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ABOUT THE BOOK
What happens in Vegas ends up in Bass Ackwards, Tennessee when a feisty, temperamental witch with wonky powers and a fire breathing dragon accidentally expose Magic in Sin City.
Zara has one objective: to win the World Series of Poker tournament in Vegas. The stakes are high and the buy-in is ten thousand dollars that she doesn’t have. Desperate, Zara does the only thing she can… borrow more money.
Stefano has been searching for the one his entire life. So imagine his surprise when she turns out to be the sexy witch who just crashed his brother’s wedding. Jealousy, magic, and chaos all interfere with this couple’s chance at happiness.
The Sire wants her powers, the loan sharks want their money, and Stefano wants her heart. The location is Sin City, the name of the game is poker, and the hearts are wild. 
Only the Fates know who will win and who will fold.



Prologue 
“Why am I constantly surrounded by incompetent imbeciles?” The Sire asked as he paced back and forth. 
The amount of dark, deadly energy radiating off of him indicated that he was enraged by Jackal and Alaric’s failure to steal the witch’s powers, which was the reason everyone in the room remained quiet as a mouse.
“What? No one has anything to say?” he inquired, as his minions avoided eye contact by bowing their heads in defeat.
“May I be seen, Sire,” a sensual, compelling voice asked, as a cloud of smoke outlined a woman’s body.
“That depends. Have you figured out a way to fix this mess, Seer?”
“No, but what I have to tell you is just as important, if not more.”
“Nothing is more important than fixing this mess Jackal and Alaric have created. It’s imperative that I get out of this God forsaken place sooner rather than later.”
“Not even another option that will get you what you seek.”
“You’re speaking in riddles and testing my patience, Seer,” he said, waving his hand and allowing a beautiful woman, dressed in a black, sequined, halter dress that highlighted her cleavage and showed plenty of thigh, to materialize. Her silky black hair fell to the middle of her back and was decorated with two raven clips. To say she was exotic and oozed sex appeal was an understatement, especially when one took in the lust-filled eyes of every man in the room.
“What if I told you that your plan could still work with a few moderations?”
“That’s preposterous! The witch knows what we want and will be waiting for us to strike again. The element of surprise has been lost. Besides, her twin sister would kill anyone who even looked at her the wrong way. Of course, if you had foreseen that the shifter community were going to come to the aid of the witches, they’d all be dead by now and I’d have her powers.”
“Maybe so, but what if I told you there was another witch’s powers ripe for the taking?”
“Hmm. I’d say be grateful because if what you say is true, it might change my mind about turning you into a hyena.”
“Yes, but then who would help you see into the future?” she whined.
“With the witch’s powers, I wouldn’t need to see into the future because I’d be strong enough to take on any opponent who threatens my existence.”
“Even her twin sisters?”
“What do you mean, her twin sisters?”
“Hmm. Since you’re obviously not in the loop, I guess you’ll have to keep me around a little longer,” the Seer said in a smug voice.
“Enough with the riddles. Tell me what you see.”
“I see a witch who’s desperate to settle her debts. I see another powerful one.”



Chapter 1 
One Month Before Zoe’s Wedding
 
Zara couldn’t believe Skinny Mo and his henchmen had finally caught up with her. She’d been on the run for weeks trying to figure out a way to pay off her debts and deal with the crazy things that had been happening to her body. It wasn’t that she was afraid of Skinny Mo, who was anything but skinny. In fact, he was more like the Pillsbury Do Boy sporting a white, polyester suit with a black silk shirt that oddly resembled the outfit John Travolta had worn in Saturday Night Fever, except John had looked sexy in his suit. Skinny Mo. Not so much.
It was obvious that the rotund man heading toward her had no sense of style and really needed to manscape because the hair on his chest looked like the forest in Never Never Land. To say he had missed the episode of “Queer Eye for the Straight Guy” where the new breed of man – the metrosexual – had been launched and “keeping it tidy” was of the utmost importance to today’s man was an understatement. 
Yet given the way he was strutting, she was positive at any moment a disco ball was going to drop down from the sky and the Bee Gee’s were going to magically appear out of thin air and begin singing Staying Alive. Zara wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry at the thoughts running through her head, as the group of men approached her.
“You’re a hard woman to track down, lovey,” Skinny Mo said.
She hated the nickname he had given her over the years, but allowed it because when times were tough, Skinny Mo had come through for her on more than one occasion. Hell, if she were being honest, she had developed a soft spot for the man.
“I’ve been around Skinny Mo. You’ve just been looking in the wrong places.”
Running his fingers through his comb over Skinny Mo finally said in a hushed whisper, “Look Lovey, we need to settle up.”
Zara knew this had been coming for a while, but she didn’t have the money. Everything she had earned over the last couple of months had been sunk into her get out of debt scheme. In fact, she needed to figure out a way to convince Skinny Mo to loan her more money, so she could enter the World Series of Poker Championship in Vegas.
“Skinny Mo, let’s take a walk and talk in private. You know, without Larry, Moe and Curly.”
“Okay, but I’m serious this time, Lovey. You either need to pay up or the boys will convince you to pay up because I can’t keep floating you like I have in the past.”
“I understand, Skinny Mo. I’m just asking for a little privacy. So come on, walk with me.”
When Skinny Mo began walking with Zara, she quickly decided it was in her best interest to appeal to his softer side. She could sense he was upset and on the verge of breaking down. The trick would be to figure out where he was the most vulnerable and then console her friend, which luckily didn’t take much.
“Zara, you have to pay up this time. Big Mo is on the rampage and threatening to… I don’t even know if I can mouth the words.”
“It’s okay Skinny Mo, you tell Lovey. What is Big Mo threatening to do?”
When he started whimpering and trying to wave off his earlier comments, Zara knew it must have been bad, but instead of breaking the moment, she remained silent in an effort to encourage him to continue speaking.
“He wants to revoke my name, Zara. Who am I if I’m not longer allowed to be Skinny Mo?” he asked in a somber voice. “And to make things worse, Lucinda dumped me for Joe Jr.”
“Awe, I’m so sorry Skinny Mo. For the records, I thought you two made a nice couple.”
“I thought so, too.”
“You want to talk about it?”
Skinny Mo nodded his head in agreement as he struggled to hold back the tears that were threatening his man card in front of the boys.
“It all started when she came home early from work last Thursday night. We had moved in together, you know?” he said in a thick Jersey accent.
“I didn’t know. But that’s a good sign, right?”
“It was until she found out about my secret.”
“Oh no! Please tell me you didn’t Skinny Mo.”
“I couldn’t help it, Lovey. I was in the apartment all alone and got bored. I tried and tried to fight the temptation, but it was like there was a sultry Siren whispering in my ear. Begging me. No, daring me to do it.”
“Skinny Mo, we’ve had this discussion.”
“I know, but it was like the Force in Stars War. Know what I mean? It would be denied, no matter how hard I tried,” he whimpered.
“So, let me guess. You gave in?”
“Like a bitch in heat, I gave in to the temptation. I walked to her closet and when I saw the new red Manolo Blahnik’s she had just bought last week sitting there, teasing me, I had to try them on. I mean a man can only take so much. Know what I mean?”
In a soothing voice, Zara said, “Okay. I get that you needed to try them on and get out of your system. How did she catch you?”
“Well, I may have done more than just try them on.”
“What do you mean?”
“I may have painted my toenails fire engine red, pulled out my red, sequined dress with the high slit, and put on my Tina Turner wig from last Halloween with a little make up and started singing ‘Proud Mary’ in the mirror when she walked through the door. For the record, I’m not proud of myself, Lovey. I just need you to know that,” he said right before breaking down into tears.
“Shh! It’s okay Skinny Mo. Let’s go back to my apartment and figure out a way to get you and Lucinda back together.”
“Really? Do you think I could get some cookies and maybe try on the black Jimmy Choo’s you wore to last year’s Halloween party?”
“I think that could be arranged,” Zara replied in a soothing voice.
Two dozen cookies and several cups of hot chocolate later, after Skinny Mo had tried on every shoe in her closet, of course, Zara finally worked up the courage to ask him for the 10 g’s she needed to enter the finals of the World Series of Poker Championship.
“I don’t know, Lovey. Big Mo is really mad and wants his money. I don’t know how much longer I can hold him off, let alone explain why I loaned you more. Know what I mean?”
“I understand, Skinny Mo. And trust me when I tell you that I don’t want to put you and Big Mo at odds, but this money is my only way out. The cash pot for the winner in the World Series of Poker will be more than enough to pay you back with interest. I’ve already made the Final Nine. I just need the buy in amount.”
“Zara, you’re putting me between a rock and a hard place,” he whined, as he continued trying on stilettos.
“What if I agree to give you an extra ten percent on top of what I already owe? This would allow you to buy some Manolo’s of your own. On the down low, of course.”
“You’d really do that?”
“Of course I would. This is an opportunity of a life time and if… no when I win, everyone will benefit. Come on Skinny Mo, help a girl out.”
“Alright, but this is just between me and you. Got it? No one… and I mean no one must every find out about our side deal or Big Mo will have my head on a platter.”
“You got it! How soon can you get me the money? I only ask because the World Series of Poker begins the night before All Hallows Eve at the Rio All-Suite and Casino in Las Vegas, so I plan on leaving a couple of days before the event to get myself acclimated to the city.”
“I can get the money to you in a couple of hours. Meet me down by the old pier and I’ll have your money.”
“That’s wonderful. Thank you, Skinny Mo. I promise you won’t be sorry.”
“See that I’m not, Lovey or things might not end so well for you this time around.”
Skinny Mo had been true to his word. Not only had he ponied up the ten thousand dollar buy in amount Zara had needed, but he’d also given her a little extra for traveling expenses. She couldn’t wait to tell Cole, her best friend and partner in crime.
“Vegas, here we come,” she whispered with a fist pump in the air for good measure.



