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ABOUT THE BOOK
Hildy and Chuck are desperate to begin their next ‘great adventure’, but the Goddess and Fates have other plans… to help the witch in danger embrace her destiny.
Until the Angels of Death, a talking cat, and a leotard wearing Healer invades her home, Zoe has no clue she’s been living a lie. Two claim to be ghosts, one claims to be her mate, and the other insists on her calling him dad. 
Desperate to help her unconscious Aunt Viola, Zoe doesn’t know who to believe. But one thing is for sure, there’s a warlock named Alaric, who wants her dead… and dead she will be. When the energy balls start flying, things begin to heat up. 
Will this band of misfits find common ground, or will magic as they know it cease to exist?
Strap yourself in and hold on to your funny bone because the little town of Bass Ackwards, TN will never be the same.
A Witch Possessed is based on the wonderful characters found in Robyn Peterman’s Magic & Mayhem series.



PROLOGUE
Hildy and Chuck were confused when their next “great adventure” looked a lot like Baba Yaga’s office. She wasn’t sure what her childhood friend was up to, but she knew it couldn’t be good if they had been derailed from boarding their train to Happily Ever After.
“Uh… Hildy… Sweetheart. What’s going on?” Chuck asked, dazed and utterly confused.
“I don’t know, honey, but I can guarantee you this is not what the Goddess or I had in mind when envisioning our next ‘great adventure’. I smell the workings of a rat dressed in hot pink 80s leotards and when she materializes, I’m going to smite her boney ass… ghost or not.”
“Oh, simmer down Hildy. We both know you don’t have a mean bone in your body,” Baba Yaga said as she and her entourage of Warlocks teleported into the room.
“Carol, start talking… NOW,” Hildy said in a deadly voice that brokered no argument and made even Chuck, her beloved mate, float a few feet out of the line of fire.
“Don’t get your panties in a wad, Hildy,” Carol sighed in exasperation.
“As your best friend since childhood, I’ve always respected your position as Baba Yaga, but Goddess help me, you’re trying my patience woman. Now quit ass-farting around and tell me what in the Goddess’s name is going on.”
“Look, I know you and Chuck had your heart set on starting your next ‘great adventure’, but I’ve just returned from meeting with those ass-farts, the Council of Witches, who have informed me that not only the Goddess, but also the Fates have other plans for you at this point in time, which is the reason you’re in my office, instead of bumping uglies with your mate.”
Taking several deep breaths, Hildy did her best to channel her inner Shifter Whisperer in an effort to calm her nerves and to prevent herself from reaching out and turning Carol into a frozen popsicle. 
All it would take is one little touch and she would be temporarily frozen in time looking like a Flashdance reject, Hildy thought. Why does she insist on wearing these hideous 80s outfits? I swear, girlfriend is one step away from a serious fashion emergency intervention.
“Hildy… focus, please” Carol said in her Baba Yaga voice that put the fear of Goddess in everyone surrounding the powerful witch except her. Not only because they were best friends, but also because they were family and had been since childhood. Not to mention, she wasn’t afraid to turn Carol into a toad if the situation called for it.
Feeling deflated, Hildy gave in, lowered herself into the soft leather chair in front of Carol’s desk and begrudgingly said, “I’m listening.”
“Well, it’s about time,” Carol said in a relieved voice laced with a pinch of exasperation and sarcasm. “Since I’m not one to beat around the bush, here goes… There’s a witch in grave danger who needs your help according to the Fates. Therefore, I need you and Chuck to teleport to Bass Ackwards, Tennessee and do your thing.”
“Do what thing? I don’t know what thing you’re talking about, Baba Yaga. Moreover, I don’t appreciate you high jacking my next ‘great adventure’ and ordering me to teleport to Bass Ackwards, Tennessee to save a witch I don’t even know. Besides, is there really a place called Bass Ackwards, Tennessee and who am I supposed to protect her from? The boogeyman?”
“Funny Hildy, but No,” Baba Yaga replied in a deadpanned voice. “All I can tell you is that your new charge is named Zoe and that you’ll immediately recognize her. I can also wish you the best of luck as my dearest and oldest friend.”
“Carol, I’m your only friend, which is how I always end up in these messes.”
“You’re right and trust me when I tell you if I could have spared you from this mission, I would have, but the Goddess and Fates were having none of it,” Carol said with a tinge of remorse in her voice.
In fact, the more Hildy looked at her old friend, the more she realized how tired she looked, which was unusual. Although her best friend was still beautiful, it was obvious that her years as the Baba Yaga was starting to take its toll.
“Are you okay, Carol?”
“I’m fine. It’s just been a long month between you dying, searching for your killer, bringing Zelda into the fold and up-to-speed with her new powers and responsibilities, dealing with those ass-hats on the Council of Witches and the unwavering Fates, all while maintaining the balance of the magical world. It gets kind of tiring… you know. A girl could use a night out on the town every now and then followed up by a roll in the sack with a hot, sweaty Warlock.”
“Goddess forgive me for even bringing this up and before I do, let’s just be clear that I’m not fishing for details… but I thought you went out last week with my man-whore of a brother, Fabio?”
“He’s no longer a man-whore, Hildy.”
“Oooookaaaay! Don’t get so touchy. Obviously, he’s changed his man-whoring ways given your grumpy ass mood.”
“Don’t push me today or I’ll smite your ghostly ass all the way to Ass Backwards, Tennessee, myself.”
“Uh, I think you meant Bass Ackwards, Tennessee, Baba Yaga,” Chuck politely corrected.
“Ass Backwards… Bass Ackwards… it all sounds the same to me these days. Speaking of Ass Backwards and the trouble brewing there, do you and Chuck accept your mission from the Goddess and Fates?”
Hildy and Chuck looked at one another and silently communicated before asking the one question that had been on their minds since Baba Yaga had presented them with their mysterious mission. “Will we move on to our next ‘great adventure’ once we help the witch in danger?”
“Her name is Zoe and honestly, I don’t have a clue. I’ve told you everything I know, except that should you fail, the future of Magic as we know it will cease to exist.”
“Thanks Baba Yo Mama! No pressure there,” Hildy replied sarcastically. “What’s next, your merry band of warlocks start playing the Mission Impossible theme song?”
“What did you just call me?” Baba Yaga asked in a deadly voice as her body took on a bright green glow indicating she was pissed.
“Uh… Nothing. We’ll be going now Oh Great One! Bass Ackwards, Tennessee, here we come,” Hildy said right before a small bolt of bright, green lightning zapped her on the ass.



CHAPTER 1
“I should have killed your smarmy ass years ago, Alaric when I had the chance,” Viola said as she dodged right to avoid the magenta bolt of lightning aimed straight for her head.
“Aw, I’m hurt sugar plum, especially considering you told me once that I was the love of your life. My how times have changed.”
“You wouldn’t know love if it jumped up and bit you on your proverbial, lying, cheating, womanizing, man-whoring ass. I was a fool to believe a warlock as self-absorbed as you in the bedroom could ever be faithful. My first clue should have been the amount of time you spent in the bathroom primping,” Viola countered with an orange energy ball that nicked Alaric in the shoulder and caused him to yelp in pain.
“Now-now, sweetheart. I suggest we let bygones-be-bygones. Besides, if you just let me kill the witch, we could kiss and make-up for lost time.”
“Make-up with this you arrogant, pompous jerk. I’m going to fry your ass into Never-Neverland,” Viola replied with another energy ball aimed directly at his gonads.
“Hey, you almost singed the precious gems responsible for creating all families.”
“From your lips to the Goddess’s ears, if it could only be.”
“You can keep lying to yourself, but I remember how much you enjoyed the motion of the ocean when we were together. Not to mention, the way you screamed my name in pleasure and begged to the Goddess for more,” Alaric countered with a knowing smirk.
“Keep telling yourself that, especially if it makes you sleep better at night. However, since we’re being honest, the only thing I enjoyed about our time together was when the ride was over. I mean really, a girl can only scream, Oh yes, Goddess. That’s it. Don’t stop! I’m coming Goddess… I’m coming; so many times before she needs a cough drop. I drank more honey, lemon tea when I was shagging you than I have my entire life. But hey, it kept up your confidence level and made you feel manly. The things women do to help out men who are infatuated with their Johnson is beyond me. It’s never-ending I tell you. Never-ending.”
Lost in her own reverie and the pleasure of finally putting Alaric in his place, Viola almost missed the two magenta fireballs headed straight for her heart. Unable to avoid the attack completely, she quickly dove behind the sofa. While the first one missed its mark, the second one seared her shoulder, causing her to cry out in pain.
“What was that whale’s breath? I didn’t quite hear you.”
Channeling her rage, Viola quickly stood and let out several short bursts of orange lightning that knocked Alaric on his ass, thereby, successfully wiping away the smirk his ugly mug had been sporting.
“Who’s laughing now ass-wipe?” she countered.
“You’re going to pay for that you evil mongrel. When I’m done with you, not even those stuffed shirts and old biddies on the Council of Witches will recognize your body. Hence, your sacrifice will have been for nothing.”
“Are you going to jabber all day long or are we going to fight? I have a date later on with a handsome, honorable warlock who’s the exact opposite of you, thank the Goddess.”
“Then you better cancel now because you won’t be making it and neither will the witch you’ve been protecting all of these years.”
“Kiss my grits,” Viola said as she aimed several short bursts of lightning toward Alaric while making her way toward the stairs. Unfortunately, her efforts were in vain, because just as she made it to the top and turned, Alaric blasted her with a magenta fireball laced with a blue substance that froze her in place.
“What have you done to me, you horse’s ass? Why can’t I move?”
“That’s for me to know and you to find out, my sweet Viola.”
“When this wears off, I’m going to tear you from limb to limb, you smug, overzealous nincompoop.”
“Yada, yada, yada. For years, I’ve had to listen to you go on and on about only the Goddess knows what. And while the sex was great, everything else was a royal pain in my Gluteus Maximus.”
“Gluteus Maximus? That’s the best you’ve got? Can’t you curse like a real man? Grow a pair already. As for the sex, it was only great for you. For me… not so much. Now release me so I can finish killing your sorry butt.”
“Viola, the only thing that’s going to die today is your bad breath after I seal your trap shut for good.”
 
