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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!

      And if you would like to read the book that started all the madness, Switching Hour is FREE!

      https://robynpeterman.com/switching-hour/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Too Hexy For Her Broom

          

        

      

    

    
      She thinks she’s ordinary. He thinks his assignment is temporary. Sometimes, two wrongs can make everything right.

      Exploding cupcakes and an unexpected birthday present send Breeze back to a place she can barely remember – home.

      Her mission: Take her place as the protector of Wyrding Way and unravel the mystery of her parents’ death.

      Her allies: A kleptomaniac raccoon and a hot as hell selkie secret agent whose smile could melt the panties off a saint.

      Her enemies: A flock of seagull Shifters with mayhem on their minds.

      Her plan: Defend the town., decode the clues, and do not, under any circumstances, fall for the sexy Shifter, even if he does look amazing in a kilt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Breeze Blackstone counted down the seconds. Three-Two-One-Midnight. “Happy birthday to me.”

      Her phone played a tinny version of the Happy Birthday song, and digital fireworks crackled and popped on the screen. She pointed to the candle placed dead center in the middle of a stack of red velvet cupcakes piled high with cream cheese frosting. A brief stream of bright blue sparks flew from her fingers to ignite the wick with a cheery yellow flame.

      This was her private tradition, a carryover from the days her mom and dad used to wake her up to sing her happy birthday. Back then, there would be presents and cake and laughter, and then she’d fall into bed again, buzzing with sugar and happiness. Those days were long gone, but she’d held onto part of the tradition – in about two minutes, she was going to be riding a serious sugar high.

      “Thank the Goddess, even lame witches have the metabolism of a hummingbird on crack.” She pulled the platter toward her, her mouth watering already. She was so focused on her treats, she almost forgot to make her wishes. Three of them, just like her parents had always taught her.

      Since there was no one around to hear her heart’s desires, she said the words aloud. “I wish I could see my parents again. I wish I was a powerful witch. And I wish that, somewhere out there, is someone who could love me.”

      They were the same ones every year, and while she knew she wasn’t likely to ever get them answered, she made the wishes anyway. What harm could it do?

      She blew out her candle and had the cupcake halfway to her mouth when her tiny apartment exploded into pandemonium. The yodelling opening of “Tarzan Boy” tore through the air, a disco ball appeared overhead, and lights in a myriad of eye-gouging shades of neon danced across the walls. She spun around, looking for the source of the mayhem and music. “Who? What? And for the love of the Goddess, why?”

      Instead of an answer, her table exploded with purple smoke and so much glitter it was hard to see or breathe. She waved her hands, and a stream of sparks flew out in a mini cyclone, gathering up the smoke and airborne sparkly crap until she could see again.

      “What a mess!” Blue sparks crackled and popped around her fingers in a tiny thunderstorm as she looked at the carnage that had been her birthday celebration. The cupcakes were splattered across the apartment like sugary shrapnel. There were bits of baked, gooey goodness stuck to the walls, the floor, and even the ceiling. Everything she owned was buried in two inches of glitter, and the purple smoke smelled alarmingly like Aqua Net hairspray.

      Resting on the table where her frosted feast had been a few seconds ago was a gift, wrapped in eye-searing pink and black wrapping paper and festooned with an insane amount of hot pink curly-ribbon.

      No one had given her a birthday present in years. Thirteen years, to be exact. So, who had sent her this, and why did it come with an 80’s theme?

      She banished the glitter and the sad remains of her cupcakes with a wave of her hand, and opened a window to air out her apartment. Despite the magical cleanup, she could still see bits of glitter shimmering like unicorn dandruff in the night air. Not even magic could completely remove the stuff—it was one of the mysteries of the universe.

      Only once the mess was gone and things were relatively tidy again could she focus on the present. It wasn’t very big, maybe the size of a shoebox, but since it had been delivered by magic, size didn’t mean a thing. There could be a purple elephant inside and she wouldn’t know until she opened it. “Don’t be an elephant. I want my damage deposit back on this place when I move out, so you cannot be an elephant.”

      There was an envelope nestled inside the mass of ribbon, and it took her a few seconds to free it from the Medusa-like coils. She opened it and withdrew a birthday card. It was relatively tame, with a cake and words proclaiming ‘Happy 13th Birthday!’ Which was damned odd because she was twenty-six.

      A letter was folded up inside, and she read it quickly.

      Happy Birthday Breeze,

      The time has come for you to go home. It is also time for me to return those things that have been held in trust for you. May the Goddess bless you and guide you on your journey.

      Baba Yaga

      P.S. Sorry about the cupcakes.

      

      Breeze read the letter through three more times. Baba Yaga? The Baba Yaga? The leader of all witches and warlocks and one of the most powerful magical beings in the world? That…that would explain the glitter. And the 80’s music. She hadn’t met the woman, but her 80’s obsession was legendary.

      She stared down at the table and the gaudily wrapped gift. “Holy Goddess in gumboots, why would Baba Yaga be sending me a birthday gift?”

      When Breeze was anxious, she cleaned. So, instead of opening the present, she pulled out her cleaning supplies and went to work. Cleaning soothed her soul and helped her establish order in her little section of the cosmos. She liked order. She did not like chaos, or surprises. She eyed the package warily. Or surprises that caused chaos.

      By one in the morning, the whole place was immaculate, and the scent of hairspray had been obliterated by lemon oil and pine cleanser. Now, she was ready to open her gift.

      She opened the wrapping carefully and slid the heavy contents out onto the table, then paused to fold the paper into a neat square before setting it aside. The gift itself was a wooden box covered in elaborate carvings. The wood was a warm golden shade, as smooth as silk to the touch, and the images etched into it were perfect miniatures of all sorts of animals and sea creatures. Orcas and seals, eagles and bears.

      Memories flooded her mind, taking over her thoughts and senses. The Winnipeg air suddenly smelled wrong, too dry and dusty. Where was the salt tang? The hint of moisture that hung on the wind? Green forests and birdsong. Rocky shores, and the unceasing lullaby of waves crashing on the beach.

      She lifted the lid off the box, and she caught a whiff of another memory-evoking scent – cedar. Her toybox had been made from the same aromatic wood. So had her mother’s hope chest, which had been a wonderful hiding spot during games of hide-and-seek. It had been full of soft blankets and homemade quilts, a cushy nest she could snuggle into while she waited for them to find her.

      “Nope. Not going there,” she said aloud, hoping it helped put the brakes on her trip down memory lane. She was tempted to wrap the damned thing in something airtight and toss it into the back of her closet. She didn’t want to remember her childhood. It had ended badly. Goddess, she hadn’t thought about any of this in years. Losing her parents had sucked.

      Cupcakes.

      She conjured up a fresh platter of frosted perfection and added a plate of chocolate chip cookies, still warm enough to be gooey in the middle. Much better.

      She snagged one of the cookies and munched on it, giving herself a few more seconds of sugar-based emotional support before she opened the box. She was stalling and she knew it, but she’d bet her dozen fresh cupcakes that whatever was inside, she wasn’t going to like it. At this point, she’d rather an elephant.

      “Time to pull up your big-girl panties and see what the High Witch herself sent you.” She dusted the cookie crumbs off her hands and lifted the lid back on its hinges. Inside were three items, all carefully wrapped in dark green tissue paper. The first one contained a set of keys with a kitschy tag that read “Home sweet home.” She remembered them. They’d been her mother’s. But the house had been sold, hadn’t it? She’d only been thirteen at the time, but someone had told her that her inheritance had gone to pay for her care and education. Given that her care had involved a lot of scrubbing floors and eating watery soup, she’d always assumed her parents hadn’t left her much.

