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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/
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      The word “witch” did funny things to people.

      It was one of those words that made the most sensible person think about pitchforks and bonfires, even in this modern age. Even in a time when every second Instagram star claimed to be in tune with Mother Earth, on a journey of illumination or—Livvy’s personal favorite—reclaiming her goddess-granted femininity... the suspicion that someone was an actual real witch still struck chords deep in the human psyche.

      Unfortunately, unlike the instincts triggered when faced with something like a lion (namely, run the fuck away) those triggered by the word witch always involved sharp, pointy objects and fire.

      It was one of two reasons Livvy avoided it like the plague. One, she didn’t take well to people trying to set her on fire, and two, she wasn’t a witch. Not really.

      Suuuuure, she was a La Faye. Descended from the infamous Morgan La Faye herself. Yeah, that one. The one who’d tried to kill off good old King Arthur.

      She was still in doubt about the proud tales her nanna had told when she was a kid about the greatly misunderstood sorceress and her treacherous brother. For a start, they differed greatly from the “official” versions everyone else knew. The only thing Livvy knew for sure was that she was descended from a long line of tricksters and con-women.

      Her nanna always said she was a pure-blooded Romani (how that worked with being descended from Morgan La Faye, Livvy had no clue) but the records she’d pulled up while researching her family tree had pointed to Nanna being born Doris Smith. Not, as she claimed, around a camp fire somewhere in the south of Spain. Nor was she a Romani princess. No, she was a miner’s daughter.

      Like the rest of her family, Livvy was a fake witch—one with a talent for reading tarot cards, and, more importantly, people. Which made the situation she found herself in all the more ironic.

      You know your problem, Livvy? You don’t let anyone get close.

      The words of her former flatmate, Rupert, rolled around and around in her head. She’d sure as hell misread him. That had been just one of the things he’d thrown at her in his screaming meltdown fit when she’d turned down his romantic overtures.

      One of the nicer things. One of the much nicer things.

      Sighing, she dumped three sugars in her coffee and stirred it. She would have added more, but a loud tut from the vicinity of the counter made her settle for just three.

      In hindsight, though, his toddler-level tantrum was maaaaybe understandable. A giggle-snort when he’d declared undying love for her hadn’t been the wisest of moves. What should she have done, though? The guy was OCD about cleaning, cooked to perfection, and had the kind of fashion sense that made couture designers weep. She’d thought he was gay. Who wouldn’t have?

      Witch, he’d hissed at her while throwing her clothing down the stairs. Don’t think I haven’t seen the candles, the weird herbs and silver jewelry!

      She’d been too busy grabbing her shoes from the steps before Sharon from number 216 had snagged them to answer. She lived in boots and had one... count them one... pair of good shoes. (They had red soles and everyone knew what that meant... so Sharon sure as fuck wasn’t getting her greedy paws on them.)

      If he thought that was all that made a witch, though, every teenage girl out there was screwed.

      Witch! His yelling had been loud enough to get most doors up and down the apartment block to crack at least an inch. She’ll lure all your men away, get them to do her bidding! I nearly fell for it! Witch!

      Never mind the modern day and age or the new-age witchery all over the internet, or that she was a fake witch… she knew people, and certain words created a mob mentality. One she didn’t stick around to let develop. 

      If she did, the pitchforks weren’t far away, and in this area, no one needed any encouragement to start a fire. Shit, some did it just to watch the emergency services turn up and see who would try and nick the wheels off their vehicles.

      If I’m a witch, I curse you with the evil eye! Curse you ALL!

      Grabbing her suitcase, she’d stuffed everything into it and gotten the hell out of Dodge. Battered to fuck, the case was covered in dodgy leopard print with an even dodgier wheel, but she didn’t care. Nanna had bought it for her years ago. It had been with her longer than most of her friends and was a fuck-ton more reliable. Now it sat next to her in the tatty little café toward the back of Camden market, near the entrances to the catacombs.

      She took a tentative sip of the coffee, making sure it wasn’t lava-hot and about to burn her lips off, and grimaced. Still not enough sugar. Looking up before she reached for the sugar turner, she found the café owner, Mrs. Assmart, watching her with a gimlet eye.

      She might have been a fake, but that didn’t mean magic was and that there weren’t real witches out there. The rotund enough to count as an architectural structure Mrs. Assmart was one of them.

      She sat, like a large spider in her web, behind her counter with various pots and pans bubbling on the stoves behind her. Spoons stirred the contents of their own accord. There were at least three cauldrons hidden in the masses, and a spatula flipped eggs on the hot plate industriously.

      Mrs. Assmart didn’t need staff to run the café. Just a healthy dose of magic and, apparently, a keen eye on the sugar.

      Just one eye, though, since the other darted around at random, appearing unable to fix or focus on anything. Livvy buried her nose in the mug and sucked down the still-too-bitter coffee.

      Born and brought up on the edges of magical society, she easily recognized the permanent aftereffects of a seer spell. Mrs. Assmart would often preemptively ban customers before they could skip out on their bill. She was infamous among the various beings who frequented the nonhuman part of the market, and no one wanted to be banned by her. So everyone paid up.

      With another sip-grimace-sigh, Livvy snagged the paper sitting on the other side of the tatty wooden table. A battered copy of Witch Weekly, it had obviously been used as a coaster from the coffee and tea rings adorning it. She took a quick glance at the date before flipping to the back. Last week’s. Perhaps she could find new digs, this time with someone more in tune with the magical world... but the only rooms on offer were well out of her price range.

      At the end of the accommodations section, her eye drifted over the “witch wanted” ads. They always made her laugh, and goddess knew she needed something to make her smile today.

      Sure enough, between the nanny required for yeti twins (must be able to bench press small cars) and banshee singer for rock band (pitch perfect unnecessary), she found plenty to grin at. Seriously, did they think that pitiful amount was enough to risk tangling with crossroad demons in Siberia? One, however, was almost normal and stood out like a sore thumb.

