to form any other words. I was surprised at his concern, the extent to which he would take care to keep me safe.

I’ll be there and we’ll deal with Wilhelmina together.

You would do that for me?

Yes. You do not seem to like the way I dealt with her, so I’ll give you one last opportunity to try and reason with her.

You’re trying to win me over.

More than you know.

I heard nothing else from him. I walked downstairs and snapped my fingers to turn the espresso machine on. I’d work the grinder myself. I needed the physical act of pulverizing something. Outside my house, it seemed to be getting darker, blacker and inside the house, my mood wasn’t much better. Were it not for the spell Morgan put over the house, I’d swear my cottage was about to be swallowed up by whatever nastiness Wilhelmina and her sisters were up to. She really did not like me.

Before heading into the kitchen, I detoured into the living room. I found Larry the Cat sitting on his perch in front of the window. He glanced over at me, fear in his eyes, though more muted than Barry’s had been earlier. “We’re safe,” I told him.

“How can we be? We’re trapped here.”

“Not for long. Morgan is on his way.”

“Oh yay for that. He’s the reason for everything that’s happening.”

“No. I am. The Wicked is angry with me. Not him.”

“You should have listened to me and never gone with him, never acknowledged this mating thing. You should have let me keep you safe.”

“Perhaps I should have, but I didn’t. There’s no going back now. Whatever we do, we face head on. Besides, I’ve been told more than once, I can’t escape fate.”

“What in the name of the Goddess is happening out there?”

“Shari! What are you doing here? It’s not safe.”

The small black cat wound her way between my legs and around my ankles. I bent to pet her, and she arched her back beneath my hand, her purr vibrating against my palm.

“Inside it is and that’s how I got here.”

“Why do you keep coming around when you never visited before?”

“I don’t know. I like it here.”

“I thought you liked living with your warlock?”

Shari hopped up beside Larry, earning a look of mild disdain. He didn’t share well. “I do like living with him, but he’s off doing warlock-y stuff and I didn’t have anything else to do.”

“Take a nap. Take a bath. Be like a cat.”

“I’m so much more than just a cat.”

“A pest. That’s what you are that’s more than a cat.”

A growl and hiss later, and Larry was picking himself up off the floor and jumping effortlessly back to his perch beside his sister.

I left them to deal with each other in the way only siblings can and wandered into the kitchen, absently wondering where Barry the Cat had hidden. I had a strange feeling that my life was about to become two more cats richer.

Morgan stood against the island, ankles and arms crossed. I was as pale as he was dark, and as light as he was foreboding. He was magnificent, and in that moment, I realized that yes, I had lied to Wilhelmina. Unintentionally, but that wouldn’t matter now, not to her.

“Hi.”

“Hello, dear witch. I like when you look at me that way.”

“What way?”

“Like you can’t quite believe I’m real. Like you’re in awe.”

“You have a high opinion of yourself.”

“I won’t deny it.”

I smiled and ducked my head for a moment before meeting his gaze again. “How do we fix this?” I nodded to the break in the curtains on the kitchen door. Blackness had all but swallowed up the morning sky. There was only a sliver of blue left, a hint of sunshine in the distance.

She was blocking out all the colors, all the brilliant hues of Autumn.

“I am here. She will come.”

“How will she get in? You said we can’t open the door.”

“I called her. She will appear.”

“And her sisters?”

“I don’t know where they are.” For the first time since I met him, his cocky, self-assured demeanor slipped.

“You don’t know where they are?”

“No.”

“But...” I started to smile, but bit it back. Nothing about any of this was funny, and yet... “You lost control of little pixie-like girls?”

“I do not find this amusing, witch.”

There was no sweet or dear or lovely or darling attached the word witch and that told me he was definitely not amused by my choice of words.

“You do not know them as I do. They earn their Wicked titles from the moment they draw their first breath.”

“But you’re a demon.”

“No one controls a Wicked.”

“Obviously.”

“Can you stop making fun, now? This is serious.”

“Yes, it is. Your Wicked Wilhelmina has a crush on you and she doesn’t like that you are... Well, that you are...”