Chapter 2 
Cole had been fuming in silence since they had packed the car and left for Vegas. Zara didn’t understand why he was so upset. They had both agreed that the only way she was going to get out of her current predicament was to win the World Series of Poker Championship.
“Colrath McIlrath, stop pouting and talk to me, already. You know I hate it when you give me the silent treatment.”
“Oh, so now you want my opinion?”
“That’s not fair. I always want your opinion and you know it.”
“Do I? Because you didn’t care about my opinion when you borrowed more money from Skinny Mo for Goddess’s sake.”
“You know that I had no choice in the matter. After the last incident, it’s not like we could just set up a game and take a few patsies for their money. Besides, even if we could have, most likely it wouldn’t have been enough.”
“Speaking of the last incident, how are you going to control? Well, you know.”
“Control what? Oh, you mean these wonky powers I’ve developed over the last month. Go ahead. You can say it. Don’t be shy.”
“I don’t need to. You just said it for me.”
“I’ve got it under control. You don’t have to worry about little ole’ me.”
“See, that’s the deal. I do worry about you because you’re more than my best friend Z, you’re my family. We’re all each other has and I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.”
“Listen to me, Cole. Nothing is going to happen. I’m going to keep my temper in check and win this damn championship so we can start fresh. Things are looking up for us.”
“If you say so.”
“I do. Now quit being such a wet blanket and turn that frown upside down.”
“Seriously? What are we? Five?” Cole asked as he flashed his white, pearly teeth at Zara knowing that it would annoy her. They had been together since they were sixteen. Although in the beginning they had tried dating, it quickly became evident they were better off remaining friends.
As silence filled the air, Zara slid her hand into his and said, “You know I love you, right?”
“I know. I love you, too. I just have a bad feeling about all of this. Maybe we should make a pit stop at The Phony Sword to see what Claire has to say.”
“Is this your way of finally getting me into that sex shop? Because I’m thinking no. Just no. It’s Vegas or bust, baby.”
Cole went along with Zara’s plan against his better judgment. Fortunately for them, nothing eventful happened on their way to Sin City. It was about 8:00 o’clock when they finally reached the Vegas Strip. The city was bustling with unbridled energy and Zara could feel the electricity pulsing in the air. Due to the traffic congestion, it was easy watching all of the interesting people move up and down the strip in droves.
The first thing that piqued her curiosity was the guy walking around in a glass suit and mask. She couldn’t help wondering what he was selling and how long it had taken him to create such a costume.
But the glass man was soon forgotten when her eye immediately caught the guy on the bridge, who was wearing boxers and strutting in front of two policemen as they escorted him to a taxicab.
She was distracted from the fascinating scenes playing out in front of her when Cole said sarcastically, “Welcome to Vegas, the city excess, too much partying, drinking and gambling.”
“Hey, don’t knock the gambling. That’s why we’re here. Remember?”
“How could I forget?” he said in surrender, as the car continued to move at a snail’s pace down the strip. “On a different topic, did you book us into the tournament hotel?”
“That’s an affirmative, but I’m afraid the only thing they had left was a suite, so we’ll have to suffer in the lap of luxury for the next couple of days.”
“We can’t afford a suite, Z.”
“We can if I use the extra money Skinny Mo loaned me. Besides, it’ll be nice to be pampered for a change.”
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for a little pampering, but at what expense?”
“Stop being so negative, Cole. You’re messing with my mojo. Besides, I have it all figured out. Once I win the eight million dollar grand prize, we’ll be able to pay off Skinny Mo and do whatever we want.”
“From your mouth to the Goddess’s ears,” he mumbled under his breath.
“Look, I know you’re still upset with me and there’s a part of me–a small part might I add–that understands why, but I really need for us to put everything aside and focus on winning.”
Cole nodded in agreement before squeezing her hand and bringing it to his lips for a kiss. Regardless of the mess he always found himself in when it came to Zara, he could never stay mad at her for long. Besides, they were family and family always had one another’s back in his book.
“You drive me crazy, but we’re in this together. Let’s go win a poker tournament. What do you say?”
“I say hell yes,” Zara replied with the most radiant smile he had ever seen. 
When she was gambling, she was definitely in her element. That is, until she lost. Then things tended to get ugly… real ugly. All Cole could do was hope and pray to the Goddess that the shit wouldn’t hit the fan if she lost her temper, again.
* * * * * *
When Zara and Cole finally reached the hotel, which was oddly located to the West of the Strip, it was obvious they took their gambling seriously. The World Series of Poker logo along with poker chips had been painted on the steps to welcome each guest and contestant to the competition.
The lobby was overcrowded and bustling with activity. Cole couldn’t help but groan when he saw the long line of unhappy guests trying to check in. 
“Do you feel the excitement and energy vibrating around us?” Zara asked him as they took their place at the back of the line.
“All I see are frustrated people who would rather be somewhere else than standing in this long line waiting to check-into their rooms.”
“Then you need to open your mind to all of the possibilities or you’re going to miss out. No one likes a spoil sport, Colrath,” Zara quickly admonished.
Cole rolled his eyes as he watched the desk clerk chat everyone up. She reminded him of Flo on the old television show, Alice, he used to watch on TV Land. Her blonde beehive was definitely held in place by at least three cans of Aqua Net Hairspray. Not only did it have height, but it also looked flammable. He couldn’t help wondering what would happen if someone accidentally held a match too close to it. She was flamboyant, high-spirited, and the only entertainment in the lobby at the moment. To say he was mesmerized would have been an understatement.
Two hours later, they finally made their way to the front of the line, which made Cole want to cry like a baby. He had never been in a line that long or slow to check-in to a hotel. It was obvious they needed more staff to make the check-in quicker for guests.
“Why aren’t you two just as cute as a button? My name is Beatrice, but everybody calls me Big Bertha. Welcome to our fine establishment. Although we’re not located on the Strip, our little hotel still provides guests with a plethora of entertainment that ranges from slot machines, to table games, to off-track betting and of course, the World Series of Poker,” she said with so much enthusiasm in a high pitched Southern accent that made Cole instantly want to cover his ears. “Did I also mention there’s a wide range of shows from music to sporting events? How may I be of service to you?” she finally asked, right before blowing a huge bubble with the chewing gum she had been smacking on.
“We’d like to check-in,” Zara said with a straight face, as she handed Big Bertha a white piece of paper that confirmed their reservation.
“Sugar, we have might have a tiny, teensy problem,” Big Bertha replied after punching a few keys on her computer.
“What do you mean we have a problem?” Zara asked.
“Well, I saw that we had originally put you in the honeymoon suite because of your impending nuptials, but unfortunately for you, our manager’s daughter had a shotgun wedding earlier this morning and needed a room. Since you hadn’t arrived yet… Well, you get the idea.
“What are you talking about? I didn’t book the honeymoon suite. I booked the Masquerade Suite.”
“My computer doesn’t lie, Sugar. It says right here on the reservations for Cole McIlrath that not only were you booked in the honeymoon suite, but we also have you down for our Wedding Chapel package, which you are going to absolutely love by the way. We have everything a bride and groom could ever want, including our own Elvis, who can perform your ceremony for an additional small fee. 
“You’re correct about the reservation being under the name Cole McIlrath, but I didn’t book the honeymoon suite” Zara fervently insisted, as she ignored the stunned look on Cole’s face. Yeah, she might have forgotten to tell him that she had booked the room in his name since she didn’t have a credit card.
Ignoring Zara’s response, Big Bertha continued talking about the wedding venue as though she had never spoken.
“Did I also mention that your wedding can be as simple or elaborate as your wishes and budget dictate? For instance, we have one package that includes a wine tasting excursion to our wine cellar. Another that offers a ride on the ‘Carnivale Parade’ where you can be part of the show. Doesn’t that sound like fun? Of course we also had the package you had selected, which included a specially designed honeymoon suite, but as I explained, our manager’s daughter is in the family way and had to tie the knot immediately, so that’s no longer an option.”
Cole was beginning to wonder if Big Bertha ever took a breath. He had never met a woman as long winded as her. The dread that had been taking up residence in the pit of his stomach was slowly making itself known, the longer they spoke with Big Bertha.
“Big Bertha, what in tarnation is going on? Why is this line so long?” a tall, slightly overweight gentleman asked, who Cole could only assume was the night manager.
“Oh, don’t get your boxers all twisted up in a wad, Mel. You know that’s not good for the family jewels,” Big Bertha replied.
“Beatrice, quit flapping your lips and get these guests checked in or it’s back to cleaning toilets for you,” Mel replied, obviously annoyed with Big Bertha’s antics.
“Look, I’m doing the best I can, Mel. It’s not my fault your princess got herself knocked up and we gave her and your new deadbeat son-in-law their room. I’m just trying to be hospitable and explain the situation. Don’t yell at me for trying to bring a little class to this dump.”
“Beatrice, give them another room and get this line moving, or I swear you’ll be scrubbing toilets until you’re old enough to apply for Social Security.”
“Kiss my grits, Mel,” Big Bertha replied, obviously undeterred by his threat.
Zara’s shoulders slumped in defeat as Big Bertha and Mel continued to argue. She also continued to ignore and deflect the daggers Cole was throwing her way. If looks could kill, she’d have been dead twice over.
“I apologize for my manager’s insensitivity to your situation, Sugar. But don’t worry your pretty little head. Ole’ Big Bertha’s not going to let anyone spoil your special day. I’ve booked you in a Deluxe Double Suite with a view of the Mountain at half the price. While it’s not the honeymoon suite, it does have its own set of charms.”
Tired of trying to convince the woman they weren’t getting married, Cole simply smiled and said, “Thank you very much, Big Bertha. Your help has been greatly appreciated.”
“No problem, Sugar. My, aren’t you a handsome one? If I were twenty years younger and ten pounds lighter, I’d give your fiancé a run for her money.”
“I’m sure you would,” Cole replied with a wink, as he signed the sheet of paper she slid in front of him and quickly grabbed the room keys. He was exhausted from the long drive, not to mention the lengthy wait in line, and needed to decompress.
“Oh, I almost forgot to ask. Silly me. Do you wish to use the card on file to cover the bill and any incidentals,” Big Bertha asked.
“Um. No. We’d like to pay in cash if possible,” Zara quickly said.
“Of course. Unfortunately, you will need to leave a card on file for incidentals. I’m afraid it’s company policy.”
“Not a problem. Just use the one you have,” Cole said begrudgingly.
“Excellent. Oh dear, I just realized that you’re also here for the World Series of Poker Championship. How exciting? Just remember, we also have massages, a spa and outdoor swimming pool, as well as a nightclub to help you relax and enjoy your stay in Vegas. That is, if you make it out of your suite. Know what I mean?” she asked with a wink of her own.
“That we do, Big Bertha. Thank you again for your hospitality,” Cole replied in an effort to move the eccentric desk clerk along and get to the room.
“You’re welcome, Mr. McIlrath. I hope you and your fiancé enjoy your stay and good luck with the wedding and tournament.”
Cole had to bite his tongue and remind himself that no one looked good in prison orange, in order to prevent himself from strangling Zara. Married? What the hell? he thought as they entered the bank of elevators that would take them to their suite.



Chapter 3 
Thirty minutes later, Cole couldn’t believe his happy ass was back in Zara’s compact car, cruising down the Strip. All he had wanted was a hot shower and a comfortable bed, but Fate was an evil bitch and had other plans.
“Cole, quit pouting. You could have just stayed in the room.”
“Not unless I wanted to suffocate to death.”
“It wasn’t that bad. Dramatic much,” Zara countered, as she joined Justin Timberlake on the radio singing “Sexy Back”
“Zara, the smell in that room could have taken down an elephant. Hell, it probably had and they just didn’t want anyone to know.”
Cole cringed when he thought about how the smell had been the first thing to attack his senses, once he had released the lock with his room key and opened the door. The out-of-date room had wreaked of stale cigarettes and dirty sex. The carpets were oddly wet, which only added to the funk already circulating in the room.
From the mildewed carpets to the bathroom corrosion and wallpaper peeling, the Deluxe Double Suite had felt more like a cheap motel room hookers rented out by the hour than a luxurious room for honeymooners. If the sinking feeling in his gut wasn’t a sign they were royally screwed, the disastrous room and two-hour check-in fiasco should have been, but he wouldn’t bail on Zara, even when his instincts and body were telling him otherwise.
“Oh My Goddess! Look at the blonde in the white angel costume with wings. I wonder what she’s selling.”
“I’m sure something we can’t afford, or Clorox can’t get rid of,” Cole said sarcastically.
“You are so bad. I’m going to pull into the Bellagio and park so we can walk the Strip for a while. I don’t know about you, but I need to stretch my legs after being cooped up in this car all day.”
“Fine, but don’t forget we need to stop by a Walgreens to pick up disinfectant and something to fumigate that nasty room.”
“I promise. Now cheer up and let’s go have some fun.”
Two hours later, Cole was ready to call it a night. They had enjoyed the fountain show at The Bellagio, met Spider Man at the Marquee Pool Party, stopped in at Gilley’s to check out the Vegas Bikini Bull Riding Contest, and enjoyed the street dancers entertaining the crowd while earning a few bucks on the side. He had to admit it was all exhilarating, but now it was time to hit the sack.
“It’s after midnight, Z. We need to find a Walgreens and then head back to the Motel from Hell.”
“Okay. I’m a little tired myself. Besides, tomorrow is a big day and we’ll need all of our faculties, if we’re going to win the World Series of Poker Championship.”
“Finally, you’re being the voice of reason.”
“Hey, be nice or I’ll let you sleep in that nasty room for the rest of the week.”
“Honey, there’s not enough disinfectant in the world to wipe away the stench in that room. I don’t even want to think about all of the dirty things that have been done in it. Good thing my tetanus shots are up to date.”
Zara couldn’t help but laugh at Cole’s disdain for their hotel. She had to admit that he was right, but she’d never tell him out loud. However, what she would do is use a little hocus pocus to make the room more livable during their stay. She knew deep down in her core, something monumental was about to happen for them. This was their time to shine.
* * * * * *
Cole couldn’t believe the drive back to Motel Hell took even longer the second time around. When Whodini wrote the lyrics for, The Freaks come out at Night, he definitely had Vegas in mind. Not only was he exhausted, but also pissed off because Zara wouldn’t stop at a Walgreens to grab some cleaning supplies.
Maybe I could just sleep in the car, he thought as they entered the overcrowded hotel lobby and made their way to the elevator.
“Cole, you’re pouting again.”
“I’m not pouting, Z.” he replied in a sweet, saccharine voice that wasn’t fooling anyone. “However, I am a little pissed that you didn’t stop at the Walgreens like I had asked.”
“Don’t worry. I’ve got it covered.”
“Mm-hmm. If I had a dime for every time you said that to me, I’d be rich right now.”
“Well, this time I do,” she said, licking her tongue out at him as they entered the room even Hades wouldn’t have occupied.
Cole watched as Zara grabbed a white candle from her bag and placed it in the middle of the room. Although he had no idea what she was up to, he remained silent and continued to watch her out of curiosity, as she began sprinkling salt in a circle. Once the candle was lit, she closed her eyes and began chanting…
 
Creature of wax, 
Creature of Fire,
Please listen to me and grant my desire,
Cleanse this nasty room, 
By the power of three,
And blast away all mildew, stale cigarettes, raunchy sex and negativity,
With harm to none,
So shall it be
 
Cole was mesmerized as the room transformed from a hooker’s lounge to a beautiful suite with two large sofas covered in fluffy red pillows, a large red recliner that he would gladly fall asleep in right now, a coffee table, two side tables, and flat-screen television to finish off the look in their separate living area. The once corroded bathroom was now pristine with a double vanity, a walk-in shower and a whirlpool tub. Zara had also conjured up two king size beds that would allow his six-foot two frame to sleep comfortably in. The kitchen area was now fully stocked with enough drinks and food to feed an army. Most importantly, the stench of stale cigarettes and raunchy sex was nonexistent.
“There. Are you happy now?” Zara asked, as she looked around the room and was pleased with what she saw. She had to admit that her powers were growing stronger and stronger every day.
“How did you learn to do all of this?” Cole asked in astonishment.
“What can I say? I’ve been practicing.” Zara replied nonchalantly as she grabbed a coke from the refrigerator. “Want one?”
“Sure. Thanks”
“I’m going to take a shower and hit the sack. Enjoy!” she instructed before grabbing a few things from her suitcase and walking to the bathroom.
Cole popped the top on his soda and decided to take a load off. It had been a long day and he had a sneaky suspicion that all hell was about to break loose in Vegas.
* * * * * *
Although the next morning had come earlier than Cole would have liked, thanks to Zara, he had slept like a baby in the Sleep Number bed she had conjured up. Since they had a busy day ahead of them, he quickly whipped up a feast fit for a King. 
“Mm. What smells so delicious?” she asked with a yawn.
“All your favorites: scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, chocolate chip pancakes, orange juice, milk and coffee.” He had quickly learned a long time ago that Zara was a beast until she’s had her first pot of coffee.
“Ooh! Gimme, gimme,” she said, as he placed the hot, freshly brewed cup of coffee in her eagerly waiting hands.
“After breakfast, we have a lot to do. You need to check-in for the Final Nine Competition and pay the ten thousand dollar buy-in. It would also be a good time to size up the competition. I thought we’d spend the day watching some of the other games since your tournament doesn’t officially start until tomorrow. What do you think?”
“Did you pick out my outfits for the competition as well?” Zara asked in a snippy tone.
“No, but if you need me to milady, I’d be more than happy to oblige,” Cole shot back. “Who peed in your Cheerios this morning?”
“No one. I just thought we’d have some fun while we’re here and all you can talk about is the competition.”
“Because that’s why we’re here. Have you forgotten about all the money you owe Skinny Mo and a few other shady characters might I add.”
“How could I forget when you remind me of it day-in and day-out?”
“Look. This is our last chance to get out of this mess, Z. Skinny Mo is not going to be so accommodating this time when you don’t pay up. We need to stay focused on the prize.”
Cole had to give Zara credit for being able to convince Skinny Mo to put his neck on the line, again. But he knew that if she didn’t pay up this time, there would be hell to pay. He just needed to keep her focused and pray they had a snowball’s chance in hell of winning.
“Hello, Earth to Cole. Did you hear what I said?”
“No. Sorry.”
“Now whose head is not in the game? I asked you to tell me about how the Final Nine rounds work.”
“In the first round, they will eliminate five players. The last four standing will go on to the second round, which occurs the second day and where they will eliminate two more players. The final round, which takes place on the third day will consist of the last two remaining players and is where the champion will be determined.”
“That’s doable with your coaching.”
“I’m not finished. Although each of you are guaranteed one million dollars, even if you’re taken out in the first round, the higher you go, the more money you’ll walk away with and the greater your chances are of winning the eight million dollar grand prize. Right now, you’re in fifth place based on your chip count, so you need to play smart and make sure you progress to the next round.”
“I’ve got this Cole. Quit being such a worry wart.”
“Zara, this is serious. In poker, these last three matches will be unlike anything else you’ve ever experienced. There will be thousands of screaming fans, which mean you’ll need to keep your temper in check. Since it’s the biggest stage in poker, there will also be cameras. The flip of a card can either propel you to the next level or send you home. You’re going up against the best poker players in the world, which means you’ll need to be on your toes, Sweetheart.”
“I’m aware of how serious this is, Cole. You don’t have to keep reminding me. I’ve been working on my temper and keeping myself in check. I know we can’t afford another incident. Besides, we’ve been focusing on this moment for three months. I’m ready.”
“Good. Although there’s no preparation to prepare you for an environment like this, I know deep down you’re ready,” Cole replied, as he visibly relaxed for the first time in weeks.
He loved Zara like a sister, but worried about her wild streak and impulsiveness. It could either make or break them and in the past, the pendulum has always swayed more toward the latter. Therefore, he was determined to stay on top of the situation. No getting distracted with side games, no drinking, no partying, and no running up and down the Strip. There would be plenty of time for that after she won the grand prize.
“May I eat my breakfast now, Oh Great One?” she asked, mockingly.
“Quit being a smart ass, or I’ll pour your pot of coffee down the drain.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Try me,” Cole said with a wink and a smile.
“Fine. But if I accidently turn you into a toad, don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Zara countered with a wink and a smile of her own.
“You wouldn’t dare,”
“My powers are still kind of wonky. You never know what spell might come out of my mouth.”
“Speaking of powers, we’re in agreement that there will be no hocus pocus going on during the tournament, correct?”
“Why Mr. McIlrath, whatever are you implying?”
“You know exactly what I’m implying. No cheating, Z. I mean it.”
“Ah! I resent that remark.”
“You can resent my remark all you want, but you and I know at the end of the day, it’s all bullshit. Now promise me that there won’t be any hocus pocus, swirling in the room if you have a bad hand.”
“Fine. I promise.”
“Oh, no you don’t. Stand up, put your hands on the table and then promise.”
“Seriously?” she let out with a sigh.
“Yes. I don’t want you crossing anything that I can’t see, which will invalidate our deal.”
“You’re so suspicious,” Zara alleged, as she acquiesced to his demands.
“With damn good reason when it comes to you, sweetheart.”
“Spoil sport.”
“That’s my name and there’s no shame in my game. Now quit arguing and eat up. We need to get to late registration.”
“Aye. Aye. Captain,” Zara countered with a quick salute before she dug into your breakfast with a vengeance.