      Witch wanted for small mountain town in USA. Must like bears and be experienced in removing brownies. Food, board and relocation transport provided.

      The ink on the listing was dark, indicating no one had replied to it yet. When they did, the advert would go grey like the rest. She wondered absently what the town had done to piss off a brownie. Usually the house spirits were helpful. 

      Putting it from her mind, she sipped her coffee as she went through a list in her head of people she could hit up for a night or two on their couch. It was a small list. A very small list. She settled on Big Steve. Part gargoyle and an old friend of Nanna’s, he owed her a favor or two.

      “Did you check Big Steve’s? She’s known to go there.”

      As though thinking of the big man conjured it up, a voice sounded in her head. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Not now...she couldn’t do the voices now. Not with all her worldly possessions crammed into the suitcase next to her leg (purchased in the nonhuman section of the market, it was a lot bigger on the inside).

      She didn’t need voices. She needed work to pay for a roof over her head, which meant getting out into the human side of the market and telling fortunes. No point in doing it on this side. Anyone with an ounce of magical blood would see through her act in a heartbeat.

      “Yeah, picked him up. He’ll be spending the next couple of nights in the cells until we have to release him.”

      Shutting her eyes did nothing to stop the voices. She used to hear them a lot during her childhood but less and less as she got older. But the last few weeks, they’d come back.

      Fuck my life.

      Before they started up again, the door crashed open, making Livvy jump and whirl around in her seat. The goblin opposite did the same, a wand gripped between gnarly fingers as they both looked at the lanky blond in the doorway. The slight tips to his ears hinted at an elven heritage. The clothing indicated he’d been watching too many of a certain type of movie.

      “Agents from eighteen headed this way,” he announced, and just like that, he disappeared to warn others.

      MI:18 were the bane of the market, and the magical community’s, existence. Like the other, more famous units, they were run by the British government, but unlike them, they didn’t deal with human threats. Instead, they dealt with magical ones.

      No one wanted to be on their wanted list. People on it disappeared.

      “Girl... it’s you they’re after,” Mrs. Assmart hissed from the counter. “This way... out the back.”

      Livvy didn’t argue, not with a seer. Instead, she grabbed her suitcase and, on a whim, the paper as well before she beat feet toward the counter. The big witch behind it lifted the hatch section partway, and Livvy ducked underneath.

      “Thanks,” she whispered, not sure how far away the agents were.

      “No problem.” Mrs. Assmart reached for an iced bun and shoved it in a bag before thrusting it at Livvy. “Out the back, turn left. Tap the third drain three times with your left foot. It’ll take you down to the catacombs. And...” She smiled, her one focusing eye twinkling kindly. “Take an old woman’s advice, duck. You’ll do well dealing with brownies.”

      Livvy nodded, heading out the back at something approaching the speed of light. Eighteen had been on her tail for years, as long as she could remember. One of her first memories was hiding in a back alley with Nanna, hidden by rubbish, as eighteen agents raided their flat.

      She didn’t know what they wanted with her, or her family, and she didn’t want to find out either. Not in this lifetime or the next.

      Skidding through the back door, she hit the rough brick wall facing it, bounced off it and ran left. Shouts and Mrs. Assmart’s booming voice behind her said that eighteen had reached the café. She bit back a chuckle at the idea of anyone trying to get past the big woman when she didn’t want them to. 

      First drain... second drain... She slid to a stop as she reached the third drain, her case hitting the back of her leg. 

      “She’s out here! Hey! Miss La Faye, stop right there!”

      She threw a glance over her shoulder to see an eighteen agent by the back door of the café. In his sharp suit and overcoat, he looked like he could have stepped right from the pages of a suspense novel. He reached a hand out to her, and panic and fear filled her. Eighteen agents were often spell slingers.

      “Ohmyladyohmyladyohmylady...” she muttered to herself, stamping on the drain with her left foot. 

      Once... Twice... As her booted foot struck the grimy metal the third time, the alley, the agent and the world itself disappeared into a swirling vortex of peacock colors as she got sucked downward.
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      “Yer mother was a Chihuahua and yer father—”

      Brock twisted his body, back leg straightened, foot partially off the ground as his club contacted its target with a loud THWACK. His follow-through was smooth, the driving iron ending the graceful arc behind his back. If he’d been on a golf course, someone would have shouted something like “fore.”

      Maybe.

      He didn’t know because he didn’t play golf or have any interest in it.

      What he did have was an old club and a burning desire to rid his town of freaking brownies.

      “Yer fucking bastaaaaaarrrrrrdddd...” the brownie yelled in its little tinny voice as it sailed over the garden fence and into the scrubland beyond. “I’ll be back!”

      “Yeah?” he shouted, not at all bothered that he was arguing with the fairy version of vermin. “You try it, you little bastard, and you’ll get more of the same!”

      He propped his club over his shoulder and whistled as he walked up the path to the house.

      “Are they gone? Did you get rid of them?”

      The owner, Mrs. Oakenthorpe, stood on the doorstep wringing her hands. It would have been a cutesy sight guaranteed to pull at the heartstrings since she was dressed in what Brock mentally labeled an “old lady uniform” of shawl, lace cap and tiny spectacles. But, given she was in bear form, the shawl held in massive taloned paws, and the glasses perched on the end of a vicious muzzle, it was a sight that would send most people running away screaming.

      “Please tell me you got rid of them?” the old-lady bear begged, her large brown eyes pleading with him as she stared myopically through the little lenses. “They give me the creeps.”

      Brock smiled reassuringly. “Yeah, they’re gone for now. And your wards aren’t in too bad a shape. They should hold until the new witch arrives to strengthen them.”

      “Oh good.” The big bear sighed at the reassurance, beaming at him with a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. “I have the town kids here this afternoon for a tea party. I can’t have those little blighters running around and throwing things at them from the bushes. Where they get rocks like... like...” she dropped her voice to a discreet whisper and leaned in. “They were shaped like a man’s parts.”

      Brock had rarely seen a bear blush, but Mrs. Oakenthorpe managed it. The thick fur over her cheeks practically glowed with embarrassment.