“Yes?”

Now it was his turn to make fun, to poke at my uncomfortableness. I struggled to say it. Even now, even after my own silent acceptance, I struggled to put it into words. But I would. I would not let the words defeat me. “She doesn’t like that you have a mate.”

“That’s not what you were going to say, dear witch.”

Why was it when he used those endearments my belly fluttered and my tongue wanted to lick him to see if he tasted as sweet?

I looked away, down to the floor, to the tips of my shoes beneath the lace hem of my black and purple striped dress. Aside from my orange one, this was my favorite. I’d put it on because I was meeting Morgan for breakfast and I wanted to look pretty. I—

You always look pretty.

I blushed at his words in my head, but didn’t look up. Silent moments later, “They’re here,” he said softly.

“They?”

“Yes. They.”

And so they were. “What is it with cats and creatures and witches always sitting on my counters?” Irritation laced every syllable. “The counters are for food preparation, not for butts to perch on. Get. Down.”

I couldn’t tell which Wicked Wilhelmina was, but one clearly looked embarrassed more than the put out the way the other two did. She started to move, but stopped short, standing between the others.

“You cannot tell us what to do.”

“This is my house and you’re inside it. I control what happens here. Not you. Now, I said get down.”

“Kandy...”

I glared at Morgan. “This is your fault. Mine, too. But yours more so. Then there’s Barry the Cat... Still...”

“She wants him back.”

“He was never hers to have.”

“Give up your claim to him and we’ll go.”

“Right. Like I haven’t heard that before. Nope.” Pulling out a stool, I plopped down on it, crossing my legs. “Now, off the counter and let’s have a civilized conversation.”

“No.”

“The witch said to get off the counter.”

The Wicked on the right hissed down at Shari the Cat. Shari hissed back and flexed her claws, scraping them across the wooden floor. I cringed at the deep gouges, but chalked it up to a day in the life...

“Better do what the cat says, Wylda. This one isn’t like the other one.”

“No. I’m not like Barry, my dimwitted brother. I’ll rip you to shreds without even thinking twice.”

Grumbling. Hissing. Name calling, some of which I’d never heard uttered before followed the Wickeds as they climbed to the floor. They didn’t stand much taller than Shari would be if she stood on her hind legs, but as it was, she walked around the sisters and snared them with her tail. They couldn’t move their arms and they could barely wiggle their toes. I’m not sure how she did it, but I was suitably impressed. I might need to have a talk with her warlock.

“Now, about the nastiness you’re causing outside. Who have you made into a neon sign?”

“You might have us trapped, but you can’t make us talk.”

“Do I look like I’m playing?” Shari said, claws out, teeth bared. “Rip. Shreds. You.”

“This one is mean.”

“Yeah. I don’t like her.”

“If you think I’m mean, wait until you meet Larry. He’s the witch’s familiar and has a vested interest here. I’ll only scratch you up. He’ll eat you. Answer her.”

“The eating witch,” the one named Wylda said.

The eating witch? “Broo? Broo is the neon one?”

“Shit.”

I snorted at Morgan’s curse. Succinct and to the point. I met his gaze. “Amir is not going to be happy about that.”

“No.”

“Maybe you should have let Amir take care of them.”

“Who is this Amir?”

“Warlock prince from... I don’t know. A long time ago.”

“In a dark world far, far away.”

“He had been cursed a frog, but now he’s not and Broo is his mate and... Good luck to you all. Shari, you can let them go. We’ll let Amir take care of them.”

“What do you think he’ll do?” Morgan asked. “I don’t know him as well as you do.”

I tilted my head as though I were contemplating his question. “I’m not sure. He does come from that long line of evil warlocks... They wanted to rule the world, you know. Nasty business, some of the magic they possess. Can assume another’s body, even. Control them from the inside.”

“Oh, that is bad. These three can control weather and atmosphere and even some earth happenings. I believe one can cast spells, like what happened to you the other day, but they can’t assume anyone’s body. I can’t imagine that would be pleasant.”

“And Broo’s own father tried to kill her. Talk about a not so happy family reunion.”