Chapter 4
Zara and Cole had survived the day, taken care of business, and now they were on their way to dinner. After spending all day cooped up in the hotel, even if it involved watching poker games, Zara needed some fresh air. Well, as fresh as you could get in Vegas.
“I’m starving. Where are we going to eat?” Zara asked as she handed Cole her car keys.
“I heard some people mentioning Joe’s Seafood.”
“I don’t know. I’m more in the mood for steak than seafood. What are you craving?”
“I figured you’d say as much, which is the reason I checked out Joe’s menu. They also have prime steak.”
“Oh goodie. Then maybe afterwards, we could stop in at Fat Tuesday.”
“Z, you promised.”
“Oh, don’t get your panties in a wad. I’m talking one drink, Cole. One, little, teeny, tiny drink won’t kill anyone. Besides, I’m sure after I fill up on steak and we take a walk down the Strip, I’ll need emergency hydration. Since that will probably occur when we’re in front of Fat Tuesday, we’ll have no choice but to go in.”
“Zara,” Cole said in warning.
“They have fantastic margaritas,” she countered in a singsong voice. 
“Fine. You get one drink and then we’re out of there.”
Dinner was delicious and as Zara had predicted, after their stroll down the Strip, she was in desperate need of some hydration. Lucky for them, Fat Tuesday was right around the corner.
* * * * * *
Two drinks and an hour and a half later, Zara and Cole finally made it back to the Motel from Hell. The lobby was still overcrowded with long lines of people, as Big Bertha continued chatting up every guest during check-in.
Cole and Zara kept their heads down and made a mad dash for the elevator, but came up short with Big Bertha called out their names.
“Yoo-hoo! Mr. and Mrs. McIlrath, I have a message for you,” she said between blowing bubbles.
Frozen like a deer caught in the headlights, they had no choice but to turn around and engage Big Bertha.
“Oh my stars, I’m so glad that caught yawl. I’ve been waiting all night for you to show up, so that I could deliver your message personally,” she implied, while adjusting her cleavage and winking at Cole.
Zara couldn’t help but smirk under her breath when Big Bertha turned to get their message. Cole, on the other hand, simply glared at her with a look that said, I’ll make you pay for this later.
When Big Bertha turned around, Cole quickly plastered a smile on his face and said, “Thank you for your hospitality, Big Bertha.”
“Any time, Sugar. They don’t call me, the hostess with the Mostess for nothing. I’ve been the reigning champ for three years running,” she said with a little extra swing in her hip and as she pushed up her beehive and breasts simultaneously.
It took everything in Zara’s being not to burst out laughing. When she could no longer contain it, she quickly flicked her wrists and froze everyone in the room.
“What the hell, Zara?” Cole seethed.
“Wait! Why aren’t you frozen like everyone else?”
“Damned if I know, just unfreeze them all, NOW!”
“Alright. You don’t have to yell.”
“You’re trying my patience, Z.”
Fed up with the stick permanently shoved up Cole’s ass, Zara unfroze everyone and stomped off to the elevator, not waiting for him to catch up with her.
“Come on Z, don’t be mad.”
“Ooh! Looks like you’ve done it now, Sugar. Better kiss and make up before you end up doing time in the dog house. Woof. Woof,” Big Bertha barked, as Cole turned and ran to the elevator.
* * * * * *
Zara was piping mad and pacing the length of the room when he unlocked the door. From the look of her disheveled red hair, Cole knew he was in for a beat down. While he may have gone a little too far in the lobby, so had Zara when she chose to freeze everyone.
“You are not my father,” she blurted out.
“I never said that I was,” he countered in as calm a voice as possible.
“Then quit acting like it. I told you that I had my powers under control, but it’s obvious you don’t believe me.”
“I don’t doubt you or your new found powers. I’m more worried about who sees you using them for Goddess’s sake. It was reckless to freeze everyone in the room because you couldn’t contain your laughter, which was at my expense, might I add.”
“Oh put a sock in it, Cole. I’m not sure what your problem is, but you’ve had a stick up your ass ever since we arrived in Vegas.”
“That is not true. Take it back.”
“There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that I’m taking back what I said because you know it’s true. I’m not sure where my best friend disappeared to, but I want him back. I also want to know why you didn’t freeze along with everyone else.”
“Your best friend is still in the room. He’s just worried. Something is not right here, Z and it’s driving me crazy that I can’t put my finger on it. As for what happened down stairs, I’m just as clueless as you on that front.”
“Look, I know we have a lot at stake here, but we’re either in this together or we’re not. We’re not only best friends, but also family who support one another no matter what. I get that you’re trying to protect me, but I don’t need your protection, Cole.”
“I hear what you’re saying, Z, but everything in my body is screaming otherwise. I can’t wait until the tournament is over and we get the hell out of Sin City.”
“Fair enough. But until then, we need to make the best of it. Now, what’s in the envelope Big Bertha handed you.”
“I don’t know. I haven’t had a chance to open it yet.”
“Give it here and I’ll open it,” Zara said, as she extended her hand and waited for Cole to drop the envelope in it.
 
Dear Mrs. McIlrath,
Congratulations on making it to Final Nine. In order to celebrate such an amazing accomplishment, you’re invited to join us in private game at The Bellagio. 
The game will start promptly at midnight. To gain access to the back room, simply provide the desk clerk with following phrase: Magic and Mayhem.
We look forward to seeing you.
Sincerely,
 
Gabriel
 
“What does it say?” Cole asked, anxiously.
“I’ve been invited to a private game at The Bellagio at midnight,” Zara replied, excitedly.
“What? By who?” Cole countered, skeptically.
“Someone by the name of Gabriel. He’s congratulating me on making it to the Final Nine and gave me a secret phrase to join them in a game at midnight.”
“I don’t like it, Z. Someone’s trying to set you up. If you get caught, you’ll automatically be disqualified from the competition.”
“Oh calm your britches. I haven’t said yes.”
“Yet,” Cole quickly countered. “You haven’t said yes, yet. I know you, Z. You’ll never turn down an opportunity to win more money. How much is enough? You agreed to keep your eye on the big prize this morning, which is to the tune of eight million dollars. Remember?”
“I haven’t forgotten.”
“Then, why are your eyes glowing like a kid in a candy store?”
“Oh, stop it! My eyes are not glowing. However, I am intrigued by this offer.”
“This is not an offer. This is an ambush. You need to keep your word. I watched you promise me that you wouldn’t do anything crazy during this competition and trust me when I tell you that playing in this game is crazy.”
“Cole, where’s your sense of adventure?”
“It went to hell in a handbasket the day I met you.”
“Tsk. Tsk. No one likes a sourpuss.” Zara admonished.
“Calling me names will not change my mind. We had a deal and I expect for you to live up to it. Plain and simple.”
“Awe! Don’t be like that, Cole. How much trouble could little ole’ me get into during one poker match?”
“Do I need to remind you what happened a few weeks ago?”
“You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”
“Hmm. Let me think about that for a moment. Um. No,” Cole replied in a flat voice.
“Hey, I didn’t ask for these crazy powers. Besides, things were fine until Shorty got up all in my face and accused me of cheating He should have known better than to treat a lady like that,” Zara professed.
“Maybe if there had been a lady in the room, he would have treated her better. We’ll just going disregard the fact that you were actually cheating.”
“Not nice, Colrath.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I just think we’re asking for trouble that we neither need nor have the time for.”
“I’m just asking to play a couple of hands. Once I win, we’ll make up an excuse and leave. If you give me this one thing, I promise to be on my best behavior for the rest of the tournament.”
“You promised the same thing this morning and look where that’s gotten me,” Cole said, dryly.
“I promise not to cross my toes this time.”
“What?”
“I had on slippers. It’s not my fault you couldn’t see my toes crossed. It’s like they say in the show Wise Guy, only the toes know,” Zara said, smugly.
“You do realize Mel was referring to shooting drugs into his toes, right?”
“Hey, if the shoe fits, wear it,” Zara snapped back. In all honesty, she had no clue what she was talking about. She’d remembered a couple of older guys talking about the show during a poker match and thought the sentiment fit the situation.
“Since you’re going whether I agree with it or not, we might as well come up with a plan so that you don’t get caught.”
“I knew you’d see it my way,” Zara squealed, as she jumped in his arms and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.
We’re royally and utterly screwed was the only thought running through Cole’s head, as Zara hugged him tighter.