      “No... that won’t do at all.” He stifled his laughter and bit the inside of his cheek to keep a straight face. His amusement was more to do with the bear with her paws pressed to her face in mortification than the fact the brownies had thrown dick-shaped rocks at kids.

      “Do you think it will be long before the new witch gets here?” Mrs. Oakenthorpe asked, her deep-set eyes alight with hope.

      “It’s been months since Briony—” The big bear paused and shuffled on her back paws uncomfortably. As far as Brock knew, the two women had been the same age. Then he kicked himself... both Shifters and witches had similar lifespans, so the death of her friend would remind Mrs. Oakenthorpe of her own mortality. “Since Briony passed on, the town hasn’t been the same.”

      Brock nodded. Didn’t he just know it?

      Most witches died with a successor already in place, but the non-bear population of Bottomslick had been in decline for years. Kids moved away to the city or to new and exciting jobs elsewhere... no one wanted to stay in a small old town in the ass-end of beyond where nothing ever happened.

      Well, he said nothing. Alpha of the town’s bear pack, and sheriff as well, he was where the buck stopped.

      Every. Little. Problem. Ever... he knew about it.

      Oh boy, did he know about it. Bears, particularly as they aged, turned into worrywarts and total gossips. Sometimes he felt like he was running a kindergarten. Except kids would be easier to deal with and smell less like rosemary and nettle joint rub.

      But, he had to admit they had a point. Without a witch to renew all the wards and charms around the town, they were slowly beginning to fade. Briony Burdock perhaps hadn’t been the greatest of witches. She’d had a sharp tongue and more of a talent for herbs and liniments than actual spellwork. And, yes, she’d been more than a little absentminded toward the end... but she’d always done her duty. And she hadn’t interfered with his running of the pack, which he’d appreciated.

      But even the most meddlesome witch was better than no witch. Without a witch and her wards, the town would soon be subject to far worse than their current brownie infestation.

      “I’m sure it won’t be long now,” he reassured the nervous old Shifter with a smile. “The right witch for us is out there. I promise.”

      She had to be, or they were in deep shit.

      Hell, only yesterday Jacob Colewort had reported humans had stopped in town. Stopped. They were meant to drive right on through, seeing nothing more than a derelict ghost town occupied by tumble-weeds and, possibly cannibalistic, inbred locals. They hadn’t. Instead, they’d stopped right outside the Darnel place and peered through the windows. They’d about given young Mrs. Darnel, about to drop her first cub, a heart attack.

      No. They had to have seen the “for sale” sign in the Darnels’ yard rather than the “Derelict! Keep out!” one—a warning that the aversion spells on the town had begun to fail.

      But he kept that to himself along with his worries they’d still had no interest in the multiple ads he’d placed. Not even when he’d listed them as international with travel to relocate included, and that had cost him a pretty penny for sure.

      “You get yourself inside, Mrs. Oakenthorpe,” he said kindly, but added the extra push of a pack alpha into his voice to ensure she complied. Not to be a dick but because otherwise she’d keep talking on the doorstep for hours, getting herself steadily more worked up and agitated because there was no witch in town.

      Normally, he’d have stayed around a little longer to put her mind at ease. But he had three more gardens to clear of brownies before lunch and moon alone knew what else would land on his desk while he was out. Plus, he still had to check out reports of tree damage down in Gromel’s orchard. Since there were two dryads in residence down there, he wanted to make sure they were okay.

      They called him the sheriff, yes, but in reality, the Bottomslick Sheriff’s Department consisted of only two men.

      Him and his best friend, Mac.

      And Mac didn’t take orders. Hell, he hardly took suggestions most of the time.

      “Such a good boy.” Mrs. Oakenthorpe tried to chuck him under the chin, misjudged it and smacked him with her paw instead. His jaws snapped together with a hard click. He’d had gentler uppercuts. Had he been human rather than a bear Shifter, he’d have been taking his meals through a straw for the next couple of months.

      “When are you going to find a nice girl and settle down?”

      Annnddd... that right there was the problem when you ran a pack with a large number of elderly females. They were all mother hen personalities with an interest in his love life that verged on the unhealthy.

      He smiled noncommittally. “Not many suitable bear girls around these parts, Mrs. Oakenthorpe. And this town don’t run itself. I’ll look for a girl when things start to settle down around here.”

      “Ahh, I didn’t say she had to be a bear girl, now did I?” The old bear’s expression was suddenly way too cunning for Brock’s liking. “Don’t tell me you’re one of them picky types who won’t mate outside his own species now, young Brock. Your mama raised you better’n that!”

      “No, ma’am, and yes she did.” Brock was shocked back to being twelve again and standing in front of his mother. She had instilled manners and decency, a huge impact on his moral code, but his answer was that of the man he’d become. “I don’t know who my mate is, but whoever or whatever she turns out to be, me ‘n my bear will adore her until the day we die.”

      “Good,” the old lady chuffed. “Now, hurry along with you, young man. These gardens won’t clear themselves of brownies.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Brock smiled inwardly at the order. The women of the pack bossed him around relentlessly, but it was an affectionate, motherly thing probably due in part to the fact he’d lost his own mother a while back. They all seemed to think they should fill the role. It didn’t bother him. They all knew he was pack leader and his word, when he gave it, was law.

      Turning to walk off down the path, he paused to find her still watching him, her shawl clasped around her shoulders. He tipped his hat in salute, heading out the gate and to his truck. Throwing the club into the back, he climbed into the driver’s seat.

      A sigh of relief escaped his lips as he swept his hat off his head and cranked up the A/C as he pulled away. He might be a bear and at one with nature and all that, but this summer heatwave was an utter bitch. It was so hot at night he’d considered opening up the freezer and sleeping in there instead.

      Not that he minded getting all hot and sticky, but he much preferred to be getting all hot and sticky for a reason... not just from lying there. Turning the truck onto the road, he was about to head off toward his next garden clearing when his cell pinged.