“That’s not right. Where is he now?”

“Oh, he and his cohorts... Baba Yaga took care of them. I’m sure their souls will reach Hell soon. They were pretty old.”

“Enough. I don’t want to die.”

“No?”

Wilhelmina shook her head. “No. I don’t. I just wanted Morgan the Magnificent back. I just...”

Hold up... “Morgan the Magnificent?” My eyes flit from the Wicked to the demon. Morgan groaned and shook his head.

“That’s what she called me. I didn’t tell her to do so.”

“Of course not.”

“Go on, Wilhelmina. You want him back and...”

“He would leave me for you and I will have to go back to my former master and I don’t want to.”

“Former master? You said she wasn’t your pet,” I said to Morgan.

“She’s not. And yes, she had a former master. He was cruel, and she didn’t deserve it. He treated her as a slave and she is not. I caught him making a public spectacle of her, abusing her for sport and I chose to intervene.”

“Which he didn’t have to do. Boss is a good demon. Okay, well not a good demon, but a good... The point is he didn’t have to intervene on her behalf and save her. She became his, however that works.”

“Ah, Barry the Coward, how nice of you to join us.”

“I am not a coward, Shari. And Mother told you it’s not nice to call me names.”

“Maybe if you didn’t live up to the names you were called...”

“Play nice, Shari.”

“Yes, Witch.”

What had my life become? Demons, Wickeds, more cats... I couldn’t say it wasn’t interesting, but really, I just didn’t recognize my life anymore. Maybe that wasn’t a bad thing. Maybe a little shaking up was good, every now and then. Though, I’d kind of like a few days of calm.

“How did you know about me and Morgan? About the mate thing...”

“I told her.”

“You told me you didn’t know until you met me.”

“I... Yeah, I fibbed.”

“You fibbed?”

“A little one. That’s why Barry has been here. I thought you’d figured that out by now, dear witch.”

How was it I was the last one to know? “I’ve been a little preoccupied.” Crawling down off the stool, I sat on the floor in front of the Wicked sisters. “If I can promise that you won’t be sent back to your old master, will you please stop leeching the color from Blue Balls Falls? And return Broo to her normal coloring?”

Wilhelmina crossed her tiny arms. “You can’t promise that. If Morgan takes you as mate, I will have to go back.”

“Why?”

“Because he will be yours. We need a master. It is the order of things.”

“Do each of you have one?” The other two nodded. “Well, then, you can belong to us together.”

“Kandy...”

“Morgan will deal with each of your masters and you will live wherever we live.” I was spouting from the top of my head about things I didn’t know anything about, but I was tired of not being in control. Ever since Morgan showed up at my door with sour Witchin’ Stix, thanks to Baba Yaga, everything had been turned upside down and I wanted it all right side up again.

“Kandy...”

“Of course, I haven’t yet accepted this whole mate thing.” I lied through my teeth and I had a feeling everyone in the room knew it. “But I can promise you will not be returned to anyone.”

“You can’t promise that Kandy...” Over my shoulder, Morgan seethed. “Demons do not take things from other demons.”

“They are not things. They are living and they are breathing. They are not things or possessions. And if you will not deal with the other demons, I will. I am not a demon.”

“You cannot challenge the demons, Witch.” the up to now silent Wicked said.

“I’m not looking to challenge anyone. I am only looking to free you three. And what’s your name?”

“Willow.”

“Oh, that’s a pretty name.”

“Prettier than mine?” Wilhelmina asked.

“Every name is prettier than yours,” Wylda said.

“Whoa now. That’s not nice. I think all your names are pretty in their own way. Now, about these other demons...”

“One prison is as good as another,” Wylda interjected. She was the grumpiest one of the bunch it seemed. I bet she was the middle Wicked.

“Barry, are you a prisoner?”

“No.”

“Do you like it here?”

“I, well...”

“Barry,” Shari hissed.

“Yes. I love it here.”

“Excuse us a moment...”

“Heyyyyy...” One minute I was on my kitchen floor, the next I was in the penthouse with Morgan, and two equally dark and handsome...demons who bore a striking resemblance to him. My eyeballs didn’t know who to settle on.