Chapter 5
It was 11:30 PM by the time Zara and Cole had made their way back up the Strip to The Bellagio. Like New York, Vegas is a city that never sleeps, therefore, they weren’t surprised to see so many people still out milling around. Cole could feel the excitement vibrating off of Zara, the same way he felt the pulse of the city. It was obvious, they were both restless and ready for some action. 
It only took a few minutes for them to park Zara’s Ford Focus and enter the luxurious lobby of the Bellagio. Zara couldn’t help but marvel at the magical sights, sounds and scents of the festive season in the Bellagio’s Conservatory and Botanical Garden. From the magnificence of their fountains to the timeless beauty of the Bellagio itself, it all felt a little surreal to Zara.
As they approached the desk, Zara panicked a little when there were three desk clerks helping guests.
“There’s more than one desk clerk, Cole. Which one do we ask?” Zara asked in a low whisper.
“I’m not sure,” Cole whispered back.
“Crap, the note didn’t give us a name.”
“Maybe this is a sign that we should cut our losses and go back to the Motel from Hell.”
“Not on your life, buddy.”
“Fine. What’s the plan?”
“I’ll pretend like I’m looking for a show and ask for their assistance. See, problem solved.”
“For now,” Cole grumbled under his breath.
When the next desk clerk became available, Zara flipped her silky, red hair over her shoulders and walked up to the counter with enough sway in her hips to attract the attention of every man in the room. He had to admit that the woman was beautiful, feisty, and a royal pain in the ass, if truth be told.
“Excuse me, but I seem to be a bit lost. My husband and I are looking for the “Magic and Mayhem” show. Could you point us in the right direction?”
“I’m sorry, Miss, but I’m unfamiliar with that show. “O” by Cirque Du Soleil is showing here. Would you like for me to get you a couple of tickets?”
“While I appreciate your offer, I really had my heart set on the “Magic and Mayhem” show. Would it be possible for you to check around?”
Zara had just finished asking Joey for his help when a fourth desk clerk appeared and came to her rescue.
“Excuse me, Miss. Did you say the “Magic and Mayhem” show?”
“Why yes. Are you familiar with it?”
“I am. If you’ll follow me outside, I’ll give you directions regarding how to get there.”
“That would be wonderful. I was just telling Joey how I had my heart set on seeing this show before we leave Vegas.”
“I’m glad that I could help make your dream come true. After all, that’s what Vegas is all about,” the desk clerk replied.
Cole watched the man as he escorted them out the Bellagio to a side door that was obvious. Had you not been looking for it, you wouldn’t have known it was there. Although he couldn’t quite put his finger on it, something wasn’t right with this guy. It made him wonder if he really worked for the hotel.
The desk clerk led Zara and Cole into a dark yet swanky room that boasted a stylish, custom-designed poker table with blue felt and cup holders in the center. The oversized red pendant light, spotlighted the table that was surrounded by what looked like modern office chairs. To the left was your typical bar with a television entertainment center that was showing the college football highlights of the day. What really caught Cole’s eye was the cheetah print on the bar stools.
To the right of them stood four men he didn’t recognize. Although they were dressed in expensive, Italian suits, they had foregone the ties for a more casual look. The longer they were in the room, the more the hairs on the back of Cole’s neck stood on edge. Something definitely wasn’t right here.
“Good morning Mr. & Mrs. McIlrath. I’m glad that you were able to join us.”
“Thank you, and you are?”
“My name is Gabriel and I will be your host for this evening. Please come and join us. Would you like a drink?”
“No,” Zara and Cole said in unison.
“Very well. Before we get started, let me introduce you to the rest of the players.”
Interrupting, Cole said, “Gabriel, before you do, may I ask you a question?”
“Of course.”
“How did our invitation come to be?”
“I don’t think I understand.”
Cole wasn’t stupid. He saw the brief panic on the man’s face and knew without a doubt he understood exactly where his line of questioning was going.
“Then let me rephrase it. Why were my wife and I invited to this particular game?”
“Because it’s an honor for us old coots to say we’ve played poker with Final Nine contestant.”
“I see,” Cole replied, even though he wasn’t buying Gabriel’s story one bit.
“Shall I introduce you to the rest of the players?”
“Of course,” Zara spoke up before Cole could interrogate their host any longer. She wasn’t sure what had set off his alarm bells, but she was determined to play this out until the very end.
Gabriel steered them toward the other men in the room, who seemed to be deep in conversation. Each had a drink in their hand and genuinely looked excited to meet them.
“First, I’d like to introduce you to Mac, who has been playing in my private games for years. We actually grew up together right here in Nevada.”
“Hello Mac! It’s nice to meet you,” Cole said as he shook the man’s hand, as Zara simply nodded in agreement.
“Next is Rolo, Mac’s step-brother”
“Like the candy,” Zara asked.
“No, like from the Bronx,” Rolo quickly replied in a rough voice that had everyone in the room smirking.
“Our final player for tonight’s game is Dick, but everyone calls him Smitty.”
“Um. Oh-kay. Nice to meet you, Smitty,” Zara said, unable to maintain eye contact with the man. She wasn’t quite sure, but for some reason he set-off all her warning bells. She’d definitely have to watch him throughout the game.
“If everyone would please take their seats, it would be greatly appreciated,” Gabriel said as he steered Zara and Cole to the seats the furthest away from the door. “Before we begin, I’d like to wish everyone good luck. Now, as they say in the World Series of Poker, ‘Dealer shuffle up the deal.’”
Hearing those words sent a shot of adrenaline rushing through Zara’s veins. She couldn’t wait to get her hands on the cards. When she looked around the room, she noticed that each of the men were watching her intently, which was a bit eerie if she were being honest.
Maintaining her poker face, Zara looked at her cards inwardly smiled. Tonight was already looking up for her. She decided to flop a nut flush with her Ace-King of hearts and bet it out. When the Jack of hearts ended up in her hand, she found herself with a royal flush. The only two players left in this round were her and Gabriel, who decided to fold. While she would have loved to take more of his money, she was satisfied revealing to the table one of the best hands she’d ever had in Holdem.
“Come to mama,” Zara said with glee, as she moved the pile of chips to her ever growing stack.
While Zara was enjoying her spoils, Cole could feel the tension and disdain rising in the room with every hand she won. He still couldn’t put his finger on what was wrong, but the longer they played, the higher the hairs on the back of his neck stood. All hell was about to break loose and he had a feeling that Zara and he were going to be right in the middle of it.
“The witch is cheating,” Rolo said in a gruff voice, as he pushed his chair back from the table.
“What did you just call me?” Zara asked in a deadly voice.
Unwilling to back down, Rolo bent over the table and said in a calm, deadly voice of his own, “Which words did you not understand, witch or cheating?”
“If you know what’s good for you, you won’t go there dog’s breath,” Zara countered, as she slowly began removing her earrings and pushing up her sleeves.
“Ooh! My knees are shaking.”
“What are you, five? My dog could have come up with a better insult and I don’t even own one.”
“You think you’re funny don’t you, witch. But I promise when all is said and done, I’ll be the one laughing.”
“Keep telling yourself that ass wipe. When I’m done with you, even ole’ Dick over there is going to avoid eating Rolos.”
“Are you calling me a homo?”
“If the shoe fits, wear it Cinderella.”
“That’s it! I don’t have to listen to any more of your crap. Bring it on witch.”
“Right back at you, snarl face.”
Knowing Zara could take care of herself, Cole kept an eye on the rest of the men in the room. This was exactly what he was afraid of. Rolo had crossed the line and didn’t know it because nothing pissed Zara off more than being accused of cheating, even when she was.
Unable to control her rage, Zara quickly lifted her hands to freeze everyone in the room. Since things were getting out of hand, she and Cole needed to make a run for it. Unfortunately, when she flicked her wrists, the wall opposite the bar exploded.
“Oh my Goddess. What the hell was that, Z?” Cole asked, dumfounded.
“I don’t know. I was trying to freeze them so that we could make a hasty exit,” Zara replied.
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but that didn’t exactly work, Sweetheart.”
“No shit, Sherlock Holmes,” Zara snapped, as a magenta fire ball zipped passed them.
“Head toward the bar and take cover,” Cole yelled.
“What do you think I’m trying to do?” Zara yelled back before making an unlady like dash toward the bar.
Cole was right on her heels and had almost made it behind the bar when a magenta fireball hit him in the leg. Although the pain was excruciating, he kept moving.
“What in the Hades hit me?”
“A warlock’s fireball,” Zara said, instantly.
“What do you know about warlocks?”
“Cole, this is not the time nor the place for this discussion. We need to get the hell out of dodge.”
“Nope, but I’m working on it,” Zara replied, as she stood and began randomly blowing up the room. “Why won’t these fuckers freeze so we can get the hell out of here,” she screamed to Cole.
“Don’t ask me. They’re your wonky powers.”
“You’re not helping, Cole.”
“So sue me after we get out of this hell hole.”
“Count on it,” she said, crouching down beside him. “Where’s the damned Charmed Ones when you need them.”
“Focus, Z. We need to come up with a plan and fast before those assholes make Kentucky Fried Chicken out of us,” Cole scolded.
“Think about it this way. We’ll be finger licking good,” she said with a smirk.
Cole couldn’t help but laugh. It was either that or cry like a baby. When he stuck his head around the bar, another magenta fireball swished passed him, nicking his shoulder. When he yelled out in pain, Zara froze.
Unable to turn away, she watched in amazement as her best friend’s body contorted until he had transformed into beautiful, red dragon.
“What the hell, Cole? You’ve been holding out on me. It’s good to know I’m not the only freak in the family.”
Distracted by the gasps in the room, Cole turned and witnessed the shock and horror on each man’s face. No, that wasn’t right. In his dragon form, he suddenly realized they weren’t men, but instead hyenas. 
What in the Hades had they gotten themselves into? he thought.
When he tried to speak, his words were quickly replaced with fire. After setting the curtains ablaze along with several paintings, he decided it was best to remain quiet.
“Damn, you really know how to light up the room,” Zara teased, as she looked up at him with such adoration, it made him smile.
We need to get passed these hyenas and get the hell out of here before the cops come, he thought.
“Wait! How could you tell those douche bags were hyenas?”
Holy Smoke. You can hear me? Cole thought, again.
“First of all, take it down about a million decibels. Second, of course I can hear you. I’m not deaf. As for the bad guys, their mangy asses skedaddled the moment you brought on the heat. We’re probably the only two left in the building. However, I do agree we need to get the hell out of here before the Po-Po comes. Can you shift back?”
No, Cole thought in an anguished voice, as he remembered how much it hurt when he transformed into whatever he was now. What do I look like, Z?
Zara gave him a peculiar look for a few moments and then said, “First of all, I just have to say damn. I mean really Cole. Who knew you were hiding all of this under that tight ass veneer you’ve been carrying around lately. Second, are you sure you’re full grown? I just ask because I thought you’d be bigger. You know? But don’t fret. Regardless of what everyone says, size doesn’t matter. Oh! You’re a red dragon by the way.”
Holy Hell! We need to visit Claire. Maybe she can tell us what happened and how to fix this mess.
“Here you go again with that damn sex shop. What is it about men and sex shops? I’m not going, Cole?”
Yes, you are. If I have to light a fire up under your ass all the way there you are going because you have a responsibility in all of this mess the same way I do and we need to figure out how to fix it and fast. Now let’s get the hell out of here.
“Fine. But for the record, I won’t like it,” Zara countered in a snippy voice. “Don’t know why I’m always the one getting blamed. I didn’t turn you into Puff the Magic Dragon. Size doesn’t matter, who am I kidding?” she mumbled as they walked toward the back wall she had accidentally blown up.
I can still hear you, Z. Quit bitchin’ and let’s go.
“Good. That means you’ll hear this as well, fire breath,” Zara said, tersely right before she started humming The Freaks come out at Night by Whodini.
Cole wanted to swat her on the ass with his tail, but there wasn’t enough time. She was being a brat and he had neither the time nor the patience for it. They needed to get the hell out of Sin City and fast.
When they exited what was left of the building, Cole immediately stopped, causing Zara to walk right into him. Houston, we have a problem, he thought, hoping Zara would stop singing that damn song and look up.
“Hey, that hurt, Drago. Why’d you stop?” Zara asked, until she looked up and saw that Las Vegas’ finest had guns pointed in their direction.
“Hold it right there. Don’t move,” the policeman with bullhorn said.
“Aw damn! We’re about to spend the night in the pokey,” Zara whined.
No. We. Are. Not. When I count to three, jump on my back.
“Not on your life, scorcher. The scales on your back alone would ruin my new dress,” she whispered.
Zara, either you jump on and I fly us out of here, or you become someone’s bitch in the pokey. Your choice.
“Oh hell to the no,” Zara said before jumping on Cole’s back and holding on for dear life as he set a couple of the police cars on fire before taking flight. She screamed more out of exhilaration than fear, even when the cops starting shooting.
Did you miss the part where I said I would count to three?
“Sorry. It’s just the idea of being someone’s bitch in the pokey didn’t set well with me. Know what I mean? It’s kind of like you being Big Bertha’s bitch,” Zara laughed.
“That’s not funny, Z,” Cole snapped, realizing too late he wasn’t supposed to open his mouth.
Zara watched in amazement as the top of the Eiffel Tower Restaurant went up in flames. “Damn. I had hoped to eat there before we left.” Not wanting anyone to get hurt, Zara closed her eyes and chanted…
 
Goddess on high, I ask of thee,
Bring me water in abundance to Sin City,
To extinguish a mouthy dragon’s uncontrollable fire, as we flee,
I ask this of thee for the Eiffel Tower replica in Sin City.
 
Once the fire had been extinguished, Zara patted Cole on the neck and yelled, “Okay, fly boy, get us the hell out of here.”
Not in the mood to argue and grateful Zara was able to put out the fire, Cole simply nodded and headed toward Claire’s magic shop, The Phony Sword.



Chapter 6
“Stop pacing bank and forth. You look like the energizer bunny,” the Seer retorted.
“Be careful with your tone, Seer. I might change my mind and turn you into a hyena after all,” The Sire countered.
“Maybe! Maybe not, but your pacing is throwing of my vision.
“Excuses. Excuses. That’s all I’m hearing from you ingrates. Your vision was way out in left field before I started pacing back and forth.
Fed up with the Sire’s insults and accusations, the Seer decided to throw caution to the wind and said, “You don’t want the truth. Hell, truth be told, you couldn’t handle the truth, but here it is bucko. Your minions have failed miserably and are running with their tails tucked between their legs.”
“Tell me what you see. NOW!” The Sire yelled. His impatience evident.
“Unfortunately, since the last attack, the witch and dragon have been very aloof.”
“What do you mean, aloof?”
“Hold your horses and let me finish. Fortunately for you, my vision of the witch is becoming much clearer. In order to steal what you seek, your minions will need to follow the magic,” she said before disappearing in a cloud of smoke.
* * * * * *
“I told you The Phony Sword was just that… phony. I mean really, Cole. If your little clairvoyant friend had been any more cryptic, she might have been able to give us the numbers to tonight’s lotto. At least then, all of our problems would have been solved,” Zara exclaimed in exasperation.
“Like you had any better ideas,” Cole quickly shot back. “I never said she would have all the answers. I simply hoped and prayed to the Goddess that she could give us a heads up about what we’ve stumbled into.”
“How did that work out for you, lover boy?”
“I won’t know until we do as she suggested and follow the magic.”
“What the hell do we know about following the magic? My powers are all over the place and you’re a fire breathing dragon, albeit a small one, for Goddess’s sake.
“Z, keep harping on my size and I’m going to light a fire under your ass just fun.”
“Try it and I’ll shrink your gonads to the size of a pea, Colrath McIlrath.”
He hated when she used his full name and she knew it. If he were being honest, the information Claire had given them was sketchy. They were such novices to the world of Magic that it could have walked right up and bitten them both on the ass and they wouldn’t have known it. 
“Alright. I concede. You’re right. Happy now?” Cole exclaimed.
“No. I’m not. I’m scared and worried. I have no idea who those guys were or if they’re still following us. I never thought I’d be saying this, but maybe if we ask nicely, Claire might be able to give us a little more insight on how to follow the magic.”
“Wait! Let me set my iPhone to record because I might not ever hear you say I was right and you were wrong again.”
“Ha! Ha! Aren’t you just a barrel of laughs?” Zara said, dryly.
Cole walked closer before wrapping her in his arms. “All joking aside, I’m as scared as you are right now, but let’s look on the bright side.”
“Oh, there’s a bright side to this mess. Please do enlighten me.”
“We’re packing some serious magic and even though it might be a little wonky, as you so eloquently put it, we can still kick some serious ass.”
“When you put it that way, it does make me feel a little better. I guess if I have to be on the run, there’s no one else I’d rather have by my side. I love you, Cole.”
“I love you too, Z.”



Chapter 7
Swallowing their pride, Zara and Cole returned to The Phony Sword and asked Claire for another session. Although the information she provided was still somewhat cloudy, the one thing they all agreed on was that Zara needed to alter her appearance. Since everyone was looking for a red head, they had come to the conclusion that silky, black hair would complement her complexion and green eyes.
Zara had to admit that she liked the new look, especially the sexy purple dress Claire had scored for her. When paired with a silver medallion that called to her in Claire’s shop, a matching belt that fit around her waist, and a pair of purple stiletto boots that Cole fondly referred to as hooker heels, she was a force to be reckoned with on any given day.
Through some pain, agony and help from Claire, Cole quickly learned how to shift. While watching him transform from man to dragon was fascinating, what fascinated her more was the fact that Cole had the ability to see through her magical disguise when he was in dragon form. She also loved the idea of them being able to mentally communicate with one another without moving their lips. Cole joked often that if all else failed, they could take their freak show on the road and make money.
It had taken over a month, but Zara and Cole had finally found their pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, otherwise known as Magic. However, after multiple wrong turns and wild goose chases, they never imagined that Magic would exist in a small, unassuming town like BassAckwards, TN. In fact, Zara was still questioning whether or not the town was real because she couldn’t find it anywhere on the map.
“Are you sure this is the right place?” Zara asked for the umpteenth time.
I’m positive, Z, Cole replied through their link. 
Once they had arrived at the church and everyone was inside, he had shifted into his dragon in case danger lurked nearby. From what he could tell, there was a mountain of Magic swirling around in the small church.
“You do realize you’re never going to fit into that church in your dragon form.”
What other option do we have?
Before Cole had time to realize what Zara was up to, she quickly said,
 
Trick a dee,
Trick a dick,
Trick a dunk,
Allow this red dragon to be shrunk,
Trick a dee,
Trick a dick,
Trick a dunk.
 