      Anticipating another job to be added to his ever growing “sheriff-do” list, he fished it out of his pocket and clipped it into the holder on the dash. Even though he was the sheriff and technically would have to arrest himself for using his cell while driving, he still couldn’t bring himself to do it. No one was above the law. Not even him.

      The vehicle’s wireless system took over, reading his text aloud.

      “Notification alert,” the disembodied female voice announced. “Witch wanted listing filled—”

      “Finally!” Brock breathed, the biggest of grins crawling over his face. The day already looked brighter. If they had a reply to the witch wanted ad, he could pull down the details later and check out who it was and whether they’d suit the town.

      “Successful applicant sent travel document and authorizations.”

      “Wait? What? No!” He frowned and hauled the truck over to the side of the road, snatching his cell out of the holder. “Crap. The travel documents weren’t supposed to be filled until we’d said yes.”

      He punched the number for the advertising department and waited while it connected. Voicemail answered.

      “You have reached the offices of Witch Weekly. I’m afraid we’re now closed for the eve—”

      “Fuck it!” he snarled, the edge of his frustrated bear deepening his voice. He’d forgotten about time zones. England, where Witch Weekly was based, was hours ahead of them. It would have to wait until morning.

      He groaned and leaned his forehead against his forearms braced on the steering wheel. They needed a witch, yes, but he wanted to know who he was letting into his town. Putting the wrong person in with a bunch of cantankerous bears...

      He sighed. Perhaps he could move and get a new job? Ferret herder, or jam plaiter. Both would be easier than trying to integrate a witch his bears didn’t like.
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      The spell dropped her in the catacombs below the market. Livvy stumbled at the sudden change from daylight to pitch black. Regaining her balance, she gripped the handle of her suitcase tightly and looked around to figure out exactly where she was.

      The catacombs weren’t the kind they used to bury the dead in, thank god, but instead they were a series of passages and cavernous rooms for engines and storage back from when goods were moved between the nearby canals and rail stations. Nowadays, the “normals” were kept out with illusion spells. To them, the catacombs looked completely flooded.

      Turning in a small circle, Livvy pinpointed her location and set off. She couldn’t stay here. It wouldn’t take eighteen’s agents long to figure out where the spell had dumped her and then they’d be all over this place like a bad freaking rash.

      Heading across the big vault she’d landed in, she took one of the smaller tunnels. Most people used the bigger, older ones originally designed to allow horses to move in safety under the market, but not the smaller ones. She’d lived in the city all her life... there wasn’t a place she didn’t know.

      She found running through the tunnels with a suitcase in tow an interesting experience and sent a silent prayer down to Mother Earth for the fact she practically lived in boots and jeans. Running in high heels? She’d be flat on her arse in three steps.

      She ran, twisting and turning through the maze of dark, slightly damp corridors while keeping an ear out for the sounds of shouting that would indicate eighteen had found her. She daren’t use the torch on her phone, but she knew these tunnels well enough to navigate them with her eyes closed.

      A small rectangle of light showed up ahead and she breathed a sigh of relief, taking the steps two at a time to emerge right on a busy underground station platform. Normals thronged it, heads up, focused on either getting the next train or leaving the station to head wherever they were going. Livvy looked up and caught the eye of the big gargoyle sitting on a small wrought-iron platform high above the crowds. Normals never looked up and if they did, they wouldn’t see the gargoyle in his uniform. They saw nothing of the magical world, even when right under their noses. Thankfully. Because the city’s paranormal transport lines ran on the same tracks as theirs did.

      The gargoyle noticed her with a nod and made a small note on his clipboard. It looked ridiculously small in his hands, but he managed. She offered a smile back and headed for the side of the platform. The next train was in a few minutes according to the banner below the gargoyle’s perch, the gothic sign-writing wiping itself clean and rewriting as the time ticked down.

      Livvy gripped her suitcase and didn’t make eye contact with anyone. It wasn’t done on the tube, whether you were normal or paranormal. Technically, she was the former and shouldn’t be able to see the gargoyle or the ghost trains, as they were commonly called. (She didn’t know why. They weren’t ghost trains nor manned by ghosts. Somewhere along the line, the name had stuck.) Her nanna had gotten her an enchanted pendant when she was a kid, one that allowed her to see the magical world hidden below that of normal London.

      So she fixed her eyes on the wall opposite, sliding them out of focus when a normal train rolled in. Hers was just after this one. Buffeted by normals as they boarded or left their carriage, she blinked as the train pulled off.

      The picture on the curved wall of the closed platform on the other side of the tracks had changed. It was a normal image. Not an electronic one that changed, but an actual poster stuck to the wall. Before it had been some fitness ad, with two people whose wide grins and easy postures said they were either boning each other or really did enjoy physical torment. She shuddered at the thought. She liked carbs too much to diet... and exercise? Well, the words themselves said “extra fries.” The only time she ran was when her life was in mortal danger or she was being chased by MI:18 agents.

      Now though, the grinning man and woman had disappeared. Instead the large sign in curly writing said:

      Remember who you were before you forgot.

      Livvy looked away, blinking and shaking her head. First the voices and now the signs. She thought she’d gotten rid of both years ago, but they were coming right on back. Great. She huffed to herself, reaching up to rub between her eyes. All this stress was bringing on a migraine she didn’t need, not with eighteen on her tail.

      A gust of wind announced her train as it chuffed into sight, minus the normal steam one would expect from a steam train. She could never figure out if it was magic or good, old-fashioned engineering.

      Grabbing her bag, she made a beeline for the door. A twist of the handle and she was up the steps and inside, closing it behind her. Somehow, the trains always knew how many people to expect (yet another thing she’d never worked out but that, unlike the steam, must be magic). Almost before she’d closed the door behind her, it jerked and started into motion again, slowly pulling out of the station.

      A ruckus on the platform outside caught her attention and she ducked down a little to look out the window. Sure enough, eighteen agents swarmed into the station, their faces twisted into annoyed expressions like bulldogs chewing wasps. One of them caught sight of her through the window and glared as he touched his ear, obviously talking to someone. She grinned and blew him a kiss.