“Meet Merrick and Max. My brothers.”

Oh my. “Let me guess... They’re the masters of the other two Wickeds?”

“Yes.”

“Ah. Nice to meet you both. I’m Kandy. That’s with a K.”

“The mate,” Merrick said.

“The witch,” Max added.

“Yes, that would be me.”

“Do you see now why you can’t go around promising things you can’t deliver on.”

“They want to remain together. Is anyone willing to take Wilhelmina, too?”

“That’s the other thing. Only one Wicked per demon.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because of the havoc they can cause. You’re finding that out right now back home.”

“So, if you guys knew where they were, why didn’t you try to stop them.”

“We didn’t know what they were planning to do.”

“How is it you can be the keeper of a Wicked, but you can’t control them or keep them in line?”

“It is the nature of the beast.”

“Well, what kind of compromise can we come to?”

“She’s hardheaded, Morgan.”

“Doesn’t seem to understand how things are done.”

“I am, and I do. I was just trying to help out three miserable sisters. I have sisters. You all are brothers. Don’t you understand?”

“We will need compensation.”

“I’m not buying them. They. Are. Not. Property.”

“She’s a tad high strung, too, brother.”

“She’s had a tough week.”

“Witchin’ Stix for life? Plan your weddings and birthday parties for free? What can I offer so you’ll let them go?”

“Anything we ask for two years.”

“Oh, now come on, that’s not fair. Morgan... Oh, now you stay quiet and shrug?” I turned away and walked out onto the balcony. We weren’t in Paris. I didn’t know where we were. It was dark. Very, very dark. I didn’t think I wanted to know where we were. I turned back to the demon brothers and it took me a moment to pick out Morgan from the other two. I believe it was in that split second moment that I realized I was well and truly his and he was well and truly mine. Talk about bad timing for such truths. I refocused on the situation at hand. “Nothing dangerous. Nothing life threatening. Nothing that curses anyone. And nothing that will get me into trouble with Baba Yaga.”

“Done.”

“Okay. Good.” I moved toward Morgan. “We’ll go back to Blue Balls Falls and you’ll stay here. And...”

“Your sisters.”

My feet skidded to a halt. “I’m sorry?”

“Your sisters. Introduce us.”

“How do you know I have sisters?”

“Mates.”

“Son of a biscuit eater.”
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Chapter Twelve
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“Broo?”

Slowly. Oh so slowly, she came to... “What happened?” Her voice was husky and edged with darkness that belied the colorfulness of her skin and eyes. “And why are you wearing sunglasses?”

“You’re a bit bright.”

“Oh, right. Yeah.” She looked down at her arms and hands, twisted them this way and that. “Will it go away or is this permanent? Did I do this? Is this my fault?”

“It will go away and no, you didn’t do this. This is not even remotely close to being your fault.”

“Okay. That’s good. How long?”

“I don’t know. You were really bright. It wasn’t like the other day when I had... issues. This is different. You were Las Vegas neon.”

“That can’t have been pretty.”

“Well, the rainbow effect was rather interesting. Can you feel anything?”

“What do you mean?”

“Mind over matter. Remember when I said that?”

“Now? You want to have a magic lesson now?” Her normal voice took over in some places and disappeared in others.

“Seems as good a time as any. So... You want the old Broo back, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Can you see her? Inside this... neon concoction that you’ve become. Can you see her?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Concentrate on her. Close your eyes, be still... Say these words after me...”

“I can’t do spells,” she said, her voice rising in panic. “I’ll blow myself up.”

“Trust me. Trust yourself. I’ll help you get through it. I wrote it. You won’t blow up.”

“If I blow up, I’m coming back for you.”

“I’d expect nothing less.”

Goddess above

Demons below

Hear my words

And all bestow

This witch’s state

Normal and true

Remove the shade

This unnatural hue

“See her, Broo. See the you that you want to return to. And keep repeating the words. Three times.”