Winds of the East,
Winds of the West,
Zip this witch’s lips,
So my ears can get a rest.
 
“Do you hear that Viola? It’s called silence. Oh, how I’ve waited for this moment since the day we met.”
Viola’s lips were moving, but no sound was coming out. Goddess, what has he done to me? I can’t move. I can’t speak. How will I ever protect my Zoe? If I’ve ever needed your help, now would be the time to wield your power and save me from this imbecile.
“What was that Viola? I can’t hear you. Don’t be shy sweetheart, speak up,” Alaric goaded.
The more Alaric taunted Viola, the madder she got. From her red face to the fire lingering in her eyes, it was obvious if she ever got loose, he was a dead man. 
I’m going to smite his traitorous ass from here to eternity once I free myself. On my witch’s honor, I promise the Goddess; I will avenge anyone who threatens the life of my Zoe.
Alaric snapped his fingers to regain Viola’s attention. “Welcome back to the land of the living, sweetheart… at least for the moment. Now, where was I before you zoned out on me… again. Ah yes, I bet you’re wondering what’s going to happen next? Since I’ve never been one for suspense, let me spell it out for you. Get it? Spell It Out!”
I’m being held captive by an idiot of massive proportions. Goddess, say it isn’t so. Maybe if I close my eyes, click my heels three times and chant in my head–There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home –this nightmare will finally end and I’ll realize this was all a bad, bad, bad dream.
Figuring she had nothing to lose, Viola chanted in her head for all she was worth. She bargained with the Goddess and Fates offering up her closet full of fluffy, animal-like slippers, as well as her Beatles collection and the 150 year old bottle of cognac she’d been saving for a special occasion, but nothing worked.
All of a sudden, Viola’s eyes flew open when a burst of pain radiated through her good arm. I’m going to kill him were the last words that floated through her brain before she collapsed on the floor.
“Why does she always have to spoil my plans?” Alaric screamed in frustration as he continually ran his fingers through his hair while pacing up and down the stairs. “All she had to do was give me the witch and I would have gladly spared her life. But no, not Viola. That would have been too easy. I swear her damn righteous indignation and do-gooder ways are going to be the end of me.”
“Who do you think he’s talking to Hildy?” Chuck whispered.
“I don’t know luv, but Viola is in serious trouble. We need to figure out a way to help her and fast.”
“I’m a ghost Hildy, it’s not like I can shift into my bear form and take him out. What’s that in his hand?”
“Oh dear, I’ve only seen a syringe like that one other time and that’s when the honey badger took my powers.”
Before Hildy could say more or come up with a plan, Alaric plunged the glowing syringe into Viola and drained her of her magic. Just as quickly, he turned and injected himself before losing his nerve. 
“I’m sorry it had to be this way Viola, but unfortunately, you chose the wrong side. My job was supposed to be simple. Kill the witch. No one had said anything about her being protected by a former member of the Council of Witches. You may have been able to temporarily stop me tonight, but I’ll be back because the powers that be want her dead, so dead she shall be.”
“Looks like we arrived just in time Chuck and I have an idea of how to save Viola.”
“I’m listening.”
“Once I get behind him, show yourself long enough to distract him so I can freeze him.”
“Hey, that’s a good idea. I can do that. Just tell me when you’re ready.”
Alaric kept talking and pacing back and forth while Hildy tried to execute her plan. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t stay in one place long enough for her to get behind him.
“You’re harmless to me Viola without your magic, which is the only reason I’ll spare your life on this day. But make no mistake witch, cross my path again and I’ll bury you where you stand. Once I’m healed, I’ll return for the witch they call Zoe and there won’t be a thing you can do to stop me,” he mocked with an evil laugh that set off every alarm bell in Hildy’s body.
Exhausted and in need of a healer, as well as a stiff drink, Alaric stopped pacing, quickly waved his hand and disappeared in a cloud of silver smoke before Chuck could say Boo.



CHAPTER 2
Zoe unlocked the door and gasped in horror as she took in the destruction of her home. There were only two things running through her mind as she scanned the room. Find Aunt Viola and call the police. Her frantic search was momentarily interrupted by Nicolai’s mewing.
“Nicolai, where are you boy?” she asked, turning her attention toward the sound at the top of the stairs. “Oh Goddess! Aunt Viola!” she screamed before quickly racing to her aunt’s side.
Fearing the worst, Zoe lets out a sigh of relief when she realized her aunt was still breathing.
“Hold on Aunt Viola. I’m calling for help. Everything is going to be okay.”
“Oh My Goddess, she’s the spitting image of Zelda. How can this be?” Hildy asked Chuck.
“I thought Zelda was an only child?”
“She was. I mean… she is. Oh, stop it! You know I’ve never been good with tenses. We need to figure out what in the Goddess’s name is going on here. Baba Yaga has some serious explaining to do, but before I can confront her, we have to stop Zoe from calling the police. We can’t let humans get involved in our magical disputes.”
“How do you suppose we do that?”
“We need to reveal ourselves to her. It’s going to freak her out, but desperate times call for desperate measures. So, on the count of three, show yourself.”
“I don’t think that’s a good… “
Hildy ignored Chuck’s objections and began counting. When she arrived at three, he did the only thing he could and revealed himself to the unsuspecting witch kneeling over her unconscious aunt.
“Zoe, you can’t get the police involved. It would be bad for the magical community.”
“Who said that and how do you know my name?” Zoe asked, frantically looking around the room.
“Oh for Goddess’s sake! Look up child.”
“Jumping Johosephats! Are you the Angels of Death coming to take my Aunt Viola? She’s not dead yet. I felt her breathing.”
“Goddess, I feel a migraine coming on already. No child, we’re not the Angels of Death. We’re ghosts sent by the Baba Yaga and the Fates to protect you.”
“The Baba Who?”
“The Baba Yaga.”
“The Baba Yo Mama? I’ve never met my mother. Aunt Viola has raised me since the day I was born. Besides, there’s no such thing as ghosts. You’re the Angels of Death and I will not let you have my aunt. She’s all I have left in this world.”
“Oh for Goddess’s sake! Once and for all, we are not the Angels of Death. We are ghosts sent by the Baba Yaga to help protect you from the warlock who is trying to kill you because you’re a witch,” Hildy retorted in a frustrated voice.
“Way to sugarcoat it, sweetheart,” Chuck admonished.
“Look, I didn’t ask for this assignment from the Baba Yaga or the Fates. All I wanted was for us to go on our next ‘great adventure’. Instead, we’ve been given the mission of saving a witch who is the mirror image of my niece, Zelda… might I add.”
“Hello, Angels of Death!” Zoe said, waving her hands to grab their attention. “I don’t mean to interrupt your bickering and I’m not sure why Bob Saget interfered with your next ‘great adventure’ or why he feels the need to protect me, but Aunt Viola needs medical attention.”
“Did she just say Bob Saget? What the hell does Bob Saget have to do with any of this?” Hildy exclaimed to Chuck.
“I’ve always loved Bob Saget and Full House. I still get a chuckle out of watching the reruns,” Chuck said.
“I need you to focus on the task at hand luv,” Hildy pleaded with her mate. Then, she turned and said, “Zoe, I need you to listen to what I’m about to tell you without any interruptions. I realize that your Aunt Viola needs help, but I assure you she will be fine once I summon a healer. If you understand what I’m asking you to do, nod your head twice.”
Zoe did as she was told for fear that the Angels of Death would change their mind and take her Aunt Viola instead of getting the help she desperately needed.
“My name is Hildy and I’m the former Shifter Whisperer of Assjacket, West Virginia. This hunk of burning love is my mate, Chuck, who also happens to be a Bear Shifter. However, in a recent battle with the honey badgers, we were badly injured and are now ghosts. Are you following me so far?”
Zoe nodded twice, so Hildy continued her story.
“The most powerful witch of all time, the Baba Yaga, sent us here to protect you from the warlock who is trying to kill you and to preserve the future of Magic as we know it. I understand that this is a lot for you to take in and that you’re worried about your Aunt Viola, but if you could just trust us, everything will become clear once your aunt regains consciousness and confirms our story. Please nod your head if you understand what I’ve just said.”
Zoe did as she was told more in an effort to get her aunt help than the belief she was a witch or that the Angels of Death were here to protect her. She wasn’t sure who Baba Saga was, but if she sent these Angels to save her Aunt Viola, she would be forever in her debt.
“Good! Now that that’s settled, let’s get someone to help your aunt.” Hildy closed her eyes and began chanting the following words.
 