      There was no way they were getting on the train now and, since they hadn’t been on the platform to see its listing on the banner, had no way to tell where it was going. The ghost lines didn’t work like the normal tube. You couldn’t plan a journey. You simply turned up on the platform (thankfully no running at walls required) and the ghost train knew where you needed to be.

      That was magic. It had to be.

      The train left the station, the platform disappearing in favor of curved walls as it rattled along. Livvy extended the handle on her suitcase and ventured along the wooden-framed carriage, looking for somewhere to sit. The train was like something out of the last century with a corridor down one side of the carriage and the other side sectioned into glass-doored compartments. Signs above the doors indicated whether they were vacant or not.

      The first was full. A small glance through the open window showed her the space within was crammed with four big, comfortable armchairs, each containing a witch. Three were knitting and the fourth was dozing, the handkerchief over her face billowing up with each loud snore.

      Livvy kept walking, passing a compartment full of bunk beds with plush comforters and little curtains in front. Two were closed, occupied if the slippers hovering by the curtains were any indication. The troll attendant sitting on a stool by the other side of the door scowled at her and warned her with a finger to be quiet. She continued. She didn’t need the night service anyway. She just needed to get away from eighteen.

      She found an empty compartment a little further down, settling into a plush armchair with a sigh of relief. The sign on the table next to her reconfigured itself from the nondescript cross-stitch it had been to say  “Remember.” She reached out and turned it face down.

      “Arsehole,” she muttered at it as she pulled the Witch Weekly from where she’d sat on it and plunked it on her lap. Somehow, she’d kept hold of it on her mad dash through the catacombs. Amazing.

      A trolley rattled in, the teapot on top jiggling in question.

      “Not today, thank you,” she told it. It was too hot for tea and besides, she had more things to think about. Like what the hell she was supposed to do next. The paper rustled in her lap, trying to get her attention, but she ignored it, reaching into her pocket for her cards. Quickly, she laid them out into a spread as she tried to figure out what she should do now.

      A fake psychic, she made her money telling fortunes for people by reading tarot but not with this pack. Her “work” cards were a lovely, hand decorated set that, along with her stereotypical outfit and heavy fake accent, gave the customers confidence they were getting a reading from a real fortune-teller, not a load of old bullshit from a girl born and bred in the backstreets of London.

      But this set, the cards she used when she really wanted to tell fortunes, was battered and dog-eared. It had pictures of chubby cats in various outfits. Not impressive in the slightest.

      She blew out a sigh. Not impressive and not helpful at all today. Each spread she tried came back with nothing, or worse, confusing information.

      The paper rustled again.

      “Not now,” she hissed, putting her hand on it to keep it flat as she slid her cards away into her pocket. A frown creased her brow. She had MI:18 on her tail and nowhere left to go. She needed to leave the city but where the hell did she go?

      The paper rustled more violently. She ignored it, biting her lip. She had family somewhere up near Hull, but they were second or third cousins she’d never met. There was no way they’d even recognize her, or her them.

      The paper, obviously having had enough, wriggled from her grip and slapped her across the face.

      “Hey!” she spluttered. “What the hell do you think you’re playing at?”

      Hovering in mid-air, it folded itself again and again until there was only a small square of type showing. Then it shoved that in front of her eyes. She leaned back, blinking as she tried to bring the tiny type into focus.

      Witch wanted for small mountain town in USA. Must like bears and be experienced in removing brownies. Food, board and relocation transport provided.

      “Oh hell yes,” she breathed, grabbing it out of the air. Why leave just London when she could bid adieu to the entire country? MI:18 would never track her overseas. It was the perfect solution.

      With a grin, she tapped the advert. Once... twice... three times. The world around her slanted sideways and she grabbed for her suitcase handle just before everything became a peacock vortex and sucked her in.

      “Oh fuck, not again...”
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      This time the magic dropped her on a road. She staggered again, wooziness washing over her due to the long distance ‘port spell.

      “Cheap bastards,” she hissed, somehow getting her suitcase under her before she sat down heavily. She was sensitive to teleportation spells, especially long-distance. To be fair, though, most people didn’t use the long-distance ones anymore, not the preset type.

      They were cheap, yeah, but they weren’t that accurate. And not by a few feet either but by miles. She’d heard a story about a city warlock who’d wanted to go to Paris, but the spell had dropped him in Siberia instead. He’d almost frozen to death before anyone had found him.

      She fought down nausea.

      “ ...notgonnabesick...notgonnabesick...notgonnabesick...” she muttered to herself, swallowing and breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth. Anything to avoid vomiting. She hated to be sick. Hated it with a passion. To the point she’d skip anything that looked even slightly undercooked.

      Once it no longer felt like she would see the contents of her stomach soon, she looked around. Yup. Still on a road who-knew-where. It wasn’t England. That was for sure. She was a city witch and much preferred not to get up close and personal with nature, but she could tell the weather and vegetation was all wrong.

      “Where the fuck...?” she muttered, twisting on the case to look around.

      The road stretched out in front and behind her. Two directions. No sign. Great. Just fucking great.

      Reaching into her pocket, she pulled her cards out, shuffling them in one hand—a nervous gesture as she tried to figure out what to do. Yeah, sure, her boots were good for walking, but that didn’t mean she was. She could make her way across the city, but that wasn’t actually walking. The tube could get her everywhere, and if not, there was always the bus service. She never needed to walk more than two streets at a time, and not with her suitcase in tow.

      “Huuuuunnccckk! HuuuunnnNNCKK!”

      Livvy jumped at the explosive sound behind her and swiveled on her case.

      Something furry stood in the middle of the road looking at her. It hadn’t been there before. She wouldn’t have missed something that ugly.

      It was a dog. At least, she thought it was. It was dog-shaped, but tiny. Small enough to fit under her arm if she picked him up, like a furry purse. Which was kinda cute. But there, any cuteness ended.