Goddess above

Demons below

Hear my words

And all bestow

This witch’s state

Normal and true

Remove the shade

This unnatural hue

Twice more the words spilled from her lips until she was silent. “Just breathe... In... Out... In... Out... There. Look...”

I removed the sunglasses and held Broo’s hand in mine. “I’m starting to fade. Well, the colors are. I’m going to be normal again. And I didn’t blow up. How did that happen?”

“I told you. You have to see it, believe it. You have to know it, Broo.”

“Thank you. All the pasta you want, on me.”

We laughed together as friends and embraced as sisters through magic. After Amir took her and left, I cleansed the kitchen and the house with rosemary and sage. I lit candles and brought in a handful of leaves from outside to brighten the rooms. One half day without the colors of Autumn was long enough to cast a spell of melancholy over me.

Wickeds. A demon mate. A demon mate with demon brothers who wanted my sisters.

Sweet witch.

Morgan. Just his voice, his name brought me a measure of peace in a world that had been slightly tilted.

You are sad.

Not sad.

But not happy.

I need to center.

What can I do?

Come babysit? Even as I thought the words, he was there, standing in the hallway, just inside the door. Larry, Barry, and Shari argued with the Wickeds over who would rule the house.

The energy was picking up and the light was returning to my soul.

Morgan smiled at me and walked into the living room and a booming voice rang through the four walls and rattled the glass in the windows. I heard nothing else. A peek inside and I found Morgan with a book in his lap, petting a cat on the top of its head.

The Wickeds settled at his feet and the other two cats were on the perch beside the window.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear they were a normal family. And for a magical family, they were. We were.

“Dear witch, rest. I’ve got them. They will not cause a disturbance.”

A demon. My mate is a demon.

My demon.

Yes?

We have a family and we have yet to go on a date.

Will you?

Go on a date with you?

Yes. Isn’t that what people do?

I suppose it is.

Is that a yes, then?

It is. Can we go back to Paris?
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Epilogue
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“We have our first clients!”

Kyla hopped on the bed, shaking me from my restful slumber. Morgan hadn’t accounted for my sister’s ability to pop in and out of the house. They had stayed away when the world was black and white, not wanting to chance what might happen to them as they popped from place to place. I’m glad they were safe, that they were there in physical form where I could see and hear them for myself, but I wish they’d waited another hundred hours before showing up. I could use the sleep.

“Yes,” Kaydence added, joining us. Thankfully, she didn’t hop on the bed. She merely sat on the side like a normal witch. “And you’ll never guess who it is.”

I slid up against the headboard. “One person or two?” I asked around a yawn.

“Two.”

Hmm... “Leon and Bethilda?”

“Close, but no.”

“How could it be close? Never mind. Um...”

“Broo and Amir!”

“Kay... We agreed to let her guess.”

“She was taking too long. I mean, really. Bethilda and Leon? As if those two are ever going to admit there’s something going on between them.”

She had a point, Kay did. “So, what about Broo and Amir? Did they get engaged?” I hadn’t seen Broo since earlier in the day and there’s no telling how much had happened in the past several hours, but really? An engagement? And no one woke me up to tell me?

Of course, my sisters were telling me now...

“No, they’re not engaged. Broo finally agreed to a date with Amir.”

“A date? That’s it?”

“Well, after she returned to normal the other day and stopped eating long enough to get a word out instead of pasta in, she told Amir she didn’t want to wait another year before seeing if there was something worth exploring between them.”

“I’m gonna need you to go back to the part about the other day. She left here a few hours ago.”

“No. K, you’ve been out of it for three days.”

“What!” Suddenly I was wide awake.

“We’ve been coming by every day trying to see you, but that demon of yours wouldn’t let us in. Said you were not to disturb you.”

“Yeah, this was the only way we could see you.”

I groaned.

Three days, Morgan?

Yes, dear witch. You were tired.

But three days?

Everything is fine.

It’s not fine for me to be asleep for that long.

Do you feel better?

I don’t know.

Don’t be mad. And tell your sisters, we’ll be having a conversation.

I will not tell them that.

Very well, sweet witch. I will.

High-handed demon.