Goddess I ask for a favor of thee;
To heal a witch who has fallen before me.
I call upon the forces you have bound to me;
To summon Fabio the Healer before me.
 
“What the hell Hildy?” Fabio groused as he materialized shirtless, wearing a tight pair of navy, Lululemon yoga leggings.
“For the love of Goddess, do I wanna know why you’re still wearing women’s yoga pants? Once you started dating the Baba Yaga, I thought you had given up on trying to lick your nads?
“How many times do I have to tell you that’s preposterous? I happen to like yoga. Why do you continue trying to embarrass me in front of Zelda? Wait! Zelda? What are you doing here?”
“Newsflash, you douche knocker, that’s not Zelda. Surprise! You’re a father again.” Hildy countered as she showered Fabio in colorful confetti. 
“Enough with the damn confetti. What are you talking about you old hag? I have only one daughter and her name is Zelda.”
Hildy made an annoying buzzer sound before saying, “Wrong answer you testicle slurper. Looks like the Fates and your new Baba Love have been keeping secrets from us.”
Fabio took in several deep breaths, then really studied Zoe. Where her facial features, auburn hair and green eyes were identical to his and Zelda’s, it was obvious their keen sense of fashion had skipped Zoe. Instead of high designer clothes that made you go WOW, she had on an outfit that came right off the racks from Wally World and wow wasn’t quite the word rolling around in his head. But despite the homely clothes, he knew with everything in his being that the lovely, frightened creature standing in front of him was his baby girl.
Holy smoke! My pain-in-the-ass sister is right. I have another daughter. I’m the father of twins, Fabio thought right before he promptly fainted.
“Fabio, this is not the time for your dramatics. I need you to heal Viola.” Hildy shouted.
When Fabio didn’t respond, she snapped her fingers and a bucket of ice water appeared in front of Zoe. “Looks like we’re going to have to do this the hard way. Zoe, take the bucket of water and pour it on that fart nozzle. It’s the only way to wake him up so he can heal your Aunt Viola.”
“Are you sure? We have some smelling salts in the bathroom. I could run and grab them.”
“There’s no time child. Go ahead. Douse the douchebag with the water,” Hildy said with an evil glee in her voice.
Shrugging her shoulders and desperate for the strange man in the women’s leggings to heal her aunt, Zoe did as she was told.
Fabio let out a shriek loud enough to wake up the neighborhood. “Hildy, I’m going to smite your ghostly ass the first chance I get. How dare you trick Zoe into doing your dirty work?”
“Bring it on leotard boy!”
Zoe had reached her limit with these two and their shenanigans. Aunt Viola was still unconscious. She had a headache a mile long that was quickly morphing into the mother of all migraines. It had become obvious that the Angels of Death and Leotard Dude didn’t like one another; and she was still unsure of what the heck had happened in her home today.
She put two fingers in her mouth and let out a loud whistle that silenced the entire room. “Enough. I’m not sure what the deal with you two is, but I don’t have time for your antics right now.”
Quickly looking up at Hildy, Zoe said, “You promised that someone would heal my Aunt Viola if I didn’t call the police. Either keep your word, or I’m dialing 911.”
“Well, don’t just stand there Fabio. Get the lead out of your leotards and heal Viola before she gets the humans involved,” Hildy pleaded.
“Oh! Now you want my help,” Fabio countered as he kneeled over Viola and released a light purple flame that began healing her shoulder. 
“Whoever she battled did some serious damage, so it might take longer than expected,” Fabio said feeling the drain on his power.
“But she will be okay when you’re done, right?”
“She’ll be as good as new, Zoe. I promise,” Fabio replied. When he had done all he could, Fabio gently lifted Viola and carried her to the bedroom.
“Why is she not waking up?” Zoe asked in a panicked voice.
“I’m not sure. Most witches would have awakened by now. She is a witch, correct?”
“I didn’t say she was a witch. The Angel of Death up there keeps insisting that she’s a witch.”
“Once and for all, we are NOT the Angels of Death,” Hildy admonished. “We are ghosts sent here to help protect you Zoe, but that’s neither here nor there right now. Fabio, the warlock she was battling took her powers. I’m sure that’s why she’s not immediately waking up.”
“I see.”
“Do you? Because I don’t!” Zoe snapped. 
“Zoe, I need you to calm down.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down. The Angel of Death promised that you would heal Aunt Viola, but she’s still unconscious. That’s it! I’m calling 911.”
“Noooooo! They all screamed in unison.”
“Do you have any smelling salts?” Fabio asked.
“Yes, in the first aid kit we keep in the bathroom.”
“Good. Please go get them for me. I think your aunt needs a little extra help waking up since the warlock drained her of her powers.”
“Fine! But this better work or I’m calling 911. I’ve had enough of your antics for one day,” Zoe countered as she stomped toward the bathroom.
Once she was out of earshot, Hildy quickly brought Fabio up to speed on what had happened and the mission Baba Yaga had saddled them with.
“UN-freaking-believable! Smiting Baba Yaga’s boney ass when I see her again will totally be worth spending time in the pokey.
“We don’t have time for your foreplay with Baba Yaga. We have to help Zoe before Alaric returns.”
“Wait! Who’s Alaric?”
“Alaric is the warlock who attacked Viola and he’s a nasty son-of-a-humper. From what I could gather, Viola and he were romantically involved at one time, yet he had no qualms taking her magic.”
“Why is there always one warlock determined to make the rest of us look bad?”
“Just one? Seriously? That’s what you’re going with?”
“Enough, Hildy. We don’t have time for this bickering based on what you’ve told me. We need Viola conscious… like yesterday.”
“I know that ass-fart. What do you think I’ve been trying to tell you?”
“Um… guys. Zoe’s on her way back. Maybe we should table this discussion for later.”
“Good idea, luv,” Hildy said before giving Chuck a smoldering kiss that instantly triggered Fabio’s gag reflex.
“Ugh! Get a room already. I don’t need to see my sister fornicating with a big, burly Bear Shifter. Mate or not.”
“Don’t hate the player Fab-a-douche. Hate the game,” Hildy replied smugly.
“Hildy, ghost or not, I can still smite your annoying ass into a black hole for a century or two.”
“Try it and you die leotard boy,” Chuck said in a deadly tone that raised the hairs on the back of Fabio’s neck.
“Fine! Let’s call a truce until we can sort this mess out and eliminate the threat to Zoe. Deal?”
“Deal,” Hildy responded with a knowing smirk. She loved how protective her big, burly man could be and big he was. Let’s just say being mated to a bear had its advantages both in and out of the bedroom and she wasn’t complaining one bit.