      It was black and fur stuck out in odd angles and tufts all over, almost as if nature hadn’t been able to choose between smooth-haired, rough-haired or... she squinted a little... wire brush.

      It had the kind of face only a mother could love. Bulbous, watery eyes looked at her in confusion, set above what she thought was a nose. Squished back it streamed continuously with snot that looked like it could have an industrial application. Its jaw was underslung with bottom teeth protruding up over its top lip. If all that wasn’t bad enough, ears of different sizes and shape were stuck to the top of its head like an afterthought. It had a scrawny little body with stubby legs but its feet were huge, with furry floofs over the toes.

      “Hey there,” it said, attempting a smile. It wasn’t a pretty sight. “Yesyesyes... How you doin’?”

      She about fell off her suitcase.

      “Okay. Wow. A talking dog. I must have hit my head on something on the train.”

      She’d wake up in a moment, surrounded by eighteen agents, and find this whole thing had been a dream. Made sense. Who used long distance ‘ports these days?

      The dog’s ugly face twisted into a picture of abject sadness, and tears filled its frog-like eyes.

      “I did something wrong already, didn’t I?” it said miserably, sitting down on the asphalt. How something so tiny could make a thump as it sat down, she had no idea, but it did. A big, fat tear splashed to the ground as it sniffled.

      “Hey, no... you didn’t do anything wrong,” she said, worried about the sheer amount of snot now being produced. “Why would you think that?”

      “Th-th-th-this is my f-f-f-f-first time.” It held back sobs with an effort. “I-I-I-I-I-I-I never t-t-thought I-I-I’d be picked, aaaaann nnnd you don’t want me!” it wailed, throwing itself on the ground and covering its face with fluffy paws.

      Her heart broke. Yeah, it was as ugly as shit but she never could resist someone in pain.

      “Hey no,” she said, scooting off her suitcase to kneel down next to it.

      Hesitantly, she patted the top of its head. She wasn’t an animal person, so she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. Stroke it? Pick it up and cuddle it? (She shuddered at that thought. It was a damn snot factory.) Throw a stick for it?

      “It’s okay. I do want you. Stop crying. Please?”

      The sobs that had been racking its little body eased somewhat, and it peeked out from under one paw. “You love me?”

      “Well... it’s early days.” The tiny little ribcage heaved again warningly. “Yes, yes,” she said. “I think I could love you. You’re kinda cute. Ugly, but cute.”

      “Really? You swear?”

      The little dog emerged from under its paws. The smile that broke across its face was like a sunrise and it jumped up, wagging its tail. The tiny little stub wagged so much the movement spread like an infection until its whole body shook from side to side. She stopped it falling over and it yipped in delight, jumping up into her arms.

      “Ohmigodohmigodohmigod!” She was forced to fend off slobbery kisses. “Yesyesyes... I’ve wanted to be a familiar for like ever and now you’re here and I am!”

      “Wait. What?” She stopped fending off and looked down at the snotty bundle of fur. “Did you say familiar? You can’t be. Not mine anyway. I’m not a witch.”

      She’d lived her life on the edges of the magical world. Only witches and warlocks got familiars. There were no exceptions.

      The little dog looked at her and then shook. At first, she thought it was crying again and braced herself to be covered in snot. (She’d worked retail. Once. For an afternoon. So she’d been covered in worse. Maybe. Actually... no.)

      But it wasn’t crying. If she had to guess, it was laughing.

      “N-n-not a witch!” it chortled, becoming a boneless furry bundle in her arms as it shook harder. “NOT A WITCH!!”

      “I’m not!” she argued. “If I was, how are you only showing up now? Huh? Answer me that.”

      Now on its back, it stopped laughing, although it retained the canine grin as it looked up at her. “Paperwork got lost. They only just found it... it had fallen down the back of a desk.”

      She sighed. That figured. It was just her luck. They’d probably realize tomorrow they’d made a mistake. But... her agile mind was quick to latch on to one fact. She was turning up to a job she’d basically lied on the application for by saying she was a real witch, but now she had a familiar too! Talk about validation.

      “Okay, fuzzface. You’re my familiar... so what do I call you?”

      He hopped up to sit in her arms like a little king. “Oh, I’m Fuckoff,” he said happily. “Or you can call me by my formal name Ohgodthat’sfuckingugly if you like.”

      Holy crap. She gave him a look, horrified. Yeah, the little animal was as ugly as sin, but everyone deserved an actual name. “And I’m your witch, right? Does that mean I can name you if I want?”

      “Yesyesyes.” He nodded enthusiastically, almost falling from her arms. “You can call me what you like.”

      “Then we’re going with Fuzzy until I can think of something better,” she said firmly, setting him on the ground. “Okay then, Fuzzy. Lead the way to our new home.”

      “Yesyesyes ... follow me. It’s this way.”

      Livvy grabbed the handle of her suitcase, hauling it upright, and followed the little dog creature as it trotted off down the road.

      MI:18’s most wanted to a mountain witch with a familiar in one day? Not bad going...
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      “So, you have family?” Livvy asked as she and her new familiar walked toward the town.

      Well, she walked. Fuzzy skipped. Sideways. Like a crab. One of his legs appeared to be shorter than the other so he kept veering off to one side. She’d never seen anything walk that way before. Every so often she had to scoop him up and turn him around so he was going the right way. If it wasn’t so tragic, it would be as funny as fuck.

      “Yesyesyes!” the little dog replied happily, licking her hand as she turned him around so he could skip off again. “I’m from a large litter. All familiars now,” he added proudly. “I was the last one. The smallest.”

      The last sentence wasn’t as chirpy, a sad note in it that tugged at her heartstrings.

      “Did they...” Oh, shit, how did you ask someone if they’d been bullied? “You were the runt, weren’t you? And then not a familiar? That can’t have been easy for you.”

      The little dog’s ears drooped. There was the suspicion of a sniffle.

      “It was fine. I know it was all in good fun,” he said bravely, but she heard the sadness in his voice.