“Hey, you could’ve warned a guy.”
“I could have, but then there wouldn’t have been any fun in it for me. Besides, there’s something to be said about the element of surprise.”
“I’m on your side. Remember? I don’t need to be surprised,” Cole yelled.
“You don’t have to yell, I can still hear you loud and clear. You can also let go of your balls. I assure you they’re still small.”
“I’m not laughing, Z.”
“Too bad. I am,” was her only reply as she laughed harder.
“Enough. What’s the plan?”
“Simple. I thought we’d crash a wedding after the bride and groom say ‘I do’.”
“That’s your big plan?”
“You got a better one?”
“No,” Cole said with a heavy sigh.
* * * * * *
“It’s now or never Cole, they just said ‘I do’,” Zara whispered. 
“Are you sure about this? There’s a lot of shifters and other magical beings in this church. Things could turn ugly fast and there’s only the two of us.”
“Would you rather I go in alone?”
“Hell no. I told you back at The Phone Sword, we’re in this together,” Cole said, holding out his fist as best he could in dragon form. “What’s our motto?”
“In for penny, in for pound,” Zara said, rolling her eyes.
“Damn straight. In for a penny, in for a pound. Now let’s make an entrance they’ll never forget.”
Zara and Cole made their grand entrance just as the bride and groom started to kiss. Instead of clapping for the happy couple, everyone in the room turned and gasp. When her steps faltered a bit, Cole gently nudged her forward until they had reached the front of the church.
The first thing Zara noticed was the resemblance between her, the bride and the bridesmaid. At a temporary loss for words, which was amazing in and of itself, she finally heard Cole’s voice in her head.
“Don’t lose your bravado now, sweetheart. Ask for Hildy like Claire instructed us to.”
Clearing her throat, Zara finally said, “Excuse me, I’m looking for Hildy and was told I might find her here.”
The gasps in the room grew even louder and sounded like a roller coaster or better yet, the wave at a baseball game.
Zara quickly turned to face the altar when she heard the beautiful, red head who was the splitting image of the bride and herself say, “Nah! It couldn’t’ be.”
While there was utter shock and disbelief playing across her face, a face that was oddly identical to hers, there was also a hint of amusement.
“Damn Fabio, how many times did you and the Spawn of Satan bump uglies that night because that’s some serious seed you’re shooting? Does Babalicious know about those strong swimmers you’re packing? If she didn’t, she does now,” Hildy crooned.
When Zara turned to see where the loud, sarcastic voice was coming from, she locked eyes with an older gentleman whose thick mane of red hair and green eyes matched hers, right before he promptly passed out.
“Oh for Goddess’s sake! Someone get a bucket of ice cold water and dump it on him. STAT!”
So focused on the man lying on the floor, Zoe was shocked when a bucket of ice, cold water suddenly appeared and was doused on his head.
“What the hell Hildy? I’m going to make you pay for that later on you old hag.”
“Not in this lifetime or the next, douche knocker. Besides, it’s time to wake your sorry as up and say hello to your daughter. Although I’m not sure why she’s used glamour on herself, especially considering she’s as beautiful as her sisters.”
“She can see through my disguise, Cole.”
“I can also hear you chatting up your fire breathing pal over there. Funny, all of the dragons I’ve ever seen have been bigger, but maybe he’s not full grown yet. Don’t worry Cole, everyone knows that size doesn’t matter. Aw hell, who am I kidding? It doesn’t. I know it’s a hard reality for you to accept at such a young age, but it does.”
“Hildy, shut the hell up,” Fabio said in a seething tone.
“Don’t yell at me ass wipe. It’s not my fault you couldn’t keep it in your pants. I’m just trying to help the young man out.”
“Then help him by zipping your trap.”
Dizzy from the sarcastic comments floating back and forth between these two, Zara felt as though she might pass out. However, at least their bantering had confirmed they were in the right place.
“Excuse me. Did he say your name was Hildy?”
“Yes. I’m assuming you’re looking for me because you’re in trouble.”
Somewhat embarrassed and reluctant to discuss their troubles in front of mixed company, Zara simply nodded in agreement.
“Don’t be shy, honey. We’re all family here. The two beautiful women standing near their protective mates who look like they want to pounce on your dragon at any given moment are your sisters. If you haven’t figured it out yet, you’re a triplet. Surprise. The jackass who I had to revive is your sperm donor. The redhead standing next to him is his Baba Love, aka The Baba Yaga, who just happens to be the most powerful witch in the world, I’m your Aunt Hildy and ghost, in case you haven’t noticed. Sweetie, you’re looking a little pale. Maybe you should sit down.”
“Are you okay, Z? Cole asked, concern evident in his voice.
“I’m not so sure. Maybe I should sit down for a moment. Things are beginning to spin a little,” Zara said right before she passed out.
Before Cole could react, one of the strangers had swooped Zara up in his arms and was carrying her to an empty bench in the church. He watched with curiosity as the stranger gently laid her down and remained by her side. Unsure of what to do or how to react, Cole decided it was better to just let them be. He was positive his dragon would have known if Zara was in any danger. When she woke up, he’d ask her to reverse the shrinking spell so that he could shift.
* * * * * *
The protectiveness Stefano had felt for the sexy, redhead who has suddenly fallen into his life was overwhelming. He wasn’t sure why she was hiding such beauty under that ridiculous disguise, but he’d find out. In fact, he’d find out everything there was to know about the beauty who closely resembled his new sister-in-law.
When he saw her sway back and forth on those ridiculous heels she was wearing, his only thought was don’t let her fall. However, when she landed in his arms, he felt for the first time in his life that he had found home.
Looking back at his brother who was smiling like a buffoon, he silently asked through their twin connection, “Is this what you felt like when you found, Zoe?”
His brother’s nod confirming his suspicions and validating his feelings was overwhelming. He wasn’t sure what the connection between his mate and the dragon was, but he’d find out because there was no one was going to keep them apart. He’d waited a lifetime for his mate and no matter what it took, they’d be together.
Zara came to and felt as though someone had knocked her in the head with a sledge hammer, as she tried to sit up.
“Take it easy, little one,” a soft, sensual voice whispered in her ear. She wasn’t sure who had spoken, but whomever it was, smelled like sunshine, rainbows and… home, which was a little unnerving.
“Do I know you?” Zara asked, as she shook the cobwebs loose.
“Not yet, but you will,” was his only reply.
Curious by his response, she said, “Since you saved me from the hardwood floor, you could at least tell me your name.”
“Stefano.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Stefano and thanks for being quick on your feet,” Zara replied in a sexy voice Cole knew she only reserved for men that piqued her interest.
“Oh, hell no. We don’t have time for this, Zara. Did you forget about the bad guys on our ass? Or, the fact that we need to get back to Vegas, claim your one million dollar prize money, pay off Skinny Mo and the rest of the gambling population you owe, and get the hell out of dodge?”
“I haven’t forgotten why we’re here, Cole. I was just thanking the nice man. Now, be nice or I won’t reverse my shrinking spell.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Try me.”
Stefano watched the exchange between Zara and the dragon. He couldn’t help wondering what their relationship entailed. Were they lovers or best friends? Whatever the relationship, he knew their bond was strong and might pose as a source of contention. Either way, he was in it for the long hall.



Chapter 8
“Are you okay?” Zoe asked with a tinge of concern in her voice.
Mortified the bride was concerned for her well-being, Zara quickly said, “Oh Goddess! I’m so sorry for crashing your special day.”
“No worries. I have a feeling you and I have a lot more in common than you realize. Why don’t we go somewhere more private and talk?”
“Um. Okay. I just need to do one thing before we go.”
Nodding for Cole to follow her outside, Zara reversed the shrinking spell, which allowed him to shift back. 
 
Guided spirits hear my plea,
Annul this magic,
So mote it be.
 
When he was fully clothed, they re-entered the church and followed Zoe down a long corridor that led to what looked like the bridal room.
Although the room was a bit crowded, everyone took a seat and waited in silence… Unable to keep quiet for long, Hildy finally said, “Since its obvious Fabio can’t keep his wiener in his pants, let’s just cut to the chase.”
“Who’s Fabio?” Zara asked.
“Some would call him your sperm donor, others would call him a manwhore, Babalicious over there would call him her main squeeze, your two sisters over there would refer to him as Daddy O, as for me, he’s just a royal pain in my ass,” Hildy retorted. “But non-the-less, we’re all just one big, happy, dysfunctional family who happens to wield magic.”
“Can it, dog breath,” Fabio replied, before quickly apologizing to Zara. “Sorry, but she brings out the worst in me.”
“No worries. Cole and I have the same love-hate relationship.”
“Tell me about,” Cole mumbled under his breath, as everyone in the room broke out in laughter.
“Since Aunt Hildy’s tirade didn’t scare you off, I’m Zelda and the ecstatic bride standing next to the groom is Zoe. What’s your name?”
“Zara.”
“You gotta hand it to those ass-farts on the Council of Witches. They weren’t very original when it came to our names. Who did they intend for us to be, The Charmed Ones?” Zelda said with a smirk.
“Council of Witches? I don’t understand.”
“Maybe I can explain,” Fabio said as he knelt in front of Zara. “You and your sisters are destined to be some of the most powerful witches of all time. Even more powerful than my Baba Love.”
“I told you not to call me that in front of mixed, company,” Baba Yaga said, admonishingly. Unfortunately, Fabio just ignored her.
“As I was saying, you and your sisters are destined to be some of the most powerful witches of all time. In order to protect you from your power hungry, diabolical mother, or the Spawn of Satan as Hildy so fondly calls her, the Council of Witches with the help of the Fates separated you at birth. Wait! I actually call Hildy the Spawn of Satan, but that’s beside the point.”
“Wow Fabio! I forgot to tell you those new leotards you were sporting last week are as tight as a tick. How do your family jewels breathe in those? Oh, my bad! That’s a story for another day,” Hildy said with glee in her voice.
“Good one, snookum,” Chuck said.
When the room erupted into laughter, again, Zara and Cole were positive they had missed the punch line. But instead of asking, they just watched and waited patiently for someone to explain, which was a miracle in and of itself given how on edge Zara felt.
“Don’t mind those two, Zara,” the woman in the weird eighties outfit finally said. “If they weren’t taking digs at one another, we’d know that hell had frozen over. It’s just their way of showing love and affection for one another. Finish the story, Fabio.”
Nodding, Fabio said, “The reason you’ve never exhibited magical powers before two months ago is because they were bound by the Goddess, herself, when you were born. When Hildy released Zoe’s powers, yours were released as well. It’s an unintentional consequence that we hadn’t considered at the time.”
“I think I understand what you’re saying, but I’m still confused. Why were our powers suddenly unbound after all of these years?”
“A couple of months ago, Aunt Viola and I were attacked by a warlock named Alaric and several hyenas. Not only had he stolen her powers, but was also determined to take mine and then kill us. Aunt Hildy and Uncle Chuck, who I originally assumed were the Angels of Death, showed up and intervened. I never knew I was a witch until she let the cat out of the bag so to speak and chanted a spell to release my powers,” Zoe chimed in.
“So, what you’re telling me is that we were born witches,” Zara replied more as a matter of fact than a question.
“Exactly,” everyone in the room said with a sigh of relief.
“Well, that explains a lot. However, it doesn’t explain Cole’s situation. Was he born a dragon?”
“Yes. He’s also immortal, immune to shifters, as well as vampires, and he’s your familiar.”
“What the hell, Baba Yo Mama? How is it that I get three ill-mannered, hygiene challenged cats who not only like to lick their nads all day long, but also eat me out of house and home, while she gets a freaking immortal dragon?” Zelda yelled.
When everyone turned and stared at her in total silence, she said, “Hey, I’m pregnant, hormonal and hungry. Anyone gotta a problem with that?” she asked, as a deadly look crossed her face. 
“No, we’re all good here,” everyone quickly said, as they avoided eye contact. Well, everyone except Mac, but he was sleeping with her and the cause of her current situation.
“Okay, I’ll bite. What are familiars?” Zara asked, figuring she didn’t have anything to lose. She’d just make sure to stay out of her sister’s line of fire. And everyone thinks I have a temper, she quickly thought as Cole snorted.
“Something wrong?” Zoe asked, directing her question to Cole.
“No. It just became abundantly clear where Z’s temperament comes from, one might say.”
“One might also be singing soprano in about two minutes,” Zara countered in an overly sweet voice that fooled no one.
Stefano couldn’t help but admire the fire in his woman’s eyes. The more he learned about her, the more he quickly transitioned from smitten to admiration to head-over-heels in love. Damn, she was going to be a handful and he was up for the challenge in more ways than one.
“Let’s get back on track, shall we,” Zoe said. “Familiars are guardians who watch over you, even though I have yet to receive mine. Hint. Hint. Baba Yaga. From the way it was explained to me, they’re normally always cats; which is the reason mommy dearest over there is in a tizzy.”
“This may be your wedding day, but I’m not above or beyond breaking out the wire hangers, little sister so watch yourself,” Zelda replied right before biting into pickle that had been dipped in dark melted chocolate.
“Just ignore her. She won’t return to the land of the living for at least an hour now that she has food,” Zoe said, dismissively. “Now where was I?”
“You were about to finish telling Zara about familiars,” the groom said, as he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her closer. Zara had to do a double take because he looked an awful lot like Stefano. While the hunk with the sensual voice that made her body hum had a bulkier frame, pale wintry blue eyes and lips made for sin, the groom had a slimmer build with vivid green eyes that sparkled like emeralds. It took Zara a few moments to look away and realize that Zoe had been trying to grab her attention.
“Sorry,” she muttered, as her cheeks flushed red.
“There’s no reason to apologize. He had the same effect on me when we officially met in human form. This is my husband, Nicolai, and that handsome devil over there is his fraternal twin Stefano, who you’ve already met.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Nicolai. Once again, we’re sorry for crashing your wedding.”
“Not to get off the subject, but how did you find us? More importantly, why are you here, exactly?” Zoe inquired.
“Hmm. Where do I start?”
“In my experience over the years, the beginning has always been preferable,” Baba Yaga said in a soothing, encouraging voice.
Sucking in a deep breath, then slowly letting it out, Zara finally said, “It all started at the World Series of Poker Championship where I had made to the Final Nine.”
Fabio squealed with joy as he wrapped Zara in his arms. “I can’t believe one of my babies is sitting at the Final Nine table. You’re such an ole’ chip off the block. I’m so proud to be your father.”
“Oh-kay!” Zara mumbled hesitantly, not sure what in the hell had just happened.
“Oh for Goddess’s sake, Fabio! Let the poor girl go. You’re going to give her a complex, you douche knocker. We get it. You both love to gamble. However, she seems to be much better at it than you, even when you cheat.”
Zara and Cole quickly looked at one another as if a light bulb had been turned on. Now, they knew where Zara had inherited her penchant for gambling.
“Put a sock in it, Hildy,” Fabio groused. “Go ahead honey, finish telling us your story.”
“Oh-kay! Well, the night before the tournament was to begin, Cole and I received a special invitation to play in a private game. Although Cole was skeptical, we decided to participate. The initial plan was for me to win a few rounds and then call it a night. However, when Rolo accused me of cheating, I might have lost my temper and accidentally blew out the back wall the Bellagio.”
“Holy hell, you are a chip off the old block,” Zelda replied as she bit into a piece of fried chicken.
Where the hell is she getting all the food? Zara thought before she continued with her story. “Once I blew out the wall, all hell broke loose. Cole was hit by a couple of magenta looking fireballs, which triggered something in his body because a few minutes later, he had shifted into a dragon. The bad guys, who Cole insists were hyenas, ran like their asses were on fire. When we exited the building, the Po-Po were waiting for us, which created a few more problems as we made our escape.”
“What do you mean created a few more problems?” Baba Yaga asked in a tone that had Zara quickly telling the rest of her story.
“Um. In our haste to escape, Cole had to set a couple of police cars on fire. After we took flight, he might have accidentally set the Eiffel Tower Restaurant on fire, but I quickly conjured up a spell to put it out. Unfortunately, the damage was already done. Then, we found her way here by following the Magic.”
Once Zara had finished her story, everyone in the room had become eerily quiet. Even Zelda had taken a break from the feast of food that had been placed before her. 
No longer able to withstand the silence or the strange looks that were being thrown their way, Zara conceded and said, “Why is everyone looking at us like that?”
“Um, sweetheart. You might want to sit down for this,” Fabio suggested in a gentle voice, as if she were fragile and could fall apart at any moment.
“Aw hell, Fabio. There’s no easy way to say it. Hold on to your britches honey because this is going to hurt. You and Drago over there exposed Magic to the human realm. In order to restore the balance between both worlds, you’ll have to return to Vegas.”
“Thanks for the heads up Aunt Hildy, but we don’t know how to restore the balance between both worlds. I’m assuming that’s why Claire, the Seer, told us to follow the Magic.” Pointing at Baba Yaga, Zara finally asked, “If she’s the all mighty powerful one, why can’t she restore the balance?”
“Because she didn’t create this mess,” Baba Yaga replied in a clipped voice. “Listen up because I’m only going to say this once. You all will be accompanying Zara and Cole back to Vegas to resolve this matter. Since Magic has already been exposed and there are warlocks looking for them, not to mention the loan sharks Zara owes money to, you will use as little magic as possible.”
“Then how will restore the balance,” Zoe asked.
“All I can tell you that in time, everything will become clear. Moreover, since the men Zara has borrowed money from is now watching the airport, bus and train station, you won’t be able to fly. You’re also not allowed to use magic to teleport yourselves there.”
“Then how the hell are we supposed to get there, Babalicious. Vegas is at least three hours from Tennessee,” Zelda snarled.
“You’ll figure it out and stop calling me Babalicious. I’ll let it slide this time since your hormones seem to be all over the place, but don’t test my patience again, Zelda. Now, I have other matters to attend to,” she said before snapping her fingers and disappearing into thin air.
The room erupted into utter chaos the moment Baba Yaga left.
“What are we supposed to do now?” Zara asked.
“It’s simple,” Fabio replied. “ROADTRIP”, he yelled at the top of his lungs. “Don’t worry about thing everyone. I’ve got this. All you need to do is pack your bags and meet me in front of Viola’s house in an hour. Zoe, will you take your sister and Cole with you? I’m sure they’d like to freshen up and get a bite to eat. See you guys in an hour. This is going to be AWESOME,” he said before disappearing in a cloud of smoke.
“All I can say is be afraid. Be very, very afraid,” Zelda cautioned, as she grabbed another piece of fried chicken from the platter Mac was now holding and headed toward the bathroom.