CHAPTER 3
Zoe entered the room and immediately handed Fabio the smelling salts. She paced back and forth like a caged animal as he broke the seal and waved it under Viola’s nose. 
What will I do if she doesn’t regain consciousness? She’s the only family I know. I can’t lose her now. Please Goddess let this wor,. Zoe rambled in her head.
Aunt Viola pounding Fabio on the chest as he screeched in pain was music to Zoe’s ears. “Who the hell are you? Where’s that backstabbing, two-timing, ass-wad, Alaric?” she furiously asked, but no sound came out.
“Ouch! Stop hitting me, you crazy-ass witch. I’m only trying to help,” Fabio exclaimed.
Zoe quickly rushed to her aunt’s side and wrapped her in a hug that threatened to cut off the woman’s air passage. “I thought you were dead. Thank the Goddess for answering my prayers.”
“Um… Zoe, I hate to interrupt the tender reunion with your aunt, but we have another problem in case you hadn’t noticed,” Fabio said in a soothing tone.
“What do you mean?” Zoe asked as she wiped tears from her vibrant green eyes that mirrored his.
“Hmm. How do I put this? From what Hildy tells me, Alaric not only stole your aunt’s powers, but also casts a spell to prevent her from speaking.”
“What? Is this true, Aunt Viola?”
Viola feverishly nodded in agreement before slouching down in the bed and dropping her pounding head into her hands in defeat.
“Look at me,” Zoe demanded. “We will fix this and get your powers back. Wow, you really are a witch! How did I not know this?”
Viola made a writing motion with her hand, which was Zoe’s clue that she wanted something to write on. Once Zoe had obliged, she quickly wrote, “It hasn’t been easy over the years, but I’ve always done my best to only use my magic when you were out of the house. It was easier when you were a kid because I could use it to entertain you.”
“I just thought you were a cool magician. It never dawned on me that you were actually a witch.”
“I know, sweetheart. I’m sorry for deceiving you all of these years, but it was for your own protection.”
Zoe leaned in for another hug and softly whispered, “What about the Angels of Death? Why are they still here?”
“Are you freaking kidding me? We’re back on that again?” Hildy shouted. “What is it going to take for you to believe that we are actually ghosts and not the Angels of Death? For Goddess’s sake, how can you believe in witches and not believe in ghosts, especially when they go hand-in-hand?”
“Hildy, calm down, sweetheart. I’m positive she’ll eventually come around,” Chuck said in a soothing voice.
Zoe moved closer to her aunt, as Hildy’s iridescent form glowed brighter and brighter the longer her tirade continued. It was Fabio’s turn to let out a loud, ear-screeching whistle that once again momentarily silenced the room.
“Well, now we know where she gets that from,” Hildy said sarcastically. “Am I the only one who’s concerned that Alaric is going to eventually return and try to kill Zoe? We don’t even have a plan yet.”
“No, you are not. But it’s kind of difficult to devise a plan when you don’t know what’s going on. Therefore, shut your trap and let Viola tell us the rest of the story,” Fabio seethed.
“Fab-a-douche, you’re trying my patience today.”
“If only you knew the meaning of the word, Hildy. Now zip it,” he ordered with an exasperated sigh.
“Just ignore them Aunt Viola. From what I can tell, this is their normal behavior around one another. It quickly became clear to me that the Angel of Death doesn’t like Leotard Dude.”
“Not again with the “Dude.” I just got your sister to call me dad for the first time in forever and now I have to start all over with you? The Fates have a shitty sense of humor that I’m not finding funny… not one bit.”
“I sure hope you can shed some light on what he’s talking about Aunt Viola because I’ve yet to make heads or tails of all their ramblings.”
“Let me save your aunt the trouble. Hello Zoe! My name is Fabio. I’m a warlock, a healer and your father, but I suspect your Aunt Viola already knows that and has for some time now. The iridescent Spawn of Satan that you so fondly refer to as the Angel of Death (good one by the way), is your Aunt Hildy, my evil, pain-in-the-ass, canker sore of a sister; and the big, overprotective burly guy is Chuck, who is a Bear Shifter and her mate.”
“Oh my Goddess, she was telling me the truth earlier?”
“Yes, dear,” Aunt Viola wrote on her notepad before handing it to Zoe.
“What else have you not told me?” Zoe asked in shock, handing the notepad back to her aunt.
Letting out a heavy sigh, Viola started writing out the whole sordid affair.
“Alaric, the warlock who wants to kill you, was my lover for over a century. When I caught him cheating, I left his sorry ass and asked the Goddess to relieve me of my duties on the Council of Witches. Instead, she offered me an opportunity to raise a child as my own who was destined eventually to become one of the most powerful witches of all time. You are that witch, Zoe.”
“You’re lying. I’m not a witch. I’ve never exhibited any powers. Even if I had, how could you have kept something like this from me for all of these years?”
“I know you’re upset with me, sweetheart. But I assure you, I speak the Goddess’s honest truth. You are a witch and a very powerful one. The reason you’ve never exhibited any powers before is because they were bound by the Goddess, herself, when you were born.”
“What?” Hildy and Fabio screamed in unison as they read what Viola had scribbled on the notepad after it had slipped from Zoe’s hand.
“Zoe, sweetheart. Are you okay?” Fabio asked with concern in his voice.
“Mm-Hmmm! Noooo! No, I’m not okay. This is a bit much to take in all at once,” she said hysterically fanning her face.
Fabio continued softly speaking to Zoe with soothing words of comfort while rubbing her back in a circular motion. Hildy decided to ask the question everyone wanted an answer to. “Viola, are you telling us only the Goddess can unbind Zoe’s powers?”
Viola picked up the pad and quickly jotted down her response. “No.”
Agitated by the short, unhelpful witticism, Hildy gritted her teeth and asked again in a sweet saccharine voice laced with danger, “Let’s try this again, shall we. How do we unbind Zoe’s powers?”
“I don’t know. My instructions were that should a situation like this arise, I was to summon the Baba Yaga and she would know what to do. However, since I’ve lost my powers, I can’t do that right now.”
“Oh for Goddess’s Sake! Why didn’t you just say that? It would be my pleasure to summon Fabio’s Baba Lover’s lying, boney ass.” 
Chuck had never seen his mate so furious. He knew she had a legendary reputation for being a little crazy and unstable, but always in a good way. However, this dark glow she was currently sporting meant all hell was about to break loose because his mate was about to bust some serious Baba-ass.
 
Goddess’ from the past;
Hear me roar.
I summon the witch to me;
That’s bopping my brother, the man-whore.
 
“I told you he’s no longer a man-whore, Hildy,” Baba Yaga refuted as she materialized in Viola’s bedroom.
“Oh, save it for someone who gives a rat’s ass, Baba Yaga. I have bigger fish to fry today as you well know. Now quit stalling and start talking before I turn your boney ass into a toad like I used to do when we were kids. Trust me, I will make sure my spell lasts for at least the next hundred years or so. We’ll see how Fabio likes bumping uglies with a toad for the next century.”
“You wouldn’t,” Baba Yaga bellowed.
“Try me! Now start talking. How do you unbind Zoe’s powers?”
“Oh! Is that all you needed to know?”
“For starters, yes.”
“Hildy, the Goddess gave you the power to unbind Zoe’s magic when we were kids. Don’t you remember? Just say the spell she whispered in your ear and it shall be. Why do you think I sent you to help her?”
“I don’t know Baba Yaga. Maybe it was because the mission you gave us was as vague as all Hades?”
“Nonsense, I told you exactly what you needed to know. Now say the spell woman, I have bigger asses to fry.”
It wasn’t that Hildy didn’t trust the Baba Yaga, she was just skeptical whether or not her magic as a ghost was powerful enough to undo the work of a deity as powerful as the Goddess herself, which is the reason she had to ask. “Do I really have the power to undo a binding spell the Goddess cast years ago?”
“Of course you do Hildy. We’re two of the most powerful witches of all time. We can do anything.”
Hildy closed her eyes and focused on her time at Witchery U with Carol (aka Baba Yaga), the Jezibaba, and the one instance she had met Morgana, the Goddess. As the memories floated over her, she began chanting…
 
On this night during the midnight hour;
I call upon the Fates and the Goddess’s ancient powers.
Unveil the secrets they hid in the night;
Hear now the words in this witch’s plight.
To unbind a witch’s bond that should never have been done;
Give up the power to see it undone.
As the oldest of Goddess’ are called upon tonight;
To restore the magic of this witch in our sight.