      Like fuck it had been in good fun. She knew what people were like, and they were bad enough if someone didn’t fit in. She could only imagine familiars were the same. Bastards. They’d given him... at least she thought Fuzz was a he, but there was too much fur to tell... a shit name.

      “I’m sure it was,” she said as she scooped him up again. This time she gave him a little scratch on top of the head before she put him back down again. When she did, he trotted at her side, but this time his ears were perky and happy.

      “Yesyesyes... I wonder what this town will be like?” He growled as he investigated a leaf, jumping as it skittered away from him. She figured he probably didn’t get out much.

      “I don’t know, but they advertised for a witch and it has lodgings so I’m sure we’ll be comfortable enough.” Anywhere would be comfortable if she didn’t have eighteen on her tail.

      They walked for a few minutes, her suitcase wheels and Fuzzy’s occasional growls at leaves, stones or whatever else took his fancy the only sounds punctuating the silence.

      Then she squinted, looking at something in front of them in the road. There was a shimmer in the air, like heat haze over asphalt on a hot day but higher. It was a wall of the stuff.

      “Fuzzy,” she said, her voice wary as she waved her hand for him to slow down. She didn’t want him running on if it was dangerous. Heaven help her, she was already protective of the snotty little thing. “Can you see that up ahead?”

      The little dog stopped instantly, taking a few steps to the side to sit down. He leaned against her leg as he squinted. “Oh, yes. That’s probably the edge of the town.”

      Huh. She’d never seen that before, but then, she’d never been outside of London in her life.

      “Is that... normal? Like, does everyone see that?” She phrased her question carefully, trying to conceal her complete lack of knowledge. She was supposed to be a witch, even had a familiar... that fact was still sinking in. They had to have made a mistake.

      “Nope.” Fuzzy looked up at her, a happy little grin on his face. “But your file says you’re a hedgewitch, which means you see the barriers between things.”

      “Uh-huh.” She nodded. “And you do because you’re my familiar?” she guessed.

      “Yesyesyes!” His little tail thumped against her leg.

      Okay. That made sense. Then she frowned at him.

      “There’s a file on me?”

      That was news to her. Who the hell had a file on her and why didn’t she know about it?

      “You know there are laws about keeping information on people in Europe, right? There was a big hoo-ha about it a couple of months ago... to stop all the spam email and shit? Did fuck all to stop it if you ask me,” she added. “Still, if someone has a file on me, I want to know about it.”

      “All witches have files. How else would your familiars know how to serve you?” Fuzzy chirped in reply.

      Huh. Put like that, it made sense. She turned her attention to the barrier as they approached it. Now she knew what it was, it was far less scary. Just like a thermocline in the water, where hot met cold, or fresh met salt. She could see the town in the distance on the other side but it was out of focus.

      “So... I’m a hedgewitch then. Are they... good witches?” she asked hesitantly, not wanting to give away her ignorance. “Like powerful?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Fuzzy stopped and looked at her in shock. “Hedgewitches are awesome! Like you guys can see the barriers everywhere...” He scooted closer, leaning up her leg again. “Even between this world and others. Yesyesyes. Big, powerful stuff.”

      Interesting. She’d always wondered what sort of witch she’d make. Big and powerful was excellent news.

      Taking a breath, she gripped the handle on her suitcase tighter and stepped through the haze. For a second, she felt resistance, as though the barrier itself was studying her, working out if she was worthy to step through. Panic filled her. What if it knew she wasn’t a real witch and refused to let her in? The game would be up straight away and they’d kick her out. Send her back to face MI:18.

      There was a snap and she tumbled through, staggering a little. Relief washed over her as she looked over her shoulder at it.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, as Fuzzy trotted through.

      “See? The hedges like you!” He whistled between his teeth at the town finally in view beneath them. “Our new home! I wonder which one is ours?” he asked, already trotting forward with his misshapen tail held upright like a banner.

      “I don’t know. Hopefully something nice,” she said as she caught up with him. Before they’d gone too far though, the sound of running water got her attention. To the left of the road, in a ditch, was a small stream. It ran beside the road for a while and then disappeared beneath it, presumably underground into a storm drain or something.

      “Hold up a moment,” she called out to Fuzzy, reaching into her inner pocket for her hip flask.

      Unscrewing the top, she knelt next to the stream and reached down. The ice-cold bite of the water made her suck a quick breath in, her fingers instantly going numb. Bloody hell, that was cold. Even so, she held the small flask under the water and watched the bubbles rise as it filled. Made of silver, it would help consecrate the water within.

      It was something she’d picked up from her nanna, a little habit that never made sense but she did anyway. Mostly to keep nanna’s memory alive. Nanna had called it “sacred water,” collecting it from either the river, or, when she could drag Livvy out of bed early enough, collecting it from the dew from the tips of the grass in the nearest parks.

      She’d kept the flask in her pocket, adding a drop or two to every drink. Many people had assumed she was an alcoholic. It was a fair assumption, given she always appeared to drink out of a hip flask, but Livvy knew better. Her nanna always said the sacred water was good for protection. The best thing for protection.

      Livvy wasn’t sure from what though. Not that type of protection, that was for sure...

      The rustle of undergrowth and a small sound like a tap had been turned on made her look up. Just in time. Fuzzy was upstream from her, squatting to do his business.

      “Fuzz!” she squeaked, yanking her hand and the flask out of the water. “Lady’s sake, warn me when you’re gonna do that, would you?”

      “Yesyesyes!” the little dog agreed, wriggling its butt as it finished. She deliberately didn’t look. There were things that couldn’t be unseen. “Promise!” it chirped, trotting over to her. “Good water?”

      “The best,” she said with a smile. Even better when it didn’t have dog piss in it, but she didn’t say that aloud. They’d have to work on Fuzzy’s... toilet habits.

      “Let’s get a move on, shall we?” She tucked the hip flask away in her jacket pocket.

      The two walked side by side into town. And there, any comfortable, happy feelings normally roused by a sleepy little town disappeared.