      She picked up the keys and devoured another cookie. Holy Hell’s freaking bells. Did she still have a house? Is that what the letter meant about going home? She looked around the tiny apartment. It was big enough you could swing a cat in it, but only if you weren’t overly fond of the thing and didn’t mind bouncing it off a few bits of furniture. If she had real estate to sell, she could move up to something with an actual bedroom!

      The next item was so small she wasn’t sure there was anything in the tissues at all. It was a tiny golden key no bigger than her fingernail. She held it up to get a better look at it. “And what in the name of the Goddess’ go-go boots am I supposed to do with this?”

      The locket around her neck started to vibrate at the end of its chain. She pulled it out from beneath her shirt and eyed it with suspicion. This night was getting weirder, and she was not a fan of weird. The locket was the only part of her old life that she kept with her, and that was mostly because she couldn’t take the thing off. Ever. She’d tried to break the spell that kept it in place, but nothing worked. She took it as yet more proof she was destined to be a somewhat subpar sort of witch.

      She moved the key closer to the locket. This time, they both started to vibrate. “More weirdness. Wonderful.” The chain was long enough to let her see the pendant if she held it out in front of her. It looked the same as always, a simple gold heart with an aquamarine set into the centre. It was hinged as if it could open, but she’d never found the trick to it. She flipped it over to look at the back, which had her initials engraved in elegant, looping letters.

      The moment she turned the pendant over, the key flew out of her fingers like it was suddenly magnetized. It hit the back of the heart with a metallic click, followed by a tinkling sound as a hundred tiny golden sparks swirled around the locket for a moment. When the dazzling light display cleared, there was a clasp along the side that hadn’t been there before.

      “I’m really starting to rethink the whole elephant thing,” she muttered and touched the clasp. The locket sprang open, and she found herself staring at a picture of her parents. They looked just like she remembered them. Before she could react, the two people in the picture started to speak in voices she hadn’t heard in thirteen years.

      

      “The time has come to take your place,

      Reclaim your home, protect that space.

      The threat is dark, but you carry our light,

      The three that are one can stop this blight.

      If you find a way to win,

      Fate has promised you’ll see us again.”

      The image of her mother smiled and blew her a kiss. “Love you, baby.”

      

      Breeze let go of her locket and spent the next five minutes devouring each and every cupcake on the plate. Every time she felt a hint of emotion, she buried her feelings in frosting. Not the healthiest way to cope, but her sanity was at stake.

      She’d moved on to the cookies and was halfway through the stack before she felt calm enough to stop, but she kept the platter close at hand as she carefully lifted the locket again and looked at the picture. When it didn’t move this time, she closed the locket and then opened it again.

      That did it. The moment she opened it, the image came to life and her parents’ voice spoke in unison, repeating the same verse as before. She played it over and over again, but as much as it hurt her heart, it didn’t get her any closer to understanding what the hell it all meant.

      “Alright then. Maybe the answer’s in the box.” She reached for the last item. It took up most of the space, and the moment she had it in her hands she knew what she’d find inside the tissue. Documents. Lots of them. A stack of papers, all notated and tagged with multicoloured sticky-notes. She saw bank statements, vehicle registration, and even a deed of ownership for a house, all in her name.

      There were instructions attached, along with contact information for a lawyer and an accountant, who apparently shared the same last name of…Snaggletuth? What the hell kind of name was that?

      Clipped to the very top of the pile was a map with a photo attached. The map was of the Canadian west coast, and it had a red circle around a little cove set on the western coast of Vancouver Island. The town was so small it wasn’t even named, and she couldn’t remember the name of the place she’d grown up.

      It was weird, but after her parent’s death, her memories of her hometown and everyone in it had all faded away. Not completely, but they were hazy and vague. Recalling anything about her home or friends took too much effort to think about, so she didn’t. The counsellors at the orphanage for witches and warlocks had encouraged their wards to let go of their past and focus on the future. “That’s where your happiness lies,” they’d say.

      “Onwards and upwards.” She repeated one of the school’s favourite mantras as she stared at the contents of the box. She’d done her best to move forward, but her past wasn’t done with her yet. She tapped a finger on the picture of the town’s sign. “Welcome to Black Fin Bay.” Not even the name of the town rang any bells for her, which was a little weird. Maybe she’d start to remember once she got there. And apparently, she was being sent to reclaim her home and protect the place from some dark threat.

      “Annoyingly cryptic and highly unsettling. Lovely.” She chomped on another cookie. “I definitely would have preferred the elephant.”
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      He could have been out on the town tonight, chatting up ladies and enjoying a nice micro-brew at a human pub. But no, he was stuck patrolling the frigid waters of Black Fin Bay in the middle of the bloody night, looking for illegal dumping. Those damned seagull Shifters weren’t just messing up the coastline, they were flock-blocking his sex life.

      Connell McLeod had been out almost every night this week looking for the sneaky Shifters. The bastards had been towing garbage scows full of toxic waste and trash into his territory and dumping it in the middle of the night when they thought no one was around to catch them. They were slowly turning the area into their personal rubbish heap, and he was on a Goddess-given mission to stop them.

      Of course, he wasn’t supposed to be doing this alone. This whole area should have been under the magical protection of a witch or two, but apparently the locals had been without a witch or warlock for more than ten years. It showed, too. The Shifters had no healer, and the spells that hid the truth about their town were starting to fade.

      If the protective spells unravelled much further, the town and everyone in it would be at risk. He could protect the place from almost anything tangible, but magic? That was a fish of a different colour. To fight magic, they needed a witch.

      He surfaced and shifted back to his human form, treading water as he raised his head to the night sky. “I’m doing what I can, here, your Gloriousness, but if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, could you send along a witch to give me a hand with the magical end of things? I’m a selkie of many skills, but magic isn’t one of them.”

      A school of salmon appeared in the water around him, their silent forms slicing through the dark water like a river of silver that gleamed in the faint light of the cloud-veiled moon. He held his breath and sank beneath the waves so he could watch as they swam. The Goddess wasn’t much for long conversations, but he had no doubt there was a message in the sudden appearance of the fish. Sure enough, their swirling pattern came together to form a flow of letters that spelled out her reply.

      “She comes.”

      He chuckled and surfaced again. “If the witch plays her cards right, I’ll be happy to help her do that, all night long.”

      The moment the words were out of his mouth he knew he was screwed. “Filter malfunction!” He shifted and dove for cover. Not that it helped. A small, purple-tinted lightning bolt pierced the waves and zapped him right in the tail. Son of a starfish, that stung.

      The salmon scattered when the lightning bolt struck, but he managed to find a few of them and ask if they’d seen anything in the harbour in the last few hours before they all vanished into the depths again. Apparently, they had. A “stinky, oozy, man-machine,” had crossed the water above them not long ago, heading towards what the salmon called the Stream of Beginnings and Endings, a local stream the salmon used to spawn. He thanked the fish, then sent a quick prayer of thanks to the Goddess for gifting him with the ability to talk to other aquatic lifeforms. It really saved time when he needed to track someone down.