Chapter 9
An hour later, Baba Yaga had rejoined the group just in time to witness Fabio pulling up in front of Viola’s house in a double decker bus that was a cross between one of the London tour buses and the one that was featured on the Partridge Family. On the outside, Fabio’s Love Machine was mixture of colors that included light blue, dark red, white, yellow and black in a semi-checkered pattern. To accentuate its ugliness, each rim was a different color that matched the body of the bus.
Zelda was the first to speak. “Holy hell! I thought the whole point of this trip was to remain inconspicuous? You obviously missed the memo, Daddy O,” she said before popping several Goobers in her mouth.
“That’s funny, Zelda. However, it’s not as funny as the stunned look on Baba Love’s face. Its obvious Fabadouche has been hiding his monstrosity of a love machine from his current squeeze. Oh, the stories this bus could probably tell. Hell, I’d bet money that you girls were conceived in this contraption.”
“Then you’d lose, whale’s breath. Their mother wouldn’t step foot in my love machine, no matter how hard I tried.”
“Oh, thank the Goddess,” the sisters said in unison before they burst into laughter.
“Hey, don’t make fun of the only woman whose ever done right by me. I call her Chrissy because I used to have a mad crush on Suzanne Sommers.”
“Used to?” Hildy asked. “Unless you removed all of her posters from your bedroom, I’d say your crush is still alive and well, brother dearest.”
“Hildy, don’t make me borrow Zelda’s wire hangers and beat you’re as--.”
Quickly interrupting, Baba Yaga said, “I think we get the idea you two. Given that you’ll be close quarters for the next three days, you might consider calling a truce.”
“Not on your life,” they both quickly replied.
“Maybe we should just load up,” Cole suggested, determined to be the voice of reason.
“That’s the best idea I’ve heard since I pulled into the driveway,” Fabio said with a gleam in his eyes. It was obvious he was excited about showing off his baby to the people he loved the most.
Once everyone was loaded, Fabio took a moment to give everyone the grand tour. They had to admit, he had pretty much thought of everything, including a 1970s disco ball that hung over the Murphy beds, which were located on the second deck. It also included a reading nook, a full size refrigerator that was fully stocked, a computer station and a flat screen television.
On the first deck, there were comfortable, reclining chairs, a small dining table that flipped into a poker table, a coffee station and a large flat screen television. The windows were covered with nice curtains to block at the sun and to maintain privacy.
“Um. Is that the soundtrack to the Partridge Family,” Cole asked.
“Yes. Chrissy can only play eight-track tapes, but no worries, I’ve gathered some awesome music for our adventure.”
The number of groans that echoed throughout the bus was evident, but Fabio chose to ignore them. He was happy to show off Chrissy to anyone who would listen. 
Once everyone was seated, he cleared his throat and said, “Welcome aboard Chrissy! I consider her one of my babies, so you’re to treat her with the utmost respect, or I’ll smite your ass. Understood?”
When everyone nodded in agreement, Fabio told them to buckle up before taking his seat at the helm. As the bus pulled out of the station, I Think I love You by the Partridge Family was blaring through the speakers.
* * * * * *
Day One
Two hours into their road trip and it became blatantly obvious that Fabio hadn’t thought of everything when Zelda yelled potty break. Zara was amazed that she had managed to hold off as long as she had, especially given the amount of food and water she was putting away. Granted, her sister was pregnant, but she had a sneaky suspicion that food was like the Holy Grail for her.
“Dad, I said potty break,” Zelda yelled in a tone that brokered no argument.
Ignoring her facial expression and the sense of urgency in her tone, Fabio’s replied in a soothing voice that belied his annoyance. “Sweetie, could you hold it for a couple of more miles?”
“Hmm. Let’s think that through, Daddy O. Your eldest daughter has two small golf balls bearing down on her fucking bladder, who just happen to be your first grandchildren. She needs to use the ladies room to relieve the pressure, but instead of catering to her needs, you ask if she could hold it for a couple of more miles. What do you think my reply will be?”
“Oh look! There’s a rest stop area at the next exit. It even has a McDonalds. Would you like to stop there as well, sweetie?”
“Thank you, daddy. That would be very nice.”
When they exited the bus, Zelda made a mad dash for the ladies room and the men stretched their legs, while Zara and Zoe went inside to grab several tables. Zelda’s familiars, Fat Bastard, Boba Fett and Jango Fett, were currently on the bus napping.
When Cole took a seat beside Zara, she could have sworn Stefano hissed at him. I wonder what the hell that was all about, she thought before leaning over and grabbing the fries off of Cole’s tray. He knew exactly what she liked when it came to food, so it was no surprise that he had ordered for the both of them.
“How long have you and Cole known one another, little sis?” Zoe asked 
“Yes, do tell,” Stefano encouraged, as he slammed his tray down on the table.
“Cole and I met when were sixteen years old and trying to survive on the streets,” Zara said nonchalantly.
“What do you mean trying to survive on the streets? Where were your parents or guardian?” Zoe asked, somewhat shocked by this new revelation regarding her baby sister.
“My adoptive parents passed away when I was fourteen,” Cole said. “A year later, I met Zara after her adoptive parents passed away and we were placed in the same foster home. Since most couples are looking for babies instead of teenagers, the likelihood of us getting adopted was slim and none, so we became our own family. When we both turned sixteen, we hit the streets and never looked back. We’ve been together ever since.”
“I’m sorry, Zara. I didn’t know, or I would have been there for the both of you,” Fabio said in an anguished voice. He would never forgive Judith for all the pain she’d caused his daughters.
“It’s okay, everybody. Cole and I had each other and we’ve done alright for ourselves. Please don’t pity us,” Zara pleaded, desperate to change the conversation. She was elated and grateful when Stefano caught her eye and winked before steering the conversation toward football.
The rest of the day went off without a hitch. Fabio remained on the lookout for a bathroom, the music piping through the speakers was actually very good, especially when Fabio popped in the Double Dutch Bus and everyone started singing along. Zara was dying to play a few hands of poker, but was too chicken to ask given that was the reason they were in this mess. Cole and Fabio hit it off like gangbusters to the point, he agreed to let Cole take over at the helm. Their makeshift, dysfunctional family was shaping up and for the first time in her life, Zara felt like she actually belonged.
* * * * * *
Day Two
On day two, things got a lot more interesting. Since Cole had taken over driving the bus, Fabio had seized the opportunity to slip into one of his Elvis costumes and surprise everyone with his rendition of Viva Las Vegas. He wore a white zipper front jumpsuit with elaborate red, blue and gold trim, stars on the collar, and an eagle design on the front and back. The lower pant legs flared and had a red inset. 
To complete the look, a wide decorative belt was fitted around his waist and a red scarf adorned his neck. His red hair was hidden under a black wig and his green eyes that were identical to her were hidden behind a pair of dark shades. Not only did Fabio look the part, but he could actually sing. The bus felt lighter and everyone had joined in the chorus by the time he finished his little performance.
Needing some peace and quiet, Zara used her dad’s distraction as an opportunity to seek solace on the second deck. She was still trying to process that she had a dad, two sisters who were mirror images of her, an eccentric aunt and uncle who were ghosts, and a two brother-in-laws. It had been only Cole and her for such a long time, she wasn’t sure how to cope with it all. Not to mention the mountain of questions she had about her family, especially her mother.
“Mind if I join you, or would you rather be alone?” Stefano asked, hesitantly.
“No. Please, have a seat,” Zara said, trying to slow down the sudden surge of adrenaline she experienced every time Stefano entered the room. “I wanted to thank you for your kindness at the church, especially since Cole and I had crashed your brother’s wedding.”
“I think since Zoe’s your sister and it was her wedding, as well, we’re even.”
“Thanks! That’s good to know,” she countered with a nervous laugh.
“Do you mind if I ask you a question?”
“Sure.”
“Sure, you mind, or sure, go ahead and ask,” Stefano inquired, drawing out another laugh from Zara.
“I meant sure, fire away.”
“Okay. Is there more to Cole and your relationship than friendship?”
“Yes, but not the way you think. Not only is Cole my best friend, but we’re also family. He’s the only person who’s had my back since my adoptive parents died and vice versa. Although we tried dating in the earlier years of our friendship, he’s more like a brother to me. Why do you ask?”
Stefano sighed in relief before saying, “Because I’ve had this overwhelming urge to kiss you since the day we met.”
“What’s stopping you?”
“I fear that once I start kissing those sweet lips of yours, I won’t be able to stop.”
Zara stared at Stefano for the longest, mesmerized by his beautiful blue eyes and the way they darkened to a cerulean blue when he was aroused, which only encouraged her to lean closer and say, “Maybe you should embrace your fears.”
No soon as the last word had left her lips, Stefano had wrapped her up in the warmth of his arms and taken her mouth in a sinful kiss that rocked her core. When she let out a soft moan, he pulled her closer and deepened the kiss. He tasted like chocolate, sunshine, and raw, unadulterated lust.
When they finally came up for air, Stefano touched his forehead to hers and whispered, “We need to talk, little one.”
“Okay, but do we have to do it right now,” Zara whispered back, as she stood up on her tip toes and slowly kissed a trail from his collarbone to his ear and back.”
“You’re killing me, little one,” he said before taking her mouth in another scorching kiss that lit up every cell in both their bodies. If they weren’t on her father’s party bus amongst mixed company, he would have stripped her bare and ravished her body all night long.
“Sorry to interrupt,” Cole said as he cleared his throat. “I just came up to see if Z was okay.”
Shielded by Stefano’s protective body, Zara quickly murmured, “I’m fine, Cole. Thanks for checking on me. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”
Cole left the room as quietly as he had entered without saying a word. Zara could feel the tension rolling off of Stefano’s body. When she looked up to gage his reaction to being interrupted, his stormy eyes caught her off guard.
“Why do you look so mad?”
“I’m not,” he snapped.
“Are you sure because you look like you want to punch a wall?”
“Are you sure there’s nothing between you and Cole?”
When Zara immediately stepped out of his arms, Stefano knew he had screwed up. The fire in her eyes would have set off a sensible man’s warning bells. Unfortunately, no one ever accused him of being sensible.
“We’ve already had this discussion. I wasn’t lying to you then, and I’m not lying to you now. Cole and I are not, I repeat, not in a romantic relationship. However, I see by the expression on your face, you don’t believe me. Therefore, we have nothing further to discuss,” Zara stated before moving around him and stomping down the stairs.
“Zara. Wait!” he yelled, but she was already gone. “Shit! Smooth move dumbass,” Stefano mumbled under his breath before descending the stairs.