CHAPTER 4
Every light in the room began flickering as Hildy continued chanting the spell to summon Zoe’s powers. It was obvious that something had happened because even the Baba Yaga reacted to the extra surge of power circulating in the room by blowing up a vase.
“Are you okay, Babalicious?” Fabio asked in a concerned voice.
“Don’t call me that in front of mixed company,” Baba Yaga retorted through gritted teeth. “Besides, I’m not the one who blew up the vase. If my suspicions are correct, it was your daughter, which means Hildy has succeeded in unbinding her powers and my job here is done.”
When Baba Yaga tried to avoid the wrath of her best friend by teleporting herself anywhere other than Viola’s bedroom, Fabio placed a firm hand on her shoulder and softly said, “Don’t run! Stay and explain what’s going on.”
“I can’t Fabio. The Goddess and Fates won’t allow it. All I can tell you is that the Goddess handpicked this mission for Hildy and it involves helping Zoe reach her destiny. It is imperative you remind her that the one thing we’ve learned in all of our centuries together is that everything happens for a reason. Destiny always gets its own way.”
“What exactly does that mean for Hildy and Zoe?” Fabio inquired, desperate to figure out a way to protect his family.
“She needs to trust in the Goddess and Fates like never before, or we are all doomed. The fate of Magic lies in their success. Tell her I wish her good luck and will see her soon. Bless it be,” Baba Yaga said in a whisper, disappearing as quickly as she had appeared.
Hildy finished the chant and opened her eyes. It took only a nanosecond for her to realize Baba Yaga had fled the scene. You can run, but you can’t hide Baba Yo Pain-In-My-Ass. We’ll finish our discussion later, Hildy thought as she took in the amount of rainbow power flowing throughout the room and slowly seeping its way through the rest of the house.
“I’ve seen some magic in my lifetime, but this is amazing,” Viola had jotted down on her notepad and held it up to the group to read.
* * * * * *
Zoe felt a twinge in her stomach right before all hell broke loose. All of the emotions permeating the room attacked her at once. “Please, make it stop,” Zoe pleaded.
“Zoe. Sweetheart. What’s wrong?” Aunt Viola asked in a deeply concerned voice.
“My head feels like it’s about to explode. The emotions all of you are giving off is making me nauseous.”
“Hildy, what in the Goddess’s name is going on?” Fabio asked, as panic bells went off in his head.
“Stop it!” Zoe screamed as every lamp in the room exploded. “All of your doubts, anger, and fear are screaming inside of my head and I can’t take it,” she yelled as the windows in Aunt Viola’s bedroom shattered into pieces.
Watching her niece suffer in agony, Hildy quickly realized why the Goddess and Fates had assigned her this mission. In over two hundred years, she had only ever encountered one other empath in her lifetime. 
Oh Goddess! She’s a witch who has been granted a power normally reserved for mortals, Hildy thought as she suddenly realized what needed to be done.
In a soft, soothing voice, she said, “Fabio, I know this is going to pull on your magic, but for Zoe’s sake, you need to put her in a protective bubble that shields her from all sound and emotions. I’ll explain what has happened when we get downstairs. But for right now, please do as I ask without any arguments.”
Unable to watch his daughter suffer in pain any longer, Fabio quickly did as Hildy asked. Before they left the room, Aunt Viola wrote Zoe a note encouraging her to relax and to not panic because they would fix this mess. She further explained that they were going downstairs and would be back shortly.
“What in the Hades is going on Hildy? What did your spell do to my daughter?” Fabio raged.
“Yeah, what he asked?” Viola had furiously scribbled on her notepad.
“Both of you need to calm down. Your out of control emotions are not helping Zoe.”
“If you want us to calm down, then tell us what the Goddess is going on?” Fabio countered.
“I’ve only met one other witch who has experienced what Zoe is experiencing right now and things didn’t end well for her.”
“Stop being so damn cryptic Hildy and tell us how to fix this mess you’ve created,” Fabio shouted, throwing all caution and what little patience he had left to the wind.
“So help me Goddess if you don’t sit down, shut the Hades up, and let me finish, I will turn you into the man-whore toad you are for all eternity. There was nothing wrong with my spell. The Goddess, Fates and Baba Yaga weren’t lying when they said Zoe would be one of the most powerful witches of all time.”
“I’m still not following you, Hildy.”
“Um… maybe I can shed some light on the situation?” Chuck said. “What Hildy’s trying to tell you is that Zoe’s an Empath.”
Grateful for his directness, Hildy squeezed Chuck’s hand and mouthed a few words of gratitude.
“That’s impossible!” Viola exclaimed, but once again no words came on. “Only mortals are blessed with the gift of being an Empath,” she finally wrote on her notepad.
“Wait! All of you have lost me. What’s an Empath?” Fabio asked.
“An Empath is a mortal who can feel what other people feel. It’s a rare gift that’s bestowed upon them after they die and then return to Earth. They blend into the human world by working as counselors, Elders and even teachers. They use their sensitivity to guide mortals, ease their pain, and even heal them,” Hildy explained.
“I still don’t understand. If Empaths are healers and Zoe comes from a line of witches and warlocks who are healers, then why is she in so much pain right now? I would think the Healer in her would be able to handle the empathic powers.”
“While in theory you are correct Fabio, there’s one thing you haven’t taken into account.”
“What’s that?”
“What happens to an Empath who tries to reject her gift?”
“Oh no!
“Zoe is fighting the emotions she feels instead of embracing them,” Viola scribbled urgently on the notepad before showing it to Fabio.
“Is that a bad thing?”
“Yes,” Hildy countered. Viola nodding in agreement.
“If Zoe doesn’t embrace her empathic powers soon, they will eventually destroy her and change the world of Magic as we know it. This is why the Goddess and Fates sent me here to help her.”
“What about Alaric?”
“If I’m right, once Zoe learns to channel her empathic gift with her magical powers, she’ll be able to handle Alaric all on her own, as well as restore Viola’s powers.”
“So what do we do?”
“First, we need to control our own emotions by not only calling a truce, but also focusing solely on helping Zoe. Second, we need to help her address her fears of being a witch. Third, we need to teach her how to channel her powers not only as a witch, but also as an Empath. Once she becomes one – mind, body and soul – her powers will increase to their full potential and she’ll be ready to kick Alaric’s ass.”
“I’ll do whatever it takes to help Zoe. Count me in,” Fabio said.
“Me too!” Viola scrawled on the notepad and then held it up so Hildy could read it.
“I’ll always have your back, Hildy because I protect what’s mine,” Chuck said in a loving voice that would have weakened Hildy in the knees if she weren’t a ghost.
“How should we proceed?” Fabio asked.
“While I would rather Viola be the one who coaxes Zoe into addressing her fears as a witch, that’s not going to be possible given her current state. Therefore, I’ll have to do it. But before I do, Viola you’ll need to write Zoe a note explaining that everything I’m saying is the Goddess’s honest truth. Are we all in agreement?” Hildy inquired.
When everyone agreed, Fabio helped Viola back up the stairs so they could rejoin Zoe in the bedroom. 
* * * * * *
Zoe was pacing back and forth in the protective bubble like a caged animal talking to herself.
“Fabio, would you provide us with a bit of sound so we can hear what Zoe is saying without her feeling our emotions? We need her as calm as possible.”
Trying his best to contain his emotions, Fabio did as Hildy asked. He was determined not to let Zoe feel his fear, anguish, and heartache regarding her situation.
“How could she turn me into a witch?” Zoe asked to no one in particular.
In a calm, soothing voice, Hildy said, “Zoe, I need you to read your Aunt Viola’s note and then listen to me very carefully.”
Startled by Hildy’s voice, Zoe screeched, erratically waved her hands and blew up the television set.
“You scared the bejeezus out of me, Aunt Hildy. Don’t ever sneak up on me again.”
“I apologize for scaring you, but I need you to read your aunt’s note.”
When Zoe nodded and did as she was told, Hildy continued. “I didn’t turn you into a witch. You were born a witch just like your sister, Zelda.”
“Wait! Sister? What do you mean sister? I’m an only child.”
“No, you’re not, sweetheart. Not only were your powers bound at birth, but you were also separated from your twin sister in order to keep you safe.”
“This can’t be happening. There has to be some mistake.”
“Zoe, are you okay?” Fabio asked as he watched her pace back and forth like a mad woman or an out of control witch, which was never good for anyone… except the bad guys.
“No, I’m not okay. How could I be okay? I just learned that I’m a witch. There’s a warlock trying to kill me. I can see ghosts, two of which are my aunt and uncle. My dad is a warlock who likes to wear women’s leggings, and I have a twin sister that I’ve never met.”
“No one blames you for being angry, sweetie,” Hildy replied in a soothing voice.
“I passed angry an hour ago, Aunt Hildy. You cannot float in here after all of these years and say, ‘Oh, I forgot to tell you. You’re a witch’, and expect me to just be okay with it.’”
“I know it’s a lot to deal with. More than anyone should ever have to. But you’re going to have to deal with it and fast whether you like it or not.”
“No, I don’t and I’m tired of everyone implying that I should just lay down and accept this without a fight.”
“Yes, you do,” Hildy said with enough authority in her voice that it silenced everyone in the room. “This is your path, child. Your destiny. Get angry about it. Cry about it. Write a damn song about it. I don’t care. But don’t, and I repeat, don’t fight it or it will consume you.”
As Nicolai watched the scene play out between Hildy and Zoe, he figured revealing himself couldn’t make things any worse, so he took a deep breath and said, “I guess this wouldn’t be a good time to tell you I’m your mate.”
“Who said that? That is so not funny,” Zoe exclaimed, blowing up one of her Aunt Viola’s vintage radios.
“Sorry Aunt Viola, but this is a lot to take in. Now I’m hearing voices. Someone just told me I was his mate.”
“Zoe, I need you to calm down. No one said a word. I think you’re channeling the emotions outside of the house.”
“You can hear me?” Nicolai asked excitedly.
“Of course I can hear you. How could I not? Where are you anyway?”
“I’m down here.”
“Down where?”
“Down here beside Aunt Viola’s feet.”
“No you’re not. Nicolai, our cat, is by Aunt Viola’s feet. Look, this is so not funny. I don’t have time for your antics. Now show yourself before I… uh… before I smite your boney ass.”
“Seriously? You’re using your Aunt Hildy’s words against me? I’m your mate. You can’t smite my boney ass as you put it. Besides, my ass is many things, but boney is not one of them.”
“That’s it! You asked for it.”
Zoe aimed a magical shimmering gold ball of fire towards Aunt Viola’s feet that got out of control and bounced around the room, taking out the bookshelf, the DVR, the boxed fan, and the lamp on the night stand.
“Hey! Watch it! You almost singed my furry ass.”
“If you don’t show yourself, your furry ass is not all I’m going to singe.”
“Um… Hildy? I think we have a tiny, teeny complication we hadn’t planned on.”
“You think, Chuck?”
“Zoe. Enough!” Hildy shouted in a voice of authority that stopped everyone dead in their tracks. “Now that I have your full attention, listen to me carefully young lady. Nicolai is not lying. You can hear him because you are also part Shifter Whisperer or as Zelda likes to call herself, a Shifter Wanker. So stop blowing shit up. We don’t have time for this.”
“You have got to be joking,” Zoe snapped back. “What did you people do? Piss off a Goddess in another life? Don’t answer that. It’s obvious you pissed off someone if I’m mated to a cat… of all things.”
“I don’t mean to interrupt your rant, but I wasn’t born a black cat. I was born a Black Panther.”
“And your point is?” Zoe countered sarcastically.
“There’s a difference. Trust me,” Nicolai replied in a deadly tone that sent chills down her spine.
“What was that?”
“What was what?”
“That chill you just sent through my body.”
“You felt that, did you?”
Not wanting to give him the satisfaction, Zoe went with option two and lied. “Not really. It could have just as easily been the wind.”
“Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart.”
“Okay, smart-ass. If you’re this all and mighty Black Panther, then why do you look like a putty cat?”
“I knew mother’s disguise was going to come back and bite me in the ass. It’s a long story.”
“I’ve got time. Start talking Ebefleazer Scrooge,” Zoe said with a smirk.