      He flicked his flippers and set out in direction the salmon had indicated. The saltwater stung his newly singed pelt, but at least he’d been underwater this time. Last time he’d pissed off the Goddess, she’d scorched the ass of his Armani suit. The woman really had no respect for the classics.

      Once he was headed in the right direction, it didn’t take him long to come across the seagulls’ trail. The salmon had been right, the barge was leaking, leaving a disgusting trail of trash and slime in its wake. He tried not to think about what he was swimming through and swam faster. He needed to catch up to them before they reached the shore.

      Once he got close enough, he didn’t need to follow the trail any longer. He could hear the wheezing groans of the tug’s engine as it lub-lub-lubbed its way through the water. Now came the fun part. He had to get ahead of them, and then… he chuckled, which in this form came out more like a chuffing noise that escaped in a flurry of bubbles. Goddess, he really loved this part of the job.

      Once he was in front of the tug, he surfaced and shifted back to human form. Most of the gull Shifters were on the deck of the boat, squawking at each other in harsh voices that carried even over the misfiring engine.

      “We there yet?”

      “This job sucks harder than Jimbo’s momma.”

      “Naw, Momma Jim don’t suck, she blows!”

      There was a chorus of raucous laughter that grated on his ears, followed by a couple of meaty thumps as the biggest gull Shifter he’d ever seen waded into the middle of the group and started laying a beating on anyone too slow to get out of his way.

      “You don’t talk about my momma that way! Quit being such buttholes. You know she’s sick.”

      Three of the crew shifted and flew out of the big one’s reach, squawking and shedding feathers as they made their escape.

      “Assholes!”

      Connell made a note to find out who Jimbo’s mother was. Moms were a great source of information, and they usually didn’t react well to learning their offspring were up to no good.

      He dragged his attention back to the mission at hand. Along with the entertainment value, Jimbo’s fit of pique was the perfect distraction, and he intended to make good use of it. He continued to tread water with his legs, but he stilled his arms and let them float, palms down, on the water. He let his awareness of the water deepen, feeling the churn of the deeps, the surge of the current, and the endless rise and fall of the waves. He drew on that power, shaping it as it flowed through him. His connection to the ocean was a powerful gift from the Goddess, and he didn’t use it lightly.

      The change was so gradual as to be almost imperceptible to the Shifters on the tug or soaring overhead. They didn’t notice until a wave took them broadside, crashing over the railing and dousing them all in seawater and foam.

      “What the fuck?” One of them spluttered.

      Connell continued to pour more power into the waves. He wanted them pushed away from the shore, so he directed the waves to move against their nature, rolling back out to sea. The waters of the bay seethed as waves from the open ocean slammed into the ones he directed. Foam flew as they broke over each other, and everyone on deck started scrambling. Some donned life jackets, others ran to the wheelhouse to bang on the door.

      “We’re getting soaked out here! Let us in!”

      The wheelhouse door flew open, sending several of the smaller gulls stumbling backward across the rolling deck. Connell couldn’t see much from his position—he was low in the water, and waves as tall as he was kept appearing between him and the tug. He was having trouble keeping them away from the scow, too. Every time one hit, it knocked more trash into the water. He was going to need to stay and do a serious clean up after this, which meant he couldn’t follow them.

      “This isn’t natural!” Someone bellowed from inside the wheelhouse. “No wind. No storm. Just flocking waves. Something’s hinky, boys.”

      “Magic?” one of the others squawked in an octave normally only hit by boys going through puberty.

      “Don’t know, but we’re not paid to deal with this kind of crazy. We’ll make this run another night.”

      Connell threw another wave at them just to drive the point home. It slammed into the bow of the tug with enough force to make the whole ship shudder. “You come back and you’ll get more of the same,” he muttered under his breath.

      He was tempted to sink the damned thing, but that wouldn’t be any better than letting them dump trash on the shore. His first priority was to protect the area. Dealing with the gulls would have to wait until backup arrived. The seagulls didn’t like magic? Wait until the Goddess’ handpicked witch arrived. She was going to wipe the floor with their tail feathers.
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      Breeze looked around her apartment for the last time and sighed. She was really doing this. Uprooting her life and moving to the west coast. She still didn’t know anything about the dark threat she needed to face. Given she was a mediocre witch, she had her doubts she could do anything about it. Even the message from her parents hadn’t exactly been a confidence builder. If she found a way to win. If. Two little letters with a big impact. If she won. If she could protect a place she could barely remember. If she could decode the weird message. If. If. If.

      She snorted. “and if I do manage to see my parents again, I’m telling them they suck at pep talks.”

      It hadn’t taken her long to pack. In fact, it had taken her less time to do that than to write her letter of resignation and find the courage to hand it in. Conveniently, the same letter also doubled as her notice to vacate, since her boss was also her landlord. She had the shortest commute in the city, which was especially nice when the temperature dropped and the snow piled up on the streets.

      Breeze had given them two week’s notice and offered to pay for next month’s rent, but the moment she’d mentioned that she had to go home to deal with some family matters, Irene and Ben had waived the rent and told her to do what she needed to. They were decent people. She wouldn’t call them friends, exactly. She didn’t have friends in the human world, which made for a solitary life. Her boss-slash-lords thought she was a quirky goth girl with a magical touch when it came to crafting the perfect cup of coffee. They had no idea their late-shift barista was an actual witch.

      She wiggled her fingers, and a shower of blue sparks danced over her hands. They were right about one thing. She did make a magically delicious cappuccino. The thought amused her. If Black Fin Bay didn’t have a coffee shop, maybe she could open one. Not that she needed the money, but she’d go stark raving looney-tunes if she didn’t find something to fill up her days. The devil might find work for idle hands, but a bored witch could actually start Armageddon.

      She’d gone over all the documentation last night. If she was reading it right, she could probably buy half her hometown. She’d become ridiculously wealthy the moment the clock struck midnight. For some reason, her parents had set it up so that she had nothing until she turned twenty-six.

      The sparks around her hands intensified as she thought about how different her life would have been if they hadn’t made her wait so long to inherit. She wanted to believe they had a good reason, but Great Goddess in gumboots, what could it have been?

      Those questions and about a million more had whipped around her head all night, making sleep impossible. She’d finally given up around four in the morning and packed instead. The apartment had come furnished, and all she’d added over the years were a few posters, cooking utensils, and the usual collection of linens and towels. Everything she owned fit into a couple of cardboard boxes she’d liberated from the coffee shop’s storeroom. They sat in the middle of the apartment, along with a battered suitcase one of the witches at the orphanage had given her the day she’d moved out. It only had three wheels and it looked like it had seen some dark and savage times, but it was clean and functional, and that’s all she needed it to be.

      “Okay, then.” She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. “I’m doing this.”

      She raised her hands and summoned her magic for what she hoped would be a relatively straightforward spell.

      

      “Bountiful Goddess whose wisdom shines bright,

      I’m casting a spell now, I hope it goes right.

      Everything I own is ready to be stashed,

      When I recall it, I hope it’s not smashed.

      Send this stuff somewhere safe, warm, and dry,

      And I’ll call it back to me when my new home I spy.”

      

      The small pile of her belongings vanished in a puff of blue smoke, and she breathed a sigh of relief. For as long as she could recall, her magic hadn’t been exactly reliable. She was good with the small things—minor incantations and anything that didn’t require much focus. It was the bigger stuff that never seemed to work right. The harder she tried, the bigger the backfire. By the time she’d left the orphanage, she’d given up on bigger spells, which was a great relief to the witches and warlocks who ran the place. They’d gotten tired of repairing melted walls, extinguishing small fires, and putting the spots back on the school’s resident guard leopard.