Chapter 10
Day Three
It was day three on the party bus and Zara needed some fresh air. She had managed to avoid Stefano for the rest of the day after their little tryst on the second deck, which was an amazing feat in and of itself given their close living quarters. She was anxiously awaiting Zelda’s next bathroom break because she needed some fresh air and space. The walls were beginning to close in on her and when that happened, only Cole would be able to pull her off the ledge.
“Hey, anyone up for a game of poker?” Zara asked, excitement evident in her voice.
“Hell yeah, good looking,” Fat Bastard immediately replied after licking his gonads for good measure.
“Boba Fett and I are willing to take your money, little lady,” Jango Fett said around a mouth full of food.
To say their personal habits were disgusting was an understatement. She completely understood her sister’s outrage at the church after spending a few days on a bus with these characters. However, it was also evident that her sister loved the band of misfits and would be devastated if something were to happen to them.
“I don’t think this is a good idea, Z,” Cole murmured under his breath.
“I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t ask you,” Zara sharply replied.
Knowing this wasn’t a battle, he was going to win, Cole threw his hands up in defeat and walked away. What Zara didn’t count on was Stefano stepping in to ruin her party.
“Hey guys, maybe we could play later. I need to speak with Zara for a moment in private,” Stefano quickly interjected, before grabbing her hand and leading them upstairs.
“Aw man! I was hoping to win a little money off of the hottie, so I could upgrade the hidden refrigerator in my room,” Boba Fett with remorse.
“First, stop ogling my baby sister you ass-hats and show a little respect. Second, that refrigerator better be gone by the time we get home or I’m telling Mac. Third, quit licking your damn balls because all of the slurping is driving me crazy while I try to catch up on my episodes of Say Yes to the Dress,” Zelda screamed.
“Sorry, Zelda! We promise to take care of it,” Boba Fett mumbled.
“Told you it would work,” Fat Bastard gloated.
“Zip it! All of you.”
“Yes Zelda,” they all said in unison while cowering down in their chairs. Since motherhood had beckoned her doorstep, they never knew which directions her hormones were going to take off in, which meant it was better to agree with whatever she said and then run like hell.
* * * * * *
“What in the hell was that?” Zara yelled.
“I told you yesterday that we needed to talk.”
“And I told you that our conversation was over. We have nothing left to discuss. What do you not understand about that, Stefano?”
“You see, that’s where you’re wrong, little one.”
“Stop calling me that. I don’t like it.”
“Really? It didn’t seem to bother you yesterday when I called you that after having my tongue down your throat.”
“Quit being so crass and lower your voice. I don’t want everyone on the damn bus to know our business.”
“Not a problem. I sound proofed the room earlier with a spell. But just for the record, I don’t give a rat’s ass if they know we’re fighting. I’m more concerned with why you’ve been avoiding me like the plague.”
“Do I need to give you a dollar, so you can get a clue?”
“Quit being a smart ass and listen to me.”
“Fine. Speak your peace so I can be on my merry way.”
“Look! I know I was an asshole yesterday and I’m sorry. My only excuse for my shitty behavior is that you drive me crazy.”
“Oh, so now it’s my fault?”
“Shit! No, that’s not what I’m trying to say. Could we just sit down and talk, please?” Stefano begged.
Zara silently nodded in agreement before stomping to the love seat in the corner. Although everything in his being wanted to pick her up and sit her in his lap while they talked, Stefano knew it would be better if he left a little distance between them. Well, that’s what his brain was telling him. His body and panther was screaming for him to claim his woman.
Fuck it! Stefano thought as he threw caution to the wind and headed straight for Zara. The look on her face as he stalked toward her like a predator was almost comical. Before she could utter a sound of disapproval, he lifted her off of the love seat and took her mouth in a searing kiss that left them both hungry for more.
“You’re killing me, little one. I can’t think straight when I’m around you,” he whispered softly in her ear.
“Then don’t think. Just keep blowing my mind with those sensual kisses of yours.”
“Although it’s tempting and I’ve definitely made a mental note for future arguments, we need to talk. Time is running out.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I know, but you will. Let’s sit and I’ll explain,” Stefano crooned as he took Zara’s place on the love seat and helped her straddle his lap. While the position did nothing to ease the throbbing in his erection, it eased the physical ache that had been taking root in his heart over the last few hours.
“I know you and Cole are new to the magical community, so this might sound strange at first, but I need you to hear me out. Promise me that you’ll stay and listen to what I have to say.”
“I promise.”
“Okay. Now, uncross whatever I can’t see and promise me again.”
“Shit! You’ve been talking to Cole.”
“Maybe. Maybe not,” Stefano smirked.
“Fine, I’ll concede. Talk. I promise not to run.”
“Just so we’re clear, I’d come after you,” Stefano countered, as he gave her a slow, sensual kiss. “Now, back to business. Although you and your sisters are witches, Nicolai and I are considered hybrids.”
“Okay, I’ll bite. What are hybrids?”
“Hybrids are a cross between a warlock and a Shifter. Our father is a Shifter and our mother is a witch. While our power isn’t as strong as yours and your sisters, Nicolai and I can handle our own in battle.”
“What do you shift into?”
“Nicolai and I are black panthers.”
“Oh-kay! I’m not afraid of Shifters, Stefano. Have you forgotten that Cole can shift into a dragon?”
“No, I haven’t forgotten. I also haven’t forgotten that’s immortal and immune to Shifters and vampires,” Stefano said dryly.
“Are you jealous?” Zara teased.
“Honestly, a little. He’s known you longer while I’m struggling at every turn to know more about you. Yet, that’s not what worries me the most. What worries me the most is wondering whether or not you’re going to bolt after I tell you the rest?”
“I think we’re on the right track in getting to know one another better. Yes, I have known Cole longer, but the love I have for him is more of a sisterly nature. Hell, I fully expect us to be like Aunt Hildy and dad as we grow older.”
“You know that’s the first time you’ve called Fabio your dad.”
“I won’t lie. This is more than a little overwhelming, but nothing in my life has ever been simple. Tell me why we’re running out of time, Stefano.”
“In our world, Shifters mate for life. In addition, their special bond allows them to communicate with one another using mental telethapy.”
“That’s not exactly true because Cole and I can mentally communicate with one another when he shifts into a dragon and we’re not mates.”
“True, but he’s your familiar. Mates can communicate with one another in any form–human or animal. In addition, the surviving mate suffers until they’re reunited in their Next Adventure. If you don’t believe me, ask your Aunt Hildy.”
“Okay, say I believe you. I still don’t understand exactly what all of this has to do with us.”
“Zara, I was attracted to you the moment you entered the church and it wasn’t because you’re beautiful, smart, or feisty as hell. It also wasn’t because of love at first sight as they like to use in the human world. It’s because we’re soul mates.”
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the lust we feel for one another does not make us mates. It’s just physical chemistry.”
“See, that’s where you’re wrong. Like Zoe and Nicolai, or Zelda and Mac, we’re mates. You are and will always me my only true love, and vice versa.”
“Who the hell said anything about love? Just because our bodies like one another doesn’t mean we’re in love. You need to slow the train down buddy. Besides, you and I have never communicated the way Cole and I do.”
“Why are you so afraid of the feelings we have for one another?”
“I’m not afraid. I just don’t trust them. Millions of people are physically attracted to one another every day, but that doesn’t mean they’re mates. Moreover, once they’ve scratched that itch, they go on their merry way. You and I will be no different.”
“Look at me, little one. That’s not true and deep down you know it.”
“No, I don’t. In my experience, people who pretend to love you always end up leaving at some point, whether they want to or not. It’s just the cycle of life. At the end of the day, everyone’s alone, Stefano.”
“What about your relationship with Cole? Are you simply buying time until he leaves?”
“No. My relationship with Cole is different. He’s the only one who’s ever kept his promise and stayed. No matter what.”
“So, you don’t think we’ll ever love one another enough to stay for the long haul?”
Shrugging her shoulders, Zara finally said, “People get bored or distracted and eventually leave. It’s just a part of life.”
“Zara. Look. At. Me,” Stefano commanded through their link. He knew she had heard him by the shocked look on her face.
“How’d you do that?”
“I told you. We’re mates,” he said telepathically.
This can’t be happening, Zara thought.
“It’s happening, whether you like it or not, little one.”
“Holy hell. I need some air,” she said. In a matter of seconds, Zara had managed to remove herself from Stefano’s lap and was descending the stairs two at a time, ignoring his pleas for her to come back through their mental connection. Once downstairs, she avoided eye contact with everyone and walked straight to the front of the bus. “We need to stop now. I feel sick.”
“Okay,” Cole said, sensing her distress.
“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” Fabio asked in a soothing voice.
“Nothing. I just need some damn air,” she snapped.
When her outburst shocked everyone in the room into silence, Zara wanted to cry for the first time in years. She was confused, mortified by her behavior and scared as hell that everyone would see right through her and leave, even Cole.
The screeching sound of the bus’s tires coming to a halt was the only thing that helped her maintain her sanity. Just a few more minutes and I’ll be able to lose my shit in private, she thought to herself.
Unsure of what to do, everyone remained quiet as Zara bolted from the bus and made a bee-line for the empty park on the other side of the rest stop. When Stefano came bounding down the stairs to go after her, Zelda stopped him.
“No. Zoe and I will go talk to her,” she said in a voice that brokered no arguments.
Zoe was joined by her sisters on the swings a few minutes later. Neither of them knew what to say, so they simply swung in silence for a while. Eventually, Zelda broke the silence and said, “Want to talk about it?”
“Not really.”
“Okay, then I’ll talk. Growing up with our crazy ass mom, I used to beg the Goddess for other siblings, so I wouldn’t have to deal with her. She was and still is selfish, uncaring, and power hungry. Although you were both better off not knowing her, it doesn’t make what the Fates and those assholes on the Council of Witches did to us right.”
“Where is our mother?” Zara finally asked.
“She’s in the Pokey for witches, even though I stripped her of her powers after she killed Aunt Hildy and tried to kill me, dad, and everyone else I care about.”
“Holy Hell!” Zara muttered.
“I’m assuming the blow up between you and Stefano was about your mating,” Zelda continued as if Zara hadn’t spoken. She was so over her mother. The only thing she cared about now was her growing family, which included her confused baby sister.
“How did you know?” Zara asked.
“Because I fought Mac at every turn before we finally mated. In truth, the only reason I’m knocked up with two puppies now he because he literally withheld sex until I agreed to work through my mommy dearest issues with Roger Rabbit, our resident therapist who has a penchant for porn.”
“Wait! You’re shitting me, right?”
“Nope.”
“What about you Zoe? How are you handling all of this?”
“Fine now. However, in the beginning, I almost blew our house and everyone in it up. In addition to being a witch, I’m also an Empath. It’s taken me some time to deal with all of the emotions of the outside world. I initially fought it and almost destroyed myself, so we completely understand your fear, Zara.”
“The more I try to wrap my head around all of this, the more convoluted the situation becomes. I went from being an orphan to having sisters who are mirror images of me, an eccentric father who enjoys dressing up in Elvis costumes and apparently leotards, an aunt and uncle who are ghosts, a best friend who’s a dragon, and a panther who claims to be my mate. It’s all overwhelming.”
“We get it. We really do. What I’ve learned over the last couple of months is that it’s better to deal with one situation at a time and eventually, things will begin to fall in place,” Zoe encouraged.
“If you say so.”
“We do. I know things are crazy right now, and they probably will be as long as you’re a part of this dysfunctional family we’ve created, but know that we’ll always have your back. Things may look bleak right now, but they’ll get better. Hell, I’m living proof of that,” Zelda said.
“What am I going to do about Stefano?” Zara asked.
“What do you want to do?” Zoe countered.
Sighing in defeat, Zara finally said, “Climb him like a tree trunk and jump his bones.” When her sisters started laughing, she couldn’t help but join in. 
“He is gorgeous,” Zoe said. “When I first saw him and Nicolai side-by-side, I knew immediately they were like catnip to all of the female shifters in their community,” which only caused another burst of laughter from the sisters.
“The only thing better than the way they look, is the way they love and protect their women,” Zelda added. “Not to mention, the mating process is hot as hell,” she went on to say, which had Zoe nodding in agreement.
“You two are incorrigible.”
“True, but we’re all yours and you’re all ours. We’re in it for the long haul and so is your mate. Put the poor guy out of his misery and give him a chance. You might just like it,” Zelda said with a wink as she headed toward the bathroom. Once she was done, they linked arms and walked back to their dad’s ridiculous party bus.
“Everything okay?” Fabio asked when they entered the bus.
“Everything’s fine, dad. Thanks for the pit stop. Your grandbabies are wreaking havoc on my bladder,” Zelda replied, taking the focus off of Zara who had quietly made her way back upstairs with Stefano.
Those two had a lot to work through, but she had no doubt they would make it.



Chapter 11
Two hours later, Zara and Cole were once again slowly cruising down the Strip. Only this time, they weren’t alone. Fabio’s plan to hide in plain sight was pure genius given that no one would have ever looked for them in his ridiculous love machine.
"Have you come up with a spell to restore the balance of Magic?" Zelda asked.
"Well, I've been thinking about that. Since we need to essentially wipe the humans' minds and restore the damage done in Vegas, I thought this might work," Zara said.
 
Let the chaos in Sin City,
Become but a dream,
As the destruction of Cole's red dragon,
Becomes Unseen
 