That dark laugh warmed me in ways I would not be examining anytime soon. “So,” I said to my sisters, “Now what?”

“We need a place to operate out of.”

“Yes. I agree. We need an office.”

“Why can’t we work out of one of our houses?”

“Too much else going on with everyone.”

“What do you mean? You each live alone. I’m the one with a demon, three cats, and three Wickeds.”

“Oh, he didn’t tell you?”

“Didn’t tell me what?”

“His brothers are here.”

Was Kyla blushing? I snapped my fingers and light flooded the room. She was blushing. Kaydence wouldn’t even look in my direction. “Oh no.”

“There might be a few other things we haven’t told you, yet...”

Morgan.

Yes, sweet witch?

What have you done...?

*
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Lucky for him, he hadn’t done anything. Yet. But my sisters were correct. Morgan’s brothers were here for a visit and hanging around Kyla and Kaydence for my peace of mind. I hated being the chaperone and none of them wanted me to be, but I had adopted the role anyway. No way were any demons making any moves on my sisters without making honest witches out of them first.

In the background, I could hear them all talking. Laughing. I started to turn around, but didn’t. I would only chaperone. I wouldn’t spy.

But I would like another espresso. And more waffles. I hadn’t eaten in three days and... Four days if you count that last one and my stomach certainly did. I’d already had two servings of three waffles and a whole mess of sausage. I thought it was plenty. I was wrong.

On Bethilda’s front porch in a one of the dozen rocking chairs, I sat, watching the line forming at the Witchin’ Spice Pop-Up Bakery. The town seemed to enjoy the idea and several other businesses had done the same with their shops. Not blown them up. Not that same thing. No, they’d erected pop-ups for their seasonal sales. It created a livelier community atmosphere.

Even my sisters joined in, Kaydence with her cookies and Kyla with her cupcakes.

Morgan was off with the Wickeds. I had no idea what they were doing and I’m not sure I wanted to know. They were happy to be in Blue Balls Falls rather than the underworld places they’d lived. Here they were free. Well, as free as they could be. I had a spell on them that kept them within twenty feet of either Morgan or myself. That spell also bound their powers. I wasn’t taking any chances.

It had been a busy day and I was just about to stand to get a fifth espresso when Shari the Cat jumped up on the arm of the chair. “Hello,” she said.

“Hi.”

“I need a place to live.”

“What about your warlock’s house?”

“Yeah, about that... He’s dead.”

“Dead? Weren’t you his familiar?”

“Yes. He had been alive for too long and didn’t want to live anymore.”

“So, he did what? Warlock suicide?”

“Something like that, yes.” It was then I noticed little tears pooling in her eyes. My heart hurt for her and I patted my lap. She took it for the invitation it was, settling herself on my thighs. “I’ve been living in your attic. It’s quite spacious. It’s why I’ve shown up so much.”

“Oh Shari, you should have said something before.”

“There was way too much going on and I didn’t want my drama to be mixed up in any way with all the other drama you had.”

“Thank you.”

“Can I? Stay with you?”

“Of course you can. I like having you around.”

“I am quite useful.”

I smiled and gave her long strokes on her sleek back. “Yes. Yes, you are.”

And just like that, I officially had another cat.

I started out as a single witch with one cat...

I am now a witch with three Wickeds, three cats, three demons in the immediate area, and a new business. My magic was working better than ever on the treats I loved to make. I’d say, all in all, life in Blue Balls Falls was looking pretty bright.

Then again, I should know better by now...


To check out all the side splitting books in the Magic and Mayhem Universe, go to https://magicandmayhemuniverse.com/


Thank You For Reading!
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I fretted over this book, too, just like the previous one in this universe. This is such a different thing for me to write and I’m still trying to find my footing. I get more comfortable with each one, though.

There are many wonderful stories in this group of incredible authors that I know you’ll find one that you just can’t put down!

If you liked, or if you didn’t like, Witchin’ Stix, please take a moment and leave a review. Reader reviews are vital and help other readers find new books. Reviews can also provide a learning opportunity for authors. We appreciate your honest and constructive feedback.
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