      She went over to the table, tucked the carved wooden box into her oversized handbag and slung it over her shoulder. She had memorized the photo of the town’s welcome sign that morning. Given the distance she was travelling and how unreliable her magic was, having a visual to focus on would limit the chances she materialized somewhere inconvenient, like Alaska or the men’s washroom at Walmart…again.

      She closed her eyes, summoned her magic, and braced herself against the wave of dizziness that always accompanied her attempts at teleportation. She just hoped her first act after arriving home wasn’t to puke all over the welcome sign.

      When she opened her eyes again, she was delighted to discover that not only had she hit the target perfectly, but she wasn’t the slightest bit queasy, either. She did a little victory jig in front of the sign, then took a good look around. The sign was worn, the letters fading, and the wood itself was weathered and cracked. Beyond the sign was the town itself. The buildings were squat, grey things that almost blended into the stony beach she could see beyond the small cluster of shops that huddled along a single lane road that ended only a few hundred meters from where she stood. Grimy windows full of dusty displays, signs with letters missing, and the wind that blew up the main street was thick with the smell of dead fish and rotting seaweed. This was home? Ew.

      None of it looked familiar, but there was something here… an itch at the back of her brain that made her keep looking. That’s when she saw it, a shimmer that had nothing to do with the morning sun. Magic.

      Once she saw the first hints of it, she spotted it everywhere. The buildings, the sign, even the cracked and potholed road were all glamoured by a spell. It was elegant, elaborate, and far better than anything she could manage, but now she could see it, she could also see that it was failing. There were cracks in the magic, so small and subtle that the illusion wasn’t affected, yet, but if the spell wasn’t repaired soon, it would start to unravel faster than a scarf in a box full of kittens.

      Blue sparks lit up her hands and arms as she summoned just enough magic to see past the glamour without damaging it.

      

      “I sense a lie,

      This isn’t right,

      Show me what’s hiding in plain sight.”

      

      And just like that, the entire town looked different. “Holy llamas of the apocalypse!” Now she understood why she didn’t’ recognize the town, or its name. The sign had changed, too. It was blue and green, with elegant letters highlighted in silver. “Wyrding Way.”

      “Someone’s been reading too much Frank Herbert.”

      The town certainly felt more familiar to her than the illusion had. The buildings still looked weathered, but they were cleaner and in better repair. The windows gleamed, and the displays were colourful and welcoming.

      She could see a corner store and a diner from where she stood, and she was certain there was a bakery across the street from the store, though she didn’t know how she knew it was there. The stench of decay was gone, too, replaced by the salty tang of sea air and appetizing aromas wafting from the diner that reminded her she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. It was still afternoon here, but she was on Manitoba time, two hours ahead, and she was hungry.

      As tempted as she was to head to the diner, she really needed to figure out where her house was and if it was liveable. After all these years, it was probably falling down.

      She was contemplating a seeking spell when the forest lining one side of the road erupted into motion.

      “Attack the interloper!” a shrill voice squeaked, and the air filled with a loud buzzing noise and a hail of pinecones flew at her from all directions.

      She threw up a quick shield that deflected most of the barrage, though a couple of the pinecones hit their target before she got it up.

      “If I’ve got sap in my hair, you’re going to regret it!” She yelled at the trees.

      “Go away! You’re bad, and bad witches aren’t welcome!”

      “Yeah, go home or…or…we’ll drop a house on you!”

      No one dropped houses on witches anymore. It was expensive, inefficient, and hellishly hard to coordinate that kind of attack. Who were these people?

      The answer came at her a few seconds later, like a swarm of oversized hornets in drag. Tiny spears and arrows flew at her, and she threw out a hand to send a sharp gust of air at the horde descending on her. “Hey, quit it! Stay back!”

      The wind knocked them aside momentarily, and she heard them screeching in surprise and fury as they tumbled through the air, shedding loads of glittering pixie dust from their wings as they went. Breeze felt her throat begin to close up and her eyes started to itch and swell. Just her luck, the first citizens of Wyrding Way to greet her were pixies, and she was highly allergic to the fluttery little fuckers.

      Another barrage of pinecones flew at her, and this time, she was too slow to get a shield up. She had to resort to flinging her coat over her head and making a run for it.

      “Baba Yaga sent me!” She stumbled away from the forest and the gang of overprotective whatever-the-hell was in the woods that were intent on driving her away. She headed for the beach. If she could wash some of the dust out of her eyes and nose maybe she’d stave off a full-blown reaction.

      She stumbled over logs and scrambled through the sand, occasionally flinging another blast of wind behind her in an attempt to keep the pixie horde at bay. They weren’t attacking anymore. Now they were following and jabbering questions at her like the world’s tiniest paparazzi.

      “Who are you?”

      “Why you here?”

      “Why were you messing with the magics that protect us?”

      The questions came fast and furious, and she didn’t have the breath to answer any of them. By the time she reached the water, her eyes were swelling shut and she was sneezing non-stop. Lesson learned. She was going to start carrying a Pix-E-stick pen again. She’d take an unpleasant jab to the thigh over an allergy attack any day.

      She dropped her purse on the shore and waded out into the water, dropping to her knees when she got a few feet into the surf. It was so cold it was painful, but she stayed put and lowered her head into the next wave, letting it wash over her. Saltwater and sand filled her mouth, and she spat it out, her teeth already chattering. She crawled into the surf, the undertow pulling the sand out from beneath her as she moved. She tried again. This time the ratio of water to sand was better. Again, she crawled forward, until the waves were breaking over her head and she had to sit up or risk being caught in the current and pulled into deeper water. This was as far as she could go. Here’s hoping it worked.

      The next wave came and she forced her eyes open, the sting of salt and sand a welcome contrast to the itchiness the dust had caused. She was freezing cold and soaking wet, but at least she hadn’t sacrificed her outfit for nothing. Her impromptu full-body eyewash station was working.

      Two more waves, and she decided that discretion was the better part of not freezing her ass off completely. Her eyesight was still blurry and the waves strong enough to knock her off her feet, so instead of walking out, she crawled to dry land and flopped onto the sand with a groan.

      Could this day get any worse?

      “All my life I’ve been waiting to be summoned by the tears of a bonny lass. I’ve got to say, this was not at all how I saw this moment unfolding.”

      She rolled onto her back and found herself staring up at a man too perfect to be human. Scratch that. He was too perfect to be real.

      He was standing off to one side, with the sun shining down on him, lighting up his curly red hair like a fiery halo. The pixies filled the air behind him, peeking around his broad shoulders like shy toddlers instead of the kamikaze sky commandos they’d been just a few minutes before.

      She managed to dredge a few semi-coherent words out of her waterlogged brain. “Sorry. No bonny lasses here. Just a wet witch.”

      “Ah, so that’s what the little folk are babbling about.” The man’s brogue was as beautiful as the rest of him. He crouched beside her, storm-blue eyes full of concern and badly concealed amusement. “Not much of a welcome, then?”

      “No welcome at all. They attacked me without so much as saying hello first.”

      She sat up and flipped the sodden mess of her hair off her still-swollen face. She was covered in sand, there was seaweed in her hair, and her clothes were a soaking wet mess—so of course she was face to face with the sexiest man she’d ever seen in her life. The Goddess clearly hates me.