CHAPTER 5
“I’m sure Nicolai has a fascinating story and I for one can’t wait to hear it, but right now we have more pressing matters,” Hildy said to Zoe.
“It’s okay. I can fend for myself,” Nicolai said as he shifted from a black pussycat to a beautiful Black Panther with piercing green eyes right in front of Zoe.
“Holy mackerel. What in the Goddess’s name are you?”
“We’ve already had this discussion. I’m a Shifter. Now hush woman and let me finish showing you that I’m telling the truth.”
Zoe closed her eyes and embraced the deep baritone voice floating through her mind. She had to admit that Nicolai was stirring up some tantalizing sensations in her v-jay-jay, but she’d never admit that to him in a million years.
“Open your eyes, sweetheart. We’re not done yet,” Nicolai said in a seductive voice as he continued shifting from a Black Panther into his human form. He heard several gasps from around the room as he completed his shift.
My niece is one lucky girl, Aunt Hildy thought before Chuck growled and put his hands over her eyes. 
Zoe was momentarily stunned as she took in Nicolai’s beautiful, naked body. He was six-foot five with jet black hair, gorgeous green eyes that could see straight to a woman’s soul, and a muscular yet lean physique that would make any woman drool with lust. But instead of letting him know how appealing she found him as a human, she quickly said, “Oh for Goddess’s sake! Cover yourself up before you hurt someone with that thing.”
“You’re not fooling anyone, sweetheart. I can feel your reaction to me from across the room and it’s anything but repulsed.”
“Dream on, Scratch Adams.”
“Let’s just hope he doesn’t take up yoga like Fabio because he enjoys licking his nads in cat form,” Hildy whispered to Chuck who burst out laughing.
“Can-it you two before I let my emotions get the better of me and lose control of the protective bubble surrounding Zoe. It’s bad enough that I have one daughter mated to a wolf. Now I have to deal with my other being mated to a damn pussycat for Goddess’s sake. My golden days as a man-whore are obviously coming back to bite me in the ass.”
“Overdramatic much, Fabio? I mean really. It could have been worse. She could have been mated to Simon, the skunk,” Hildy implied as she burst into laughter again.
No longer able to watch Zoe lust after Nicolai, he quickly waved his hands to dress the Black Panther in a pair of Point Zero, classic fit denim jeans, a green polo shirt that accentuated the color of his eyes, and a pair of black hiking boots.
“You seriously need to get a handle on your obsession with shopping.”
“This from the woman who has more designer clothes and bags in her closet than I have in my entire house. Oh wait! My house is your house. Never mind. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with a man looking his best, especially when he’s dating one of my daughters” Fabio smugly replied.
“I think we’re all in agreement that Nicolai is one, hot specimen of a man and he has an impressive package, but I must admit that I’m grateful to Fabio for clothing him. While it’s obvious these two young people have a lot to discuss, I agree with Hildy in that we have more pressing matters to deal with right now. Zoe are you calm enough for Hildy to explain what’s happened?”
“Yes, Aunt Viola.”
“Good. Hildy, please proceed as we discussed.”
“Zoe, the Baba Yaga wasn’t lying when she said you were a powerful witch. You are feeling all of the emotions surrounding you because in addition to being a witch, you’re also an Empath, which is extremely rare.”
“If pain comes with being a powerful witch, then please bind my magic again.”
“I know you’ve received power you don’t understand, but that’s why the Goddess and Fates sent us to help you.”
“How?”
“In order for the pain to stop, you need to channel your emotions, which will be easier said than done because your emotions are tied to your powers. Once Fabio releases the protective bubble surrounding you, the emotions you were feeling will immediately resume. Your instinct will be to pull away. Don’t. Instead, try to find your inner calm.”
“What do you mean by my inner calm?”
“A place where you feel grounded and safe. A place where you are able to let the emotions flow over and through you, instead of tearing you apart. Until you find this place, you will continue to experience the initial pain you felt when I unbound your powers. Are you ready to try child? I promise that I will guide you through this every step of the way.”
Zoe looked around the room at all of the people who were depending on her to defeat Alaric and knew she had to try. “I’m ready.”
“Bless it be, my child,” Aunt Hildy said before she instructed Fabio to slowly remove the protective bubble of magic surrounding Zoe.
* * * * * *
The instant the bubble was gone, Zoe fell to her knees and screamed out in agony. “Make it stop. I need to escape all of these emotions. They’re everywhere.”
“What do you mean?” Aunt Hildy asked, voice laced with concern.
“It’s not just your emotions. I’m picking up everyone’s emotions. They’re in my head and my heart, and it hurts.”
Unable to watch his daughter suffer any longer, Fabio lifted his hand to encase her in the bubble again, but was brought up short by Viola’s hand. 
“She has to master this or we’re all dead. Make no mistake. Alaric won’t show her mercy when the time comes,” she had scribbled on her notepad and held it up for Fabio to read.
“Goddess, it’s just so hard to concentrate… to even talk. I just want it to go away. My head feels like it’s on fire.”
No sooner had the words left Zoe’s mouth, several blood red fire balls set the bedroom curtains on fire. Although it took a toll on his magic, Fabio was able to extinguish the fire before any real damage could be done.
“Focus on my voice, Zoe. The feelings are ripping you apart because your fear of being a witch is getting in the way. Don’t let it. You may have been born a witch, but you’re also human. Trust that you can handle the emotions. Stop being afraid of your destiny, but instead, embrace it. Once you do, you’ll be able to channel the energy attacking your body.”
Zoe’s ear-wrenching scream had Nicolai quickly moving toward her. “No! Stay away. Please! No contact,” she begged.
“This is not working. We need another plan,” Fabio shouted.
“Already on it.” 
Before anyone realized what was happening, Hildy immersed herself into Zoe’s body. Suddenly, Zoe’s screaming and the erratic bursts of power flying throughout the room stopped. The rainbow cloud of power that had been swirling over their heads since Zoe’s magic had been unbound covered her like a cloak.”
“What in the Hades were you thinking? You could have frozen her to death,” Fabio screamed in horror.
“There’s no time to argue. We have company. Everyone take cover.” No sooner had the words left Zoe slash Hildy’s mouth, Alaric teleported into the room.
* * * * * *
“My. My. What do we have here? A band of misfits you’ve called in as reinforcements to help save your witch since I’ve relieved you of your magic?”
Viola started speaking, but nothing came out.
“Huh? What was that? I didn’t quite hear what you said.”
“Relieved? That’s a crock-of-crap. Don’t you mean stole? On my witch’s honor, when I get my powers back, I’m going to fry your smug ass to Hades and back. Then, I’m going to revive you and do it all over again. Only the next time, you’ll be sporting Fabio’s hot pink leotards,” Viola seethed. But since that was too much to scribble on her notepad, she simply shot him the universal finger of love.
“Aw. I love you too, sugar plum. Now, hand over the witch and maybe… just maybe… I’ll spare your lives.”
No one in the room said a word, which only pissed Alaric off even more. Nicolai had shielded Zoe behind his back to give Hildy time to take control of her powers. It was risky, but the cocky warlock had yet to see her and for that he was eternally grateful to the Goddess. If Hildy’s plan worked, they might just make it out of this battle alive.
“No takers? Fine, then we’ll do this the hard way,” Alaric said as he aimed a magenta fireball right for Viola. Fortunately, Fabio had just enough magic to redirect it toward the mirror connected to the vanity, shattering it into pieces.
“Tsk. Tsk. Someone just got themselves seven years of bad luck. Don’t fret. You won’t live that long to see it come to fruition.”
“You were bad luck from the moment we met, you sorry sack of horse manure,” Viola retorted, but once again nothing came out. If the fire in her eyes and the beet red face, she was sporting was indicative of how pissed she was about losing her voice and magic, Alaric’s ass was going to be grass when she got her powers back.
“You’ve gotta speak up Silence of the Lambs. I didn’t quite catch that. Ah, never mind. You won’t live long enough for me to give a rat’s ass anyway.”
“Her odds are better than yours ass-wipe,” Fabio answered with a blood red fireball of his own that nicked Alaric’s left shoulder.
“I’m getting damn tired of everyone ruining my new suits. Who the Hades are you leotard boy? Viola’s new squeeze?”
“That’s for me to know and for you to find out,” Fabio responded with another blood red fireball that had Alaric diving through the doorway of the connecting bathroom. It was obvious he had hit his mark when Alaric screamed out in pain and then promptly began cursing about the hole in his pant leg.
“Hildy, we’re running out of time. Do you have control of Zoe’s powers or not?” Fabio asked through gritted teeth.
“I think so.”
“I don’t need you to think, woman. I need you to know because our lives depend on it.”
“I’m fully aware of that you douche knocker. Do you have enough power to teleport us all downstairs? I need more room to work with.”
“Sure, but be forewarned. This might temporarily drain the rest of my powers.”
“Roger that. Just get us to the living room and I’ll do the rest.”
* * * * * *
The Alpha in Nicolai was itching to rip apart the vile warlock who threatened his mate’s life, but he had to play it smart. In the event Hildy’s plan went south, he was already working on a Plan B… and C, if necessary.
“Here Witchy, Witchy. Come out, Come out, wherever you are,” Alaric taunted from the top of the stairs.
“I’ve had enough of this douchebag,” Zoe whispered as she stepped from behind Nicolai. “Hello ass-fart, were you looking for me?”
“Oh goody, goody. You’re just as feisty as your Aunt Viola. I’m going to immensely enjoy killing you in front of her.”
“Bring it on dog’s breath,” Zoe replied with a bolt of iridescent green magic that went wide and to the left, blowing out the dining room window.
“What’s the matter witch? Having technical difficulties? If that’s all you’ve got, then this is going to be even easier than I had anticipated,” Alaric said in a mocking tone that pissed Zoe off even more.
“Take this, you pompous ass-wad,” Zoe said furiously as she wielded another bolt of iridescent green magic toward his right leg, leaving a mark that matched her father’s.
“Ouch! That hurt! What is with you damn morons and your need to destroy my suits?”
Zoe ignored Alaric’s antics and continued firing one magic fireball after another until she was out of breath. While some of her shots went wide and blew out a few more windows in the living room, there were a few that left the warlock mewling in agony. Unfortunately, the moment she let her guard down, Alaric took the opportunity to strike… and strike hard he did with a fireball that knocked her completely on her ass.
The roar that came from Nicolai’s mouth raised the hairs on the backs of the necks of everyone in the room. Instead of shifting into his panther form, he raised both hands, and aimed several indigo fireballs continuously at Alaric until the warlock had no choice but to teleport back to the hell hole from which he had come.