"Hey, how is this all my damn fault?"
"Well, it was your dragon that did the most destruction."
"But it was your restlessness and penchant for gambling that got us in the mess to begin with. Not to mention, you blew out the back wall of the Bellagio before I ever set the Eiffel Tower on fire, which was in an effort save your ass might I add," Cole seethed.
"Watch it!" Stefano hissed.
“Enough! Either both of you retreat to your respective corners and play nice, or I’ll smite your sorry asses,” Zelda yelled. “I’m pregnant, hungry and need to use the damn bathroom, again. My hormones are all over the fucking place, so who knows how much damage I can do if given the right incentive, even to an immortal.
Both men slowly backed away from the outraged, pregnant witch. They had witnessed her hormonal outbursts for three days and had no intention of getting in her way. They knew beyond a reasonable doubt that if pushed far enough, she’d turn the bus into a crime scene, hide the evidence for good measure, and grab a stack of chocolate chip pancakes on her way out of Sin City.
“Now, where were we?” Zelda groused.
“About to make a pit stop,” her sisters said as they slid the chocolate covered Oreos her direction.
“Thanks.”
“I don’t mean to ruffle anyone’s feathers, but what’s the rest of the plan?” Zoe cautiously asked.
“First, I need to claim my prize money so that I can’ pay off Skinny Mo. He’s getting antsy and that’s never a good sign,” Zara said.
“Wait! How do you know Skinny Mo is getting antsy?” Zelda asked in a deadly voice that would have put the fear of Goddess in an atheist.
“Um. Because he’s been blowing up my phone for the last three days.”
“Why the hell are we just now hearing about this?” Stefano and Cole yelled, simultaneously.
“I didn’t think it was worth mentioning, given everything else that’s been going on,” Zara yelled back.
“Are you fucking kidding me? A mobster is blowing up your phone and you didn’t think it was important to let the rest of us know. What the hell, Z?” Cole screamed in frustration.
“You’re not my father, Cole. I don’t have to answer to you,” Zara exclaimed.
“No, but I am,” Fabio said in an eerily calm voice that silenced the room. “Would you all excuse us for a moment, please?”
“Ooh! You’ve done it now, little sis,” Zelda said as she grabbed the packet of Oreos and headed upstairs with everyone else. The only people left on the first deck were Zara, Fabio and Mac because he was currently driving.
Fabio raised his hand in silence as Zara tried to speak. “You’ve done enough talking. Now, you get to listen. Everyone on this bus is here because they want to help you and Cole clear up the mess you’ve created. This is about more than just your pride, paying off your debts, or getting your way. This is about preserving the Magic and the magical community. There are people depending on us; therefore, I need you to put aside whatever’s going on in that head of yours and let us help you. However, the only way we can do that is by knowing all the facts. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Zara mumbled, as she avoided eye contact with her father.
“Look at me Zara so that I know we’re on the same page.”
Stealing her spine, she lifted her head and said, “Yes, I understand.”
“Thank you.”
* * * * * *
One potty break later, they were back at the table strategizing. It had been determined that Zara, Stefano, Cole, Zoe and Nicolai would return to the hotel, so that Zara could claim her prize money. Zelda, Mac, Fabio, Boba Fett, Jango Fett and Fat Bastard would remain on Fabio’s Love Machine while Hildy and Chuck remained on standby.
Since Zara was in the most danger and her powers were wonky, it was agreed upon that Zoe would accompany Cole into the hotel. The moment their foot crossed the entrance, Cole knew Big Bertha had spotted them and groaned.
“Yoo-hoo! Mr. & Mrs. McIlrath,” Big Bertha yelled from across the lobby.”
“So much for being inconspicuous,” Cole groused.
“Welcome back to our lovely establishment. You left in such a hurry last time that I thought we had offended you.”
“No, you were very accommodating last time, Big Bertha. Unfortunately, we had a family emergency and had to cut our last visit short. Since my lovely wife was so understanding, I promised her we would return as soon as our schedules permitted. So, here we are. Isn’t that right, darling.”
“That’s right. I’m so glad we were able to make it back so soon.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful, sugar. You know my momma always said that a man who indulges his wife is a keeper. Looks like you have one in Mr. McIlrath.”
“Thank you, Big Bertha. I think you’re right.” Zoe replied.
“Your timing couldn’t have been more perfect.”
“Really, how so?” Cole asked
“Well, your old room is still available and your business partner arrived yesterday. A Mr. Mo, I think. I must admit he’s a looker. Anyways, he wanted me to let him know when you arrived.”
“Thank you for the information, Big Bertha. Can you keep a little secret?”
“Of course,” she said, leaning a little closer.
“My wife and I are planning a birthday bash for Mr. Mo. He has no idea that she’s coming because we want it to be a surprise. Would you mind keeping our little visit a secret until we’ve had time to arrange all of the festivities?”
“Oh, I just love surprises. I knew you were good people the moment we met. Of course, I’ll keep your secret. Just so you know, Mr. Mo is in room 345 and your suite is on the fifth floor. Since you need a key card to access that floor, you should be able to avoid him.”
“Big Bertha, I’d kiss you if I weren’t already married to this lovely lady,” Cole said with a wink.
“Oh, Mr. McIlrath! Stop with your smooth talking before you make me blush. However, if Mr. Mo is unattached, I might be interested, if you know what I mean.”
“That I do, Big Bertha. That I do,” Cole replied as he took their hotel key and headed toward the bank of elevators.
* * * * * *
Tired of waiting for Cole and Zoe, Zara decided that it was time to implement Plan B. The only problem was they didn’t have a Plan B; therefore, they’d just have to improvise. 
“This is taking way too long, I’m going,” Zara told Stefano and Nicolai.
“What do you mean you’re going in?” Stefano asked, confused.
“Exactly what I said. I’m going in. You two can either wait here or join me. Your choice,” she said before turning and walking toward the entrance.
“Bro, Karma’s a bitch,” Nicolai chuckled, before following Zara into the hotel.
Zara approached the front desk and was relieved when Big Bertha didn’t recognize her. “Excuse me, I’d like to book a room.”
“How many nights are you staying, sugar?” Big Bertha asked without looking up from her computer.
“We’re not sure yet,” Stefano replied in a deep, sensual voice that sent waves of pleasure through Zara’s body.
“I’m sorry. What was tha-?” Big Bertha asked, suddenly at a loss for words.
“He said we’re not sure,” Nicolai answered.
Captivated by two of the sexiest men she’d ever seen, Big Bertha hadn’t even noticed Zara when she asked, “Damn, where did you two come from?”
“Chicago,” Nicolai easily replied. “Do you have a suite available?”
“That depends, sugar. What’s in it for me?”
“What are you willing to accept?” Stefano countered.
“Hmm. Let me see what’s available while I think about that,” Big Bertha stammered, as she checked her computer.
“You do that,” Nicolai replied.
“You’re in luck. We have one suite left on the fifth floor, Mr. -.”
“We’ll take the suite and please, call me, Nicolai. Here’s my credit card.”
“Then the suite is yours, Nicolai,” Big Bertha said as she handed him back his credit card and the key card to the room.
“Thank you, Beatrice. It’s been a pleasure.”
“No. Thank you, Nicolai. The pleasure was all mine,” Big Bertha said in sultry voice–well as sultry as one could be with a loud southern accent.
Zara watched the brothers’ work the magic on Big Bertha in utter fascination. The woman had been so smitten with them that she completely ignored Zara. While under normal circumstances that would have pissed her off, given her current predicament she wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry that their antics worked.
Damn, they’re good, she thought.
“Thanks, little one. We try,” Stefano replied, though their connection.
* * * * * *
Zelda needed another potty break, which was the perfect opportunity for the rest of the crew to sneak into the hotel. It took some doing, but now they occupied the adjoining suites at the end of the hall. The plan for tomorrow was to pick up the money, pay off Skinny Mo, restore the balance of Magic, and get the hell out of dodge. Unfortunately, things don’t always work out the way you planned when a hungry, hormonal pregnant woman is involved.
“I’m tired of being cooped up in this less than adequate hotel room,” Zelda whined. “My puppies needed chocolaty, fried, salty snacks like an hour ago. Are you feeling me?”
“We’ve only been in this room an hour,” Mac replied. “However, Nicolai and I will go and get you something to eat.”
“No. Just no. I can pick out my own damn food. Besides, what does a man know about a pregnant woman’s cravings? It’ll be better if I go myself.”
“Now that you mention it, I’d could use a bit of fresh air,” Zoe said.
“Then we should have stayed in Tennessee,” Nicolai countered.
“Don’t be such a smart-ass. It doesn’t look good on you,” Zelda shot back. “Maybe we could play the slots after I get some sustenance. What do you think, Zoe?”
“Wait a minute. You two aren’t going without me,” Zara said, grabbing her purse.
“Girl time,” they all squealed.
“Um, ladies. Are you forgetting something?” Stefano asked.
“Oh my Goddess, he’s right,” Zelda quickly replied.
“Finally, a voice of reason,” Stefano said with a sigh of relief.
“Zara, grab my slice of pepperoni pizza out of the microwave. I’ll eat it on the way down in the elevator,” Zelda ordered.
“I’ve got you covered. I also grabbed an emergency stash of pretzels, as well as the cheese dip you like. Just in case we get stuck at the slot machines,” Zara said a few minutes later.
“Aw shucks! You’re such a good little sister,” Zelda cooed as they walked out the door.
“What the hell just happened?” Mac asked in a dazed voice.
“Don’t look at us, she’s your mate,” Nicolai shot back.
“True, but your mates walked out the door with her,” Mac shouted in frustration.
“So, are you three going to sit there like bumps on a log, or are you going after them,” Fabio asked as he finished attaching the belt to his new Elvis costume. 
This one was a white, polyester jumpsuit with a high collar and front zipper that traveled down to his waist. The entire body suit and belt were embellished with gold and silver rhinestones. White shoes, oversized sunglasses, and a black pompadour wig with long sideburns topped off the look.
“Where are you going?” Mac asked.
“Didn’t I tell you? I have an Elvis concert in front of the Love Machine in fifteen minutes,” Fabio said, excitedly.
Feeling a migraine coming on, Mac didn’t even bother to question. He simply shook his head in disbelief and walked out the door to find his mate.
* * * * * *
The sisters had just finished eating and were on their way to the slot machines when they ran into Skinny Mo, literally. Zelda and Zara had been wrapped up in a heated discussion about dumping the platter of chicken wings in her bag that the bumped right into Skinny Mo. Of course, it hadn’t helped that Zara’s magical disguise was no longer in effect, so he recognized her immediately.
“Oh, thank God I found you,” Skinny Mo whined. For a moment, Zara thought he was going to actually cry.
“What’s wrong Skinny Mo?” Zara asked.
“Big Mo found out that I had loaned you more money and now he’s on the war path. He’s threatening to take away my name, Zara. I tried talking to him, but he said I’m a screw up who doesn’t deserve his name. Can you believe he said that to me in front of our family?”
“I’m sorry that happened to you, Skinny Mo. Come sit down and tell me the whole story from beginning to end.”
Zelda and Zoe were a little confused, but shrugged and followed them to a table. If their sister considered this guy a mobster, then she needed to be educated by watching the God Father. Now those men were real mobsters. Skinny Mo? Not so much.
“Me and Ma went to Big Mo’s house for dinner like we do every Sunday, but it was different this time. Cookie had made an amazing fettuccine Alfredo with a garden salad and unsweet tea. I’m trying to watch my figure these days, you know.”
“No, but I thought you were looking slimmer,” Zara said.
“You’re right. I’m down fifteen pounds, Lovey. It was originally more, but since this whole mess with Big Mo, I’ve started stress eating again,” he cried. “Anyways, Big Mo called me into his office after dinner and told me if I didn’t get back his money, he was going to strip me of my name and tell Ma the rest of my secrets.”
“Oh no!”
“I know. Right? I couldn’t believe he was being so cruel to his own flesh and blood,”
“Maybe he’s bluffing again,” Zara countered.
“Not this time. He was serious. I could tell by the way he was yelling. Then… Then… He hit me,” Skinny Mo said before breaking down in tears.
Intrigued by the drama that was unfolding before, Zelda quickly grabbed the pretzels and cheese out of Zara’s purse and started snacking. Skinny Mo’s life was better than an episode of Say Yes to the Dress. It was obvious Big Mo wasn’t playing around this time. Either Skinny Mo returned home with the money, or his ass was grass. How harsh to take away a man’s name, she thought.
“I don’t have the money yet, but I’m working on it, Skinny Mo.”
When the poor man started to cry like a baby, so did Zelda. These damn pregnancy hormones were doing a number on her. She didn’t cry, at least not in public, but she couldn’t help herself. Skinny Mo’s situation simply broke her heart.
“Please, Zara. You have to do something. Without my name, I’m nobody,” Skinny Mo pleaded.
“I promise. You won’t lose your name, Skinny Mo. I just need one more day to get the money. In the meantime, there is a nice lady here that I think would cheer you up.”
“Really?”
“Really. Her name is Beatrice, but everybody calls her Big Bertha. She thinks you’re kind of cute and would probably be open to a dinner invitation if one were offered.”
“I could use some nice, dinner companionship this evening. Since Lucinda left me, the women I’ve approached have been cool toward me. Know what I mean?”
“Yes, but I think you and Big Bertha might be the perfect match for one another. I sense she has a kinky side and would have a problem with your fetish for stilettos and women’s clothing.”
“Get out the front door. If I could find such a woman, I’d marry her on the spot, Zara. I need to freshen up before I go and meet the future Mrs. Mo. Don’t forget to bring the money tomorrow. Thanks, Lovey.”
“You’re welcome, Skinny Mo. Good luck with Big Bertha, but if I’m right and you know I am, you won’t need it.”
“From your lips to God’s ears,” Skinny Mo said, giving Zara a hug before he left the restaurant.
Zelda was finishing the last of her pretzels and blowing her nose when the guys caught up with them.
“Why’s Zelda crying?” Stefano asked.
“She met Skinny Mo,” Zara replied.
“That explains it,” Cole said sarcastically.
“You should be nice to Skinny Mo, Cole. He’s given me until tomorrow to bring him the money. Now all we need to do is restore the balance of Magic. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I feel like celebrating. Let’s see if Fabio’s concert is still going on.”
Still confused as to what exactly played out with Skinny Mo, the men simply followed their women out to the parking lot, where Fabio had drawn a large crowd of screaming fans. Damn, the man could really put on a show. Boba Fett, Jango Fett, and Fat Bastard were running the light show for him. When he began singing his rendition of Blue Suede Shoes, the crowd erupted in applause and immediately started dancing. The final song of the night was Viva Las Vegas, which is when all hell broke loose.
Initially, Zara thought her dad had gotten carried away with the fireworks, until a magenta fireball whizzed past her head and blew up one of the sound speakers. The next thing she knew, people were scattering to safety and Stefano was tackling her to the pavement like a linebacker.
“What the hell is going on?” she yelled.
“Your friends have come back to finish the job,” Stefano yelled back.
“How in the hell did they find us?”
“If I had to guess, they followed the Magic,” he quickly replied before moving them behind Fabio’s Love Machine.
Cole had taken flight and created a line of fire that separated the humans from the battle. In addition, Fabio had put up a shield in each side of the fire that prevented it from spreading. Zara had never seen so much powerful magic being used in her life.
“Listen to me, carefully. I’m about to shift, so the only way we’ll be able to communicate is through our link. Just like you do with Cole. Watch your back and take out anyone who threatens your life. Got it.”
“Got it!” Zara said as she watched Stefano shift into a gorgeous blank panther that looked strong and deadly. There was no doubt in her mind, he meant business.
Taking a deep breath, Zara stepped from behind the Love Machine and faced the threat trying to take her life, head on. On instinct, she blew up the two hyena’s closing in on Zoe and Nicolai. Stunned by the destruction that had taken place in such a short time, she missed the hyena charging from her right. Fortunately, Stefano caught him in mid-air before he could attack.
“Z, you need to snap the hell out of it, or you’re going to get killed. Take a deep breath and focus. Stefano and I have your back,” Cole said.
Zara closed her eyes, took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she listened to everything around her. Once grounded, she opened her eyes and began blowing up any hyena that looked her way.
Boba Fett, Jango Fett and Fat Bastard had created a deadly triangle that deflected any magic being thrown there way. She used their shield to get closer to Rolo, the asswipe who had called her a cheat.
“Remember me, asshole. If not, you’re about to,” Zara said right before she blew him to smithereens. The idiot never knew what hit him.
“Cole, do you see Gabriel?”
“No, but that doesn’t mean anything. He’s here. I can feel it, so watch your back.”
“You too!” Zara said as she blew up the hyena who was coming at her from the right. Flummoxed by all of the chaos and unsure whether or not, everyone was okay, Zara closed her eyes, concentrated, then flicked her wrists to freeze everyone, but it backfired.
“Come on,” she cried.
“Having trouble with those pesky powers of yours?” Gabriel asked from behind her.
“I don’t know. I might have still have enough to kill you, Gabriel.”
“I doubt it. First, I’m going to kill you, then your meddling sister who killed my brother, Jackal. I’m only telling you his name because I want it to be one of the last things you hear right before your death.”
“Or, you could walkway and live another day to tell about it.” Zara countered, hoping either Cole or Stefano would realize that she was in trouble.
“Hmm. Let me think about that for a moment. I think not. Instead, I’m going to enjoy those powers of yours coursing through my veins.”
“Think again, asshole,” The Sire said before he blasted Gabriel from behind.
Zara turned just in time to watch the life go out of Gabriel’s eyes. “Who the hell are you? she asked.
“I’m the one who will send you to meet your destiny, witch. Of course, after I take your powers.”
“From the blood running down your shirt, I think my odds are good, asshole so bring it on,” Zara said as she flicked her wrists to blow him up. Unfortunately, nothing happened, again, which allowed The Sire to grab her by the neck.
“Never bet against the house, witch. You’ll lose every time,” The Sire teased as he slowly tightened his fingers around her neck.
“Stefano, Cole, I need your help,” was the only thought running through Zara’s mind. She just hoped they made it in time.
Stefano knew the instant Zara was in trouble and had started making his way toward her. It took him a while because of all the smoke. Becoming more desperate by the minute, he focused on their connection and increased his speed. When he finally located her, some asshole was holding her up by the neck and she didn’t look good.
The rage took over his body causing him to spring into action. The first attack at the asshole’s knee caused him to lose his balance and drop Zara. When Stefano realized she was still breathing, he quickly went for the warlock’s jugular. Still in a bloodlust induced haze, it took him a while to realize Zara was trying to soothe him.
“I’m okay, Stefano. You can stop now,” she whispered in his ear while stroking his fur until he finally acknowledge her.
When the Stefano’s bloodlust dissipated, he quickly shifted and wrapped Zara in his arms. “You scared the life out of me, little one. Don’t ever do that again,” he demanded.
“I promise,” she whispered into his neck while he rocked her back and forth as she cried.



Epilogue
Once the smoke had cleared, Zara picked up her winnings from the World Series of Poker, and paid off Skinny Mo, which allowed him to mend fences with Big Mo and keep his name. Then, she attended his and Big Bertha’s wedding at the hotel. They had chosen the deluxe package which included several nights in the honeymoon suite. Skinny Mo had never looked happier. Watching him and Big Bertha sway on the dance floor as they groped one another to the point of indecency only made her laugh more. She had to admit, they were a perfect match.
“Ready to restore the balance of Magic,” Stefano whispered in her ear. Nodding, she took his hand and followed him to meet her sisters.
During all of the chaos, everyone had forgotten that it was almost All Hallows Eve, which was the best time to restore the riff between both worlds according to the Baba Yaga. So, at the stroke of midnight, Zara, Zelda and Zoe, stood at the base of the Eiffel Tower and chanted the following spell three times.
 
Let the chaos in Sin City,
Become but a dream,
As the destruction of Cole's red dragon,
Becomes Unseen
 
Let the chaos in Sin City,
Become but a dream,
As the destruction of Cole's red dragon,
Becomes Unseen
 
Let the chaos in Sin City,
Become but a dream,
As the destruction of Cole's red dragon,
Becomes Unseen
 
As magic swirled freely throughout the air, the sisters watched in amazement as the Eiffel Tower in Sin City was restored to its former glory and the balance of Magic was once again in its rightful place.
 
# # THE END # #
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