      “She messed with the magics. We felt it!”

      “The squirrels started it!”

      “The pixies said to attack!”

      Squirrels? She’d been attacked by squirrel Shifters? Well, that explained the pinecones. She touched a sore spot on her forehead and her fingers came away sticky. Pinecones and sap. Ugh.

      The sexy stranger raised a hand for silence, and she watched the play of muscle beneath his grey T-shirt with a focus she usually reserved for baked goods and ice cream. “Stop it, all of you. You’re giving me a blasted headache.”

      He offered his hand to Breeze. “I’m Connell McLeod. I’m a newcomer to this place, too, but I’d like to apologize for the way you were welcomed. They’re usually nicer than this.”

      She took his hand and tried to ignore the flash of heat that sizzled up her arm the moment they touched. “Breeze Blackstone.”

      The piping voices all went silent except for one. “Did she say Blackstone?”

      A short figure with an unfortunate overbite bounded into view, her nose and lips twitching. She came right up to Breeze, leaned in, inhaled loudly, jumped back, and bounced in a circle, her hands waving wildly. “It’s her! It’s her it’s her it’s her! Oh, my Goddess, you’re back! Where have you been?”

      Before Breeze could answer, she was mobbed by a bunch of short, chattering Shifters while the pixies streaked back and forth above her, sprinkling everyone in pixie dust and sending Breeze into another fit of sneezing.

      “Dust. Allergic. Help!’ She wheezed and tried to hide her face in her sodden coat.

      “Everyone, be still! I don’t know what’s got your tails in a twist, but you all need to back off and let her breathe!” Connell bellowed, then lifted her into his arms, cradling her against a chest that should probably be designated one of the wonders of the world. “I’ve got you. Hold on and I’ll get you somewhere pixie-free.”

      She buried her face in the crook of his neck and held on, sniffling in a desperate attempt to keep her snot to herself. She was painfully aware that this was probably the closest she’d ever be to perfection, and all she could do was hope she didn’t get seaweed on his shirt.
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      He was going to have to talk with the pixies about staying away from the witch, or the woman he presumed was his Goddess-sent partner for this mission would be wheezing and sneezing too much to be helpful. First though, he needed to get her inside and warmed up enough she could magic herself back together again. Females of every species had some traits in common, and at the top of the list was the need to make a good first impression. Somehow, he didn’t think soggy, sneezing, and sandy was the look she was hoping for. Right now, he couldn’t really tell much about the new arrival other than the fact she was female, freezing cold, and smelled of seaweed and…pine sap?

      “I’m taking you to my place. It’s not far from here. A cup of tea and some time by the fire and you’ll feel better.”

      “Pretty sure it would take a couple of shots of tequila and a dozen cupcakes to make me feel better right now. This is not how I imagined my homecoming.”

      “Homecoming? So Sassy actually did recognize you from somewhere?” Better and better. The Goddess had sent him a witch who already knew the lay of the land.

      “Is that the squirrel Shifter’s name? I don’t remember her, but yes, I’m from here, originally.” The bedraggled witch sighed. “I don’t recall very much about this place. In fact, until last night, I barely thought about it at all.”

      Well, damn. He needed a witch with her head in the game, someone who already knew the score and could help him wrap things up, maybe hit the sack for a night of mutual pleasure, and then he’d be on to the next mission. “So the Goddess sent you to help me out on this mission, but you don’t even remember your time here?”

      She lifted her head and shot him a confused look. “The Goddess didn’t send me here. Baba Yaga did, and she didn’t mention you at all.”

      He bit back a frustrated groan and carried her into his cottage. It looked like a shanty from the outside, but inside it was snug, cozy and comfortable. It wasn’t his usual, but he was coming to like the rustic wood furniture with their array of colourful quilts, the polished hardwood floors that creaked no matter where you stepped, and the view of the bay was amazing.

      He set her in a rocking chair near the fire, and handed her one of the quilts before kneeling by the hearth. Some fresh wood and a quick stir of the embers had the fire blazing again. Only then did he turn to face her and ask the question he’d been holding back since she’d mentioned why she was here. “Baba Yaga sent you here. Can I ask why?”

      “Honestly? I’m not really sure. Something about a dark threat and protecting this town.”

      “You’re the town’s protector?”

      “Apparently. Believe me, I was as surprised as you are. I’m nothing special.”

      Which might explain why he’d been sent here. The little witch was going to need his help. He didn’t have magic, but he was good at his job. T.G.I.F agents who weren’t didn’t have much of a lifespan.

      He rose, giving her a gentle pat on the shoulder as he moved past her to the kitchen. She needed tea and a bit of encouragement. And a chance to dry off. No one could be optimistic when they were cold and soaked to the skin. “The Goddess told me she was sending a witch to help me deal with some trouble in this town. Baba Yaga sent you here to protect this place. You might not think you’re anything special, but those two seem to have a different opinion. I’d say you’re right where you’re supposed to be.”

      “Maybe.” She sounded dubious. “I’m not one to doubt the Goddess, but…”

      “I don’t recommend finishing that sentence. The last time I annoyed her Gloriousness, she zapped me a good one. My pelt still has a scorch mark.”  He put the kettle on and set out the makings for tea. He added a couple of cookies from his stash in the cupboard in case she was hungry.

      “What kind of Shifter are you, anyway?”

      “I’m a selkie.” He’d discovered that outside his native Scotland, not a lot of people had heard of them. There weren’t many of them in the world, and most lived quiet lives far away from humans.

      “Selkie? As in the gigolos of the sea?” She gasped. “Goddess, when you said I’d summoned you by shedding tears into the sea, you meant it!”

      He grinned. “Aye, I meant it. The legend is real. All of it.”

      He turned, intending to lay on the charm, and stopped dead in his tracks. While he’d had his back turned, Breeze had magicked herself into dry clothes and put herself to rights. And holy Goddess in scuba gear, she looked good.

      Her long legs were clad in black jeans, and she wore a pair of thigh-high black boots that clung to her calves like a jealous lover. Her oversized parka was gone, and she was wearing a simple fisherman’s sweater of chunky, dark grey wool. Her hair was dry and free of seaweed, tumbling over her shoulders in a mass of dark waves streaked with white. His little witch was beautiful.

      Whoa. He slapped that thought aside like it was a mosquito looking for its next meal. She wasn’t his anything. Possessive thoughts were not his thing. Nope. Those led to mating thoughts, which led to monogamy and a safe, settled life. Safe and settled were not part of his plans. Hell, they were barely part of his vocabulary.

      Breeze fried a few more of his brain cells when she offered him a shy smile. “I’d apologize for summoning you under false pretenses, but I’m grateful you rescued me. I’m not sure I would have survived another bout with the pixie patrol.”

      He managed to get his brain back into gear, locked his libido in a closet, and smiled back. “They’re not a bad bunch, just a little…fluttery.”

      “That cursed dust they shed gets everywhere. I hope I got it all off your quilt.” She nodded to the now neatly folded patchwork blanket on his couch.

      “I’ll shake it out again later, once the little folk have left.” He checked outside. “Which they haven’t done, yet. In fact, I think half the town is outside. Since I ceased to be of interest after my first week in residence, I believe they’re all here for you.”

      “Word travels fast. I thought I’d have more time before anyone learned I was here.”

      “Wyrding is a small place, and the people here watch out for one another.”

      “I’ve been a city witch since I moved out of the orphanage. I’d forgotten what smaller towns were like.”