CHAPTER 6
“Jumping Johosephats! What in the Goddess’s name was that and who are you really? Lie and I’ll zap your furry ass with a bolt of lightning that will have you singing soprano.”
“Calm down sweetheart and let your father finish healing you,” Nicolai said in a soothing voice.
“Stop telling me to calm down and answer the damn question.”
“Fine. I wasn’t lying to you about being your mate and a Shifter. I just didn’t get a chance to explain that I’m also a warlock.”
“Oh My Goddess! You’re a hybrid,” Aunt Viola had scribbled with a look of awe on her face.
“What’s a hybrid?”
“Until now, I always thought they were mythical beings,” Aunt Viola she continued writing. “But then again, I don’t get out much.”
“Mythical beings? Hybrid? I still don’t understand.”
“What your aunt is trying to tell you is that because my mother (a witch) is mated to my father (a Shifter), it essentially makes me special in both worlds. Not only can I shift, but I can also wield magic. Of course, I’m not as powerful as you, but I have my moments.”
“I think I need a drink… and maybe a cheeseburger. Could anyone else go for a burger?”
“How can you think about food at a time like this?” Nicolai asked.
“Don’t hate because food makes me happy. Besides, I have a crazy, fast metabolism that lets me eat whatever I want, whenever I want without gaining a pound. It’s awesome.”
“Yep! She a witch and definitely my daughter. Zelda is always hungry,” Fabio said with pride. “Come on sweetheart. Let’s go in the kitchen and I’ll whip you up some chocolate chip pancakes that’ll make your mouth water.”
“Sounds yummy. Could I also get some strawberries and whip cream?”
“Whatever makes you happy, sweet pea.”
“You’re not so bad after all, Leotard Dude.”
“Since it’s obvious you’re not ready to call me dad, let’s just stick with Fabio. Okay?”
“Sure, if it’ll get me more chocolate chip pancakes.”
“Unbelievable,” Hildy said, frustrated and exhausted. “Chuck and I will be back later. If you need us sooner, just whistle. You know how to whistle, don’t you, Fabio?”
Fabio continued chatting with Zoe about food, while shooting Hildy the bird behind his back. Nicolai and Viola shook their heads in astonishment and trailed behind them to the kitchen. It seemed as though almost dying was exactly what Zoe needed to embrace her destiny as a witch and an Empath. It’s funny how death can change one’s perspective.
* * * * * *
“Mm. These are the bomb-diggity. Could I have two more, please?” Zoe asked as she and Nicolai reached for the last piece of bacon on the platter. “Touch that pork Nick Purry and it’ll be the last thing you do,” Zoe warned with a gleam in her eye that would have put the fear of Goddess in any Shifter.
Nicolai held his hands up in surrender and said, “Sorry, sweetheart. I wouldn’t want to interfere with a witch and her smorgasbord.”
“Damn straight,” she said before biting into the slice of bacon with glee.
Clearing his throat, Fabio said, “I hate to interrupt your food foreplay, but we need to come up with a plan to retrieve Viola’s magic and extinguish Alaric’s cocky ass once and for all.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” Viola scribbled on her notepad.
“I would like nothing more than to send him to Hades or the Council of Witches for trying to kill Zoe. I think the first thing we need to do is train Zoe how to use her magic,” Nicolai suggested.
“That’s not a bad idea. The more she channels her emotions; the stronger her magic will be against that ass-hat. She also needs to learn some hand-to-hand combat. Maybe if she could get close enough to him, she could steal back Viola’s powers before we kill him once and for all.”
“Hey, I’ve survived thirty years as a human without killing anyone and I don’t plan to start today now that I’m a witch,” Zoe protested.
“We’re not asking you to kill anyone, sweetheart. Besides, as your mate, it’s my job to exterminate that cockroach.”
“Okay, that’s really gross. Could we stop with the bug references while I’m eating, please?”
“As you wish, my love. Now that we have a plan, I suggest that we get started,” Nicolai said in a matter of fact tone that almost left Zoe speechless… almost.
“Who died and made you the alpha? Besides, there’s nothing to get started with. I didn’t hear a plan.”
“Stop being difficult, Zoe. We don’t have time for this nonsense. If you think that I’m going to stand by and give that scumbag another opportunity to kill my mate, then you need to think again. Now get up and go change your clothes so we can begin your hand-to-hand combat training,” Nicolai said in a deadly voice that silenced everyone in the room.
“Why don’t we let these two settle this matter alone, Viola” Fabio said as he released silver and gold magic to clean up the kitchen. “I would love it if you would accompany me to Paris to pick up a few things for Zelda and Zoe. Maybe after our little shopping spree, we could make a pit stop in Vegas to do a little gambling. Do you play poker, Viola?”
Viola smiled, nodded, and accepted Fabio’s arm as he teleported them out of the kitchen.
* * * * * *
“Are you done throwing your little temper tantrum?” Zoe asked Nicolai in a sweet, saccharine voice.
“That depends on whether or not you’re ready to listen to reason?” he countered just as sweetly.
Zoe had reached her limit on patience, which was the reason she got right up in Nicolai’s face to make her point. “Listen up Winston Furchill, if you imply that I’m being foolish one more time, you’ll be taking yoga classes with my dad to learn how to lick your non-existent nads after I charge them up with my uncontrollable powers. And just for the record, I didn’t ask for any of this crap, so take it down a notch.”
More aroused than he had ever been in his life, Nicolai wrapped his arm around Zoe’s waist, pulled her closer, and smashed his lips to hers. The kiss was hot, deep and passionate as their tongues battled for control and their desire for one another intensified. 
When Zoe’s mouth parted with a moan and welcomed the invasion of his tongue, he pulled her even closer and deepened the kiss, exploring every part of her mouth. She tasted like rainbows, sunshine, longing and his.
Not wanting the moment to end, he slowly blazed a trail of hot kisses down her neck as he scraped his teeth across the sensitive flesh behind her ear. Zoe moaned and pressed herself tighter against his chest, almost passing out from the sensation of his lips as he took her mouth in another searing kiss. 
Once their lips parted and some of the sexual haze had lifted from the room, Nicolai cleared his throat and murmured, “You are so damn beautiful you take my breath away.”
“Nicolai, we shouldn’t be doing this right now,” she whispered against his lips.
“Say it again.”
“Say what?”
“My name. I love the way it rolls off your tongue.”
“Nicolai,” she whispered teasingly.
“You’re driving me crazy woman,” he growled, giving her a soft kiss on the lips. “Listen, I apologize for being a jerk, but when Alaric hit you with that fireball, I feared I might lose you. I’ve waited for you my entire life and I’ll be damned if some asshole like Alaric is going to take you away from me. You are mine, Zoe. Mine to love. Mine to protect. And I always protect what’s mine.”
“Aw. My big brother’s in love,” Stefano said, playfully. But as he began clapping, fireballs started exploding around the room. Zoe was in full witch mode determined to take out the new threat who had teleported into the kitchen.
“Hey, I come in peace,” Stefano yelled as he deflected several bolts of shimmering gold lightning rods.
Nicolai knew he should help his smart ass, baby brother, but it was mesmerizing to watch his woman wield magic without an iota of fear. She was definitely a natural, he mused. “Zoe. Sweetheart. Stop.”
“Can’t, I’m a little busy right now.”
“Zoe, listen to me. He’s my mangy ass brother, not a threat.”
“Hey, I heard that,” Stefano objected as he dodged another of Zoe’s lightning bolts.
Finally registering what Nicolai had said, Zoe slowly ceased fire, after she zapped him in the ass for good measure. 
“Ouch! That hurt!” Stefano exclaimed, rubbing his butt with one hand while at the same time smiling at his brother like a buffoon. “Damn she’s feisty bro.”
“That she is and don’t you forget it,” Nicolai beamed with pride. “What are you doing here?”
“Mom thought you could use a little extra help, if you know what I mean.”
Nicolai nodded in ascension and introduced Zoe to his twin brother. “Zoe, I’d like you to meet my fraternal twin, Stefano.”
“Wow, I bet your parents had their hands full with the two of you,” Zoe replied and then slapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she whispered as her face turned several shades of pink from embarrassment.
Stefano laughed before saying, “No worries. We get that all the time.”
The brothers may have been fraternal twins, but it was obvious there was no shortage of hotness genes and testosterone running rampant through their family line. Both men occupying her kitchen were gorgeous in their own right, but when standing side-by-side, they were lethal to any woman’s senses.
Where both men were tall and sported jet black hair, Stefano’s eyes were a pale, wintery blue instead of vivid green that sparkled like an emerald. Both men had a body made for sin; however, Stefano’s frame was bulkier, as in I want to climb you like a tree, bulkier. There was no question that both brothers sported the most sensuous lips, she had ever seen on a man.
They must’ve been like catnip to all of the felines attending their high school, she thought. Zoe could only imagine the number of claw fights that ensued over them… or more like because of them.
“Now that I’ve interrupted the two of you sucking face, tell me the plan,” Stefano said with a grin that would melt the panties off any woman.
“Huh?” Zoe asked, dumbfounded.
“The plan you’ve devised to take out the warlock trying to kill you?” Stefano inquired.
“Oh, that! I’ll let Nicolai tell you while I go upstairs and change into something more appropriate for training,” she responded using air quotes with her fingers.
“Okay! We’ll see you in a few,” Stefano replied mischievously. From his brief interactions with Zoe, he could already tell the feisty witch was going to be a handful for his brother for years to come. Lucky schmuck.