      It was abandoned. Or at the least, no one was on the streets. But she could feel them, the townsfolk, watching them from behind the windows. They were good. Very good. There wasn’t even the twitch of a drape, or the suspicion of a shadow behind the net curtains.

      The mood in the air turned to unfriendly and suspicious.

      Fuzzy drew closer to her leg, a little whine in the back of his throat, and abruptly she wondered if the papers tomorrow would scream London witch and familiar murdered and eaten by cannibal mountain men!

      It would be just her luck. Especially as she hadn’t double checked that the advert was on the level. Normally she would have, but a girl with MI:18 on her tail didn’t have the advantage of much time.

      Tension crawled over her shoulders, raising the hackles on the back of her neck as every instinct she had told her to run. The sound of an engine filled the air, raw and immediate, and she spun around.

      She spotted the truck reversing at the same moment she saw Fuzzy, right there in its path. The little dog had stopped, eyes wide and frozen in terror, as the metal behemoth bore down on it.

      A scream of warning erupting from her chest, she dived forward, shoving her familiar out of the path of the truck.

      THUD! SQUEAL!

      Pain exploded through her body, and it felt like she’d been hit, not by a truck, but at least a train... Or maybe a herd of elephants.

      “Fuck me!” She let out a groan as she slid to the ground, trying to get a breath into lungs that felt like they’d been squashed flat.

      “Nonono!” Fuzzy whimpered, crowding around her face. Dog hair didn’t help when she was trying to breathe through busted lungs, and she tried to push him away. But he cried and crowded closer.

      There was the sound of a door slamming and the heavy thud of footsteps. Fuzzy shrieked, diving into her arms and trying to hide underneath her.

      “Bear! He’s going to eat us!”

      “Don’t be silly, Fuzz,” she groaned, looking up into the brightest pair of blue eyes she’d ever seen. “Bears don’t eat people. They eat honey.”

      She hoped, anyway. Like really hoped.
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      Oh my god, he’d hit somebody.

      Heart in his throat, Brock slammed the truck into park and swung the door open. He’d been so concerned about getting ahold of the newspaper office, he hadn’t been paying attention. Now he’d hit somebody.

      Shit.

      He hauled ass out of the truck, faster than he’d ever moved in his life. Bears took a long time to get moving sometimes, but when they needed to they could give any sprinter a run for his money.

      His heart stalled in his chest as ice ran down his spine. He hadn’t seen anybody in his rearview mirror, which meant they were small. Very small. Childlike small.

      Freaking hell, he’d never forgive himself if he’d hurt a child.

      He rounded the end of the truck, catching two people talking about bears, but there was only a young woman on the ground. He about froze in his tracks as he caught sight of her.

      Long purple hair, pale skin and dark makeup cozied it up with black-on-black clothing, heavy boots and enough silver jewelry to give any vampire the willies, she was the archetype of a witch. If you were an impressionable teen, that was.

      And if that wasn’t enough... Her comment about bears and honey got his back right up. The stupid things people believed. Bears did not eat honey, no matter what that little yellow jerk would have everybody believe. They ate the lava in the hives, not the honey itself. The lava was the biggest protein hit out there. Essential nutrients for a bear on the go.

      “Are you okay?”

      Remembering his manners, and his position as sheriff of the town, he crouched down next to her, running a professional eye over her curvaceous figure. The sight made all his male instincts sit up and take notice. Ruthlessly, he quashed them down again.

      She wasn’t his type. No way, no how.

      “Errr... I think so,” she said, her voice far breathier than it had been a moment before. His jaw tightened. Not local and with a strange accent. Probably from one of the cities nearby. And yes, no doubt the sort to sue him.

      “No, don’t try and move yet,” he ordered as she went to sit up, using a big hand to keep her in place. If this was a scam, she could sue him for letting her move too quickly and causing herself more damage.

      Not on his watch.

      She lay back down, watching him with big dark eyes as he checked her over. He hadn’t expected her to be so compliant, and his suspicion levels went through the roof.

      She smiled, the slight curve of her lips making his bear growl. And not in a bad way. In a “want to eat her all up in a good way” type of growl. He shoved the creature into the back of his mind as he continued feeling for breaks or contusions.

      “Hey, handsome... Do you normally get so touchy-feely before the first date?” she asked, trying to bat his hands away. “I mean, you’re cute and all, but I barely know you.”

      “Did you hit your head?” he demanded, gentling his touch when she winced. She might be a con artist, but that didn’t mean he needed to cause her more pain. No one deserved that, no matter what they’d done.

      “No, I don’t think so. Just hit my shoulder, and then the ground,” she said, twisting around to try and look at something. His gaze followed hers to the ruins of a suitcase. It was busted open under the wheels of his truck, what looked like lingerie scattered everywhere. He averted his eyes. He didn’t need to ogle the lady’s underwear, even if every male instinct he had instantly pictured her in the skimpy stuff.

      “Oh shit...” Color hit her pale cheeks and she tried to get up.

      “Ohh no... No, you don’t.”

      He moved, trying to stop her, and somehow ended up with an armful of curvy woman. Her movement knocked him off balance and they crashed to the ground again. But, feeling them falling, he twisted and got himself underneath her to cushion her fall.

      “Hey,” she said, her words a little slurred as she smiled. Had she been drinking as well? That could account for the accident. “You really are handsome, you know?”

      A vicious snarling warned him a second before something small and furry hit him. Small teeth clamped around the cuff of his shirt as it was wrenched from side to side.

      “You hurt my witch and I just got her! Get off her! Yesyesyes! I’ll kill you! Yesyesyes!”

      Brock turned his head in surprise and lifted his arm. The small dog—at least he thought it was a dog—hung off his shirt, snarling viciously.

      “Fuzz,” the woman across his lap reached for the little creature. “It’s okay. Promise. I’m okay.”

      Oh, now Brock got it. This was a double act.

      “Yeah,” he rumbled, wrapping his arm around her waist and hauling them both with him as he stood. “I’ll just bet you are. I think a little time in a cell will do you both the world of good.”
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