      “Orphanage?” Another piece fell into place. He’d read the file on this place and its history. Hell’s bells, he should have recognized her last name when she’d introduced himself. “Your parents were the former protectors of this town, right? The ones lost in the storm?”

      She nodded sadly and he felt a pang of regret for reminding her of her loss. “They were. At least, I think they were. It’s all still very fuzzy.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed in obvious frustration. “I wish I could remember!”

      He was by her side before he had time to consider what he was doing. “Give yourself a little time. I imagine being here will bring back all sorts of memories.”

      She lifted her head and smiled at him, and it was like being in the water when lightning struck nearby. Every part of him started to tingle, and without thinking he leaned down to press a kiss to her forehead, but he never finished the move. The moment he got close, the scent of her filled his lungs, and he staggered back in shock.

      She smelled like sun-warmed strawberries, good Scotch, and the woods after a spring rain. Goddess help him, all of his favourite things. But that wasn’t possible. The only one who could smell that good to him was his… nope. He wasn’t even going to think the word.

      Mate. His Shifter side whispered the word with glee.

      This wasn’t happening.

      “Tea. I was making you tea. Then, I think you should probably head out and meet the neighbours.” He shot across the room and pulled the kettle off the stove before it even finished boiling. The sooner she finished her tea, the sooner she’d be gone, and he could think this through. It had to be a mistake. Maybe it was a side effect of her summoning him with her tears. Goddess knew that had been a powerful pull. One second he’d been running down leads on where the gulls were getting the trash they kept dumping in the area, and the next he’d been out the door, looking for the source of the summons.

      She gave the door an uneasy glance. “I guess I should. They’re really all out there, still?”

      He looked out the kitchen window because it seemed safer than doing what he really wanted, which was to wrap her in his arms and comfort her for an hour or ten. He was losing his damned mind, which wasn’t a good thing. He needed to be on point for this mission.

      He poured the tea and brought it over to her even though it hadn’t had time to steep. He brought the biscuits, too.

      “Oh! Lovely. Hobnobs are my favourite.” She took one of the biscuits with a delighted smile that put more steel in his rod than was comfortable, considering he’d opted for jeans today.

      “A woman of impeccable taste, then. Feeling better?”

      “Dryer, certainly.” She nibbled on the biscuit, then looked toward the door again. “I know I haven’t finished my tea, yet, but I think I should go talk to them. It seems rude to leave them waiting.”

      “They drove you into the bloody ocean by way of a welcome. They can wait a few minutes more.” He listened to the words coming out of his mouth and briefly wondered if he was being possessed by an idiot. He didn’t want her to stay. He wanted her gone so he could pour himself something a lot stronger than tea and figure out what the hell he was going to do. As much as he wanted to go with the theory this was all part of the selkie legend, he’d never heard of it happening like this. Mind-blowing sex? Yes. And he’d been all for that. But this… was something different.

      Breeze bowed her head so her face was hidden behind her hair, but he saw the look in her eyes as she did it. She wasn’t ready to face them, yet.

      “Stay here.” He walked to the door and opened it, stepping out onto the porch so everyone could hear.

      “Breeze is having a cup of tea and taking a few minutes to compose herself. She’ll be out soon. And for the love of the briny deeps, will whoever put the pixies on patrol please take them off it again? And that goes for the squirrel Shifters, too.”

      “Tell her we’re sorry!” Sassy called to him from her spot near the front of the group.

      “You can tell her yourself in a few minutes.” He rolled his shoulders and fell into a relaxed pose more in keeping with the easygoing eco-tourist he was claiming to be. Tourists didn’t normally bark orders at the locals, at least, not if they wanted an enjoyable stay. “And that’s all the adulting I’m doing today. I’m supposed to be on vacation. This keeps up I might as well head back to the office and start wearing ties again.”

      “We’ll know you’re ready to go back to work when you stop wearing skirts,” Someone, shouted as everyone else laughed.

      “It’s not a bloody skirt. It’s a kilt. And just for that, I’ll be wearing mine for the rest of the week.”

      He turned and commented over his shoulder. “She’ll be out soon. Go easy on her, please?”

      He re-entered the cabin and found Breeze watching him intently. “What was that?”

      “What?”

      “You told them you were on vacation, but you told me the Goddess sent you here on some kind of mission. Which is it?”

      Busted. Then again, he hadn’t been trying to hide the truth from her. She was the one person who needed to know who he was and why he was here.

      Because she’s our mate.

      He gritted his teeth. Not because of that. Because she was his work partner. That’s all. He reached back and locked the door, came as close as he dared, and lowered his voice enough not even Shifter hearing could pick up what he said. “I was sent here to help the town, but they don’t know that.”

      Her dark brows winged up. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s easier to find troublemakers if they don’t know you’re looking for them.”

      “So, you’re a secret helper?” Breeze cocked her head and frowned. “How does that work?”

      He touched a finger to his lips and winked. “It’s a secret.”

      She rewarded him with another little smile that reminded him to start wearing a kilt around her before his jeans started doing damage to his favourite body part. “I can keep a secret.”

      “I hope so, because you need to know this one. I work for T.G.I.F. We’re a secret organization that helps protect the magical communities of the world. I’m here because there’s a threat to this town. Maybe more than one. There are gull Shifters messing up the ocean and corrupting the land and sea around here, but there’s more going on, too. The spells that protect this place are unravelling.”

      “T.G.I.F? You work for a restaurant?”

      He sighed. Goddess on high, they really needed a new name. “Not the restaurant. The Goddess’ Investigation Forces. And believe me, it’s better than the last acronym they tried to use. G.U.P.P.I.E.S was universally hated.”

      “I bet it was. Sorry, I’m still trying to wrap my head around the idea that the Goddess has secret agents working for her.”

      He grinned. “Her Gloriousness works in mysterious ways.”

      “Like teaming up with Baba Yaga to send me back here after thirteen years to solve the mystery of my parents’ death and protect a town that is apparently about to be magically vulnerable?”

      “Exactly like that. She keeps things interesting.”

      “I’m not an interesting person, though. Until a few days ago, I was happy serving cappuccinos and conjuring up the occasional batch of cupcakes. Then there’s a glitter explosion in my living room, my birthday feast went splat, and I’m on my way back to a place I don’t remember, to protect it from some dark threat no one bothered to actually describe.”

      “That’s her Gloriousness for you. And believe me, you’re among friends. The whole town is out there right now, and while you might not remember them, it’s pretty clear that they remember you and can’t wait to see you again.”

      A commotion started up outside. There was an annoyed chitter, and then a piercing voice rang out. “Move aside! Familiar coming through. Come on, everyone, out of my way. Official witch business!”

      Someone scrambled up the stairs to the porch and knocked on the door. “Breeze, is that really you? It’s me! Your familiar!”

      Breeze set her mug down with unsteady hands. “I don’t have a familiar.”

      “The hell you don’t! I swear, I’m going to braid Baba Yaga’s backcombed bangs the next time I see her. Did she really make you forget about me? I’m your Snuffy!”

      Breeze got to her feet, her eyes wide, cheeks pale. “Snuffy? Oh my Goddess. Snuffy! I do remember you!”

      “Good. Now let me in.” There was a scrabbling at the door. “Why is this door locked? Is that oversexed seal Shifter putting the moves on you? Get your flippers off my witch, you smooth-talking Scottish bastard!”

      “Charming creature. You sure it’s yours?” Connell unlocked the door and opened it.

      “Not sure, no,” Breeze admitted. “But I think so.”

      A tubby ball of fuzzy indignation tumbled inside and hopped to its feet, chattering furiously. It was a raccoon, though Connell had never seen one quite that…round, before. “Holy Goddess, it is you! Fear not, your beloved familiar, Snuffy Wuffles the Turd is here to make everything better.”

      The raccoon shot Connell a dirty look and flashed his fangs a little. “Back off, lover boy, she’s my responsibility, not yours.”

      He was tempted to punt the fluffy fucker all the way to the water’s edge. Only that would be irrational and totally uncalled for, because Breeze was a grown woman who wasn’t anyone’s responsibility. Not Snuffy’s and definitely not his. Not even a little bit.

      Instead of practicing his football skills, Connell raised his hands and backed away. “All good, your turdiness. She’s fine. We were just having a bit of tea to warm her up before she went on her way.”

      He looked over at Breeze. “Snuffy Wuffles the Turd is really your familiar?”

      She nodded. “He is. I named him myself. I uh… had a lisp when I was little.”

      The raccoon waddled over to her and wrapped its forearms around her leg. “Goddess, I’m glad you’re back.”

      She looked down at the raccoon and smiled again. “I think I am, too.”

      Connell just watched and tried to convince himself he wasn’t jealous of a fucking furball… If he repeated it often enough, maybe he’d start to believe it.
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      Breeze had long ago convinced herself that Snuffy was a figment of her imagination. Like everything else about her early years, he’d been nothing but a vague memory that continued to fade as she aged. The witches and warlocks at the orphanage told her she had no familiar, and she’d believed them.

      Now, she was left wondering if they’d told her the truth about anything. Not that they’d said much. Nearly every question she asked had been met with the same answer. “Sorry, child. That information isn’t in your file.”

      But Snuffy wasn’t imaginary. He was real, and he was her familiar. Holy Goddess, she had a familiar!

      Snuffy climbed into her arms with a smug little sigh. “I missed you.”

      “You’ve been here all this time? Why didn’t you contact me? You’re my familiar, you can do that, right?”

      “Normally, yeah. But Baba Yaga must have put some serious magical mojo into whatever spell she cast on you, because I couldn’t find you anywhere. So, I did what she said. I stayed here, looked after things, and waited for you to come back.” He patted her cheek with one soft little paw, and she instinctively reached up to swat his free paw away from her pendant just as he grabbed at it.

      “No shiny,” she said automatically.

      He made an odd little sound somewhere been a churring purr and a laugh. “You really do remember.”

      “That you’re enthralled by anything shiny and used to steal everything from mom’s earrings to the cutlery on the table? Yeah, I remember.” It was like the fog had lifted from her memories, at least, the ones about her familiar. She could remember someone putting a lock on the cutlery drawer while Snuffy wailed in protest, but she couldn’t make out any details other than the raccoon and the spoon he was fighting to keep.

      “Wait. Your familiar is a cutlery thief?” Connell pointed to the kitchen. “Is that why I’ve slowly run out of spoons over the last week?”

      Snuffy snuggled deeper into her arms and murmured, “They were shiny. So shiny.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m taking that as a yes, and I’m telling Gertie where they went, because I’m not paying for them out of my damage deposit.”

      “I’ll see to it they’re returned,” Breeze said. “Right, Snuffy?”

      The raccoon sighed. “If I have to.”

      “Cleaned,” Connell stated.

      “Of course. I might not have a lot of magic, but I can do that.”

      Snuffy chittered again. “What do you mean, you don’t have a lot of magic?” He grasped her shirt and leaned back to stare up at her. “You have plenty of magic.”

      “No, I don’t. Never have.” And this was why she preferred to live around humans. It was easier to appear to be like everyone else than to spend every day being treated with pity or contempt because she was a second-rate witch.

      “What did our illustrious-but-wackadoodle high witch do to you? Of course you have magic. You don’t get chosen to protect one of the world’s strongest magical sources if you don’t have the means to kick some tail.”

      Connell folded his arms across his chest, which did fascinating things to his physique, things that made her heart race and her body temperature soar. It took her a second to snap out of her trance and refocus on what Snuffy had said.

      “Say that again?” Connell asked a half-second before she could make the same request.

      “My Breeze is a magical badass, so don’t you get any ideas, you seagoing seducer of women, or she’ll fry your flippers.”

      Connell’s full lips curved up into a smile so sexy it could probably melt the panties off a saint at fifty paces. “Noted, but that’s not the bit I’m interested in at the moment. What was that you said about this place being a magical source?”

      “Exactly that. This place is full of magic.” Snuffy waved his paws around. “Shifters, fairies, dryads, witches… we’re here because the magic drew us to this place. It’s special, and it needs to be protected.”

      “And I’m the one who’s supposed to protect it?” Breeze asked. That couldn’t be right. She didn’t have that kind of power.

      “Well, yeah. You really don’t remember learning about this? Your mom told you the story of Wyrding Way and the witches who protect it all the time when you were little.” Snuffy patted her cheek again. “Once you say hello to everyone, we’ll go home. Maybe that will help you remember.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Connell slipped something out of his back pocket and handed it to her. “My cell number is on the card. Call me tomorrow morning so we can get together and I’ll fill you in on what I know. Maybe by then, you’ll know more, too.”

      She took the card. It was dark blue with a curling wave logo in one corner. His name and number were done in bold white lettering. There was nothing else on it. No business name, no address.

      “Why do you need to talk to him?” Snuffy demanded.

      She slipped the card into her purse. “Because I think he’s supposed to help me do this protecting job, and right now, I could use all the help I can get.”

      “Pfft. You don’t need the beach bum. You got me.”

      She patted him on the head, absently scratching behind his ears until he uttered a blissful sigh and went limp in her arms. “You ready to introduce me to the others?”

      “You got it. Though most of them know you already. You just let me do the talking, okay?”

      “Okay.” It was the first time she could remember having someone to lean on. She had to admit, it was kind of nice.

      She felt even nicer when Connell took her hand, kissed it, and then released it with a wink and a smile. “It’s been a pleasure, lass. Call me.”

      She managed to keep her composure as his eyes bored into hers, and for a moment she was tempted to step up and kiss him. Goddess, what was wrong with her? And why did he smell like chocolate, woodsmoke, and freshly baked cookies? Was she losing her mind?

      She was experiencing life at an alarmingly high rate of what-the-fucks an hour. It was possible her mind had cracked somewhere along the line and this was all a hallucination. “I’ll call you.”

      He opened the door and stood back, letting her step out on her own, though she noticed he stayed in the doorway, a quiet presence that helped boost her confidence.

      The sunshine dazzled her eyes after the comfortable dimness of Connell’s cottage, and before she could make out much more than the fact there were a lot of folks standing around, Snuffy started to speak, managing to project his voice quite well given his size.

      “Hey, everyone! Nice to see you. Gertie, you look especially lovely, today. Olivander, the squirrels got you out of bed for this?”

      “They were so loud I hoo-hoo-had to get up to see what the ruckus was about.” A silver-haired man with huge eyes smiled up at her. “Hello, my dear. It’s good too-hoo see you, again.”

      Everyone called out greetings in an overwhelming outpouring of welcome that had her blinking back tears.

      “Tell them!” She hissed softly. “Tell them I don’t remember, or I’m going to start crying.”

      “Right. Sorry. Hey. Everyone quiet. Hey, I said quiet!” Her familiar’s voice wasn’t a match for all the questions flying at her, so the comments continued, getting louder every second.

      A sharp whistle tore through the air from behind her. “Quiet! I know you all have questions, but you’re not going to get any answers until you let Breeze speak.”

      She turned to give Connell a grateful smile. He just nodded and flicked her a quick thumbs-up.

      Snuffy looked up at her, and then out at the crowd. “As you can see, Breeze has come back. But she isn’t all the way back. Not yet.”

      There was a confused murmur from the group. “What does that mean?” someone called out.

      Breeze finally found her voice. “It means I don’t remember this place, or any of you. I’m sorry. I didn’t remember anything about this place until I arrived, but now I remember Snuffy, and the bakery, so I think my memories are coming back. I just… I need a little time.”

      A woman with an Amazonian build and a mane of brown hair lightly streaked with grey stepped forward. “You don’t remember us, but we know who you are, Breeze Blackstone, and where you belong. You’re one of us. Always have been, always will be.”

      “Thank you. That means a lot.” A name came to her out of the fog of her past, along with a flash of sticky lips and the taste of cherry cola. “Gertie?”

      The big woman beamed. “See? You know us. You just give it a bit of time and it’ll all come back to you. I’m Gertie, and this is my husband, Axel and my boy, Greg.”

      Two massive men with dark hair and shoulders as broad as a boulder nodded in greeting.

      “And cherry soda? Why do I remember that?”

      There was a riff of laughter from around the group.

      “Because that’s your favourite flavour of Grizz Fizz, just like your mom, Goddess bless her memory. That’s my family’s business, keeps most of the town employed and out of trouble.”

      As Breeze looked out, she picked out more faces that seemed familiar, along with names and fragments of memories, but it was all too jumbled to make sense of, yet. Along with the memories came a sense of belonging so strong it made her want to cry. Why hadn’t she been allowed to remember any of this? Was Snuffy right? Had someone messed with her memories with magic? The idea gave her the willies. Poking around in someone else’s head was risky. Bad things happened sometimes, like permanent amnesia and cranial explosions.

      The meeting with the town’s residents went well. There were greetings and smiles, a few gentle pats on the back and handshakes, but everyone seemed to understand she needed time and space. It wasn’t long before they started back to town in twos and threes. She’d set Snuffy down during all the greetings, and he stood at her feet like a rotund, fuzzy gargoyle, watching everyone and feeding her names and details about folks as they approached her.

      An elegant woman with tawny hair and a regal air approached her last. “I’m Eleanor. I run the bakery in town. I’m not surprised you remembered it first. I swear you used to press your face up to the glass on the cupcake display so often you left a permanent impression. If you’re up for it, I’d like to host a welcome home party for you tomorrow night. Nothing fancy, just some food and drinks at the Watering Hole, the local pub. You still like cupcakes?”

      “Love them. And that sounds nice. Thank you. What do you need me to bring?”

      Eleanor waved a graceful hand. “Not a thing. I’ll talk to the Warrington brothers this afternoon and arrange things. They bought the pub a few years ago and fixed it up. You’ll like them.” Her smile widened a little. “And those boys will definitely like you.”

      Breeze didn’t have a chance to answer before Connell appeared at her side, his big hand settling on the small of her back. The warmth of his touch was comforting, and she leaned into him instinctively, craving more of that connection.

      “Feeding her to the wolves already, Eleanor?”

      “They’re good boys.” The baker fixed Connell with a hard look. “Local boys.”

      “Local, okay. Good? That’s stretching the truth thinner than marmite on toast. How about you leave off playing matchmaker until Breeze has had a chance to settle in?”

      Eleanor quirked a brow at him. “I see. Very well, no matchmaking for now.” She leaned in and gave Breeze a light hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Do you still like chocolate fudge with peppermint frosting?”

      “Yes, I do. Very much.”

      “Then I’ll make sure there are plenty at the party tomorrow night.”

      “Thank you, Eleanor. That’s really nice of you. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?”

      The other woman nodded and dropped her voice to a worried whisper. “Stay. We need you. This place is starting to unravel, and all the cupcakes and community support in the world can’t protect us from what’s coming. We need your magic.”

      She turned and left before Breeze could ask any questions, but her stomach churned at the idea of her protecting anyone with the magic at her command.

      Snuffy chittered in annoyance. “Yeesh, those elk are always so dramatic. Things aren’t so bad. Sure, there’s a nip of black magic in the air these days, and someone’s trying to poison the well, so to speak. But we’ve managed alright, and now that you’re back, things will get better.”

      “Poison the well? Black magic?” Her voice rose with every word. “I’m going to need details.”

      “We’ll go home. I can explain there.” Snuffy eyed Connell suspiciously. “Away from eavesdroppers.”

      “Seriously, fuzzball? It’s not eavesdropping if I’m standing right here. Still, I think you’ve got enough to deal with today, Breeze. Call me in the morning, and we’ll talk then.”

      “I will.”

      Snuffy grunted in disapproval. “You don’t need him, Breeze. You got me!”

      “If I’m really responsible for protecting this place, then I’m not turning down help from anyone.”

      “Wise decision.” Connell nodded to her, turned, and walked back to his cottage, giving her an eye-popping view of his broad shoulders and an ass that was the definition of perfection.

      “I thought seals were chubby, cute things,” she muttered as she fought to tear her eyes off his backside.

      Snuffy snorted. “He’s no seal. He’s an aquatic gigolo who probably has fish breath. Tell me you didn’t cry before he showed up.”

      “Technically? No.”

      “Technically?”

      “I was trying to wash the pixie dust out of my eyes before I went into anaphylactic shock. So, there were tears, and I was in the water, but it wasn’t on purpose.”

      Her familiar groaned. “You summoned him. Well, that explains why he’s hanging around. He’s going to keep trying until the spell wears off.”

      “You think so?” That stung. Was that all she was to Connell, a magical compulsion that would wear off soon?

      “I’m not a selkie expert, but why else would he be sticking around? He’s not even local. He’s here to enjoy a little surfing vacation before heading back to whatever his version of reality looks like. Guys like him come and go all the time.”

      “Surf? Here? I thought surfing was a tropical thing.”

      “Best cold-water surfing in the world is right on this stretch of beach, or so I’m told. I prefer forests, myself.”

      “I’m not used to either of those things. Not anymore. I was sent to an orphanage in Winnipeg. No oceans, forests, or mountains in sight. Just flat land and a whole lot of snow in the winter.”

      “Then why did you stay away so long?”

      “Because I didn’t know I had anything to come back to.” She scratched behind his ears again. “Or anyone.”

      “I was here. Waiting.”

      “I’m sorry. I hate that you were left here alone. I don’t understand why Baba Yaga did this to me. If she’s the one that did this. Maybe I just have normal amnesia?”

      Snuffy hugged her leg. “We’ll figure it out. I think I know why she might have done this to you, but that’s a conversation we should have inside. Can you teleport us home?”

      Home. She closed her eyes and tried to conjure up a vision of the place she’d grown up, and to her surprise, she could. The log cabin set back among the trees, the gleam of sunshine on the windows, the sound of the waves lapping at the rocks along the shoreline. She saw it all with perfect clarity, the memory as fresh as if she’d been there just a few hours ago.

      “You’re right. It’s time to go home.”
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