CHAPTER 7
As Zoe came back downstairs, she realized the living room had been transformed into a gym and sparring area. Nicolai was letting out his frustrations on a punching bag as Stefano held it steady.
“Take it easy, bro. She’ll be fine.”
“The next time a warlock’s trying to kill your mate, I’ll be sure to remind you to take it easy,” Nicolai replied as he hit the bag several more times with as much force as possible.
“Thanks for the reminder that I’ve failed miserably at finding my one true love,” Stefano said with an edge in his voice that made Zoe stop dead in her tracks.
“Shit! I’m sorry bro. You know I didn’t mean anything by what I said. I’m just worried about what Alaric is going to do next. You didn’t see how he taunted her and Viola. This is all a damn game to him.”
“Look, I get it. But you need to get your emotions under control for Zoe’s sake if nothing else. If she’s an Empath like you said, you’re doing her more harm than good.”
“You’re right. I’m just terrified of losing her. We barely know one another and there’s already ass-hats in the magical community gunning for us.”
“I have a feeling you better get used to this because that little lady is going to be a handful. Like it or not.”
“Oh, I like it. In fact, if we’re being honest, I love it,” Nicolai quickly replied.
“Look at you… all young and in love,” Stefano said teasingly.
“Damn straight and I’m proud of it. That woman rocks my world on more than one level.”
“That’s good to know,” Zoe said joining them near the punching bag. “Just remember that when I’m knocking you on your sexy ass later on.”
“Dude, she just threw down the gauntlet.”
“I’m not worried, Stefano. Put your money where your mouth is Red and show me what you’ve got.”
* * * * * *
Zoe sashayed to the center of the sparring area, closed her eyes, took in a deep breath and began chanting, “Ohm! Ohm! Ohm!”
The brothers looked at one another dumbfounded before Nicolai said, “Sweetheart, what in the Hades are you doing?”
“I’m warming up. Finding my center, so I can kick some warlock butt,” she replied as she began bouncing around on her tiptoes like a wannabe MMA fighter.
Nicolai was more afraid she was going to throw out her back than knock out a warlock by the way she was swinging her arms. “Honey, while I appreciate your enthusiasm, maybe we should start with the basics. Do you even know how to throw a punch?”
“No, but I always defeat my boxing opponent on the Wii. How hard can it be?” Zoe replied as she danced around Nicolai several times.
“Stop bouncing around like a kangaroo. You’re making me dizzy,” Nicolai said, quickly pulling her into his chest. 
“Hey, that’s not fair. You cheated,” Zoe retorted, right before his lips came crashing down on hers. She couldn’t stop the moan that escaped her lips as Nicolai took control of the kiss. His lips were soft, succulent and demanding. She had never felt such an intense, physical attraction to a man.
The way he played her body like a violin melted away any thoughts she had entertained of rejecting him. When their bodies molded together as one, she couldn’t resist exploring his taunt muscles with her hands. From his intoxicating smell, to the sweet taste of his luscious lips, to the way his hands caressed the curves of her body, Nicolai elicited every raw, passionate, lust-filled emotion there was from Zoe just short of leaving her weak in the knees and hungry for more.
It quickly became obvious to Stefano that the lovebirds had forgotten he was in the room. Therefore, in an effort to gain their attention before things went too far, he cleared his throat and said, “Awkward.”
When the two finally came up for air, Nicolai made a mental note to zap his brother with a few extra energy balls during practice for making Zoe blush. “Come on sweetheart, I’ll show you the proper way to punch my annoying brother in the gut and make it hurt.”
“Hey, not nice. I’m telling mom when I get home.”
“So what else is new, mama’s boy?”
“Call me a mama’s boy one more time, and you’ll find out.”
“Ooh! I’m shaking in my boots.”
“If you two are finished acting like kindergarteners on the playground, can we get started?” Zoe asked, mockingly.
* * * * * *
Nicolai spent the next fifteen minutes showing Zoe how to throw and deflect a punch without breaking her wrist. While it seemed simple enough, she wasn’t quite sure she could pull it off, but she was determined to give it the old college try. There was only one problem, she’d never attended college.
“Why do I need to learn how to punch when I can just throw a few energy balls at that slimy warlock and be done with it?”
“Because in order to get your aunt’s powers back, you’re going to need to get up-close-and-personal. If Alaric realizes that you have no experience fighting hand-to-hand combat, then you’re at a disadvantage and he will kill you. Make no mistake about it.”
“Alright! Alright! I get your point. I just have one more request.”
“Okay, shoot!”
“For every punch I either land or block, I get to ask you a personal question about yourself.”
“I’ll take that bet and raise it. If by the time we’re done, you’re the victor, I’ll answer whatever questions you have left and I’ll take you to dinner. If I’m the victor, I take you to dinner and then to bed.”
“Not a chance in Hades, Bill Clawsby.”
“Afraid of a little competition, sweetheart?”
“Fine. You’ve got a deal. Bring it on, Simba,” she said as she started shuffling her feet in an attempt to distract Nicolai.
Zoe was the first to draw blood, metaphorically speaking. She hit Nicolai. Hard. In the gut. The blow immediately knocking the wind out of him.
“You stated earlier that the kitty disguise was your mom’s idea. Why?”
“Several months back, she had a vision that my mate was in danger and needed my help. She thought it would be easier to approach and protect you as a cat,” Nicolai wheezed in a raspy voice as he quickly regained his balance in time to block Zoe’s next jab.
Unfortunately, she overextended and lost her balance, which allowed Nicolai the opportunity to put her in a headlock. The more she struggled, the tighter his embrace became and the harder it was for her to speak.
“What’s wrong, sweetheart? A birdie got your tongue?”
“This is one birdie you’ll never get to eat,” Zoe said right as she elbowed him in the solar plexus, stomped on his instep, elbowed him again in the nose and socked him in the nads for good measure.
“What in the Hades was that?” Nicolai wheezed, as he remained bent over holding his family jewels.
“SING!”
“What is SING?”
“It’s what a woman does when an attacker is holding her like that. She hits him in the solar plexus, stomps his instep, elbows him in the nose, and socks him in the gonads. Have you never watched Sandra Bullock in Miss Congeniality? I was channeling my inner Gracie Hart.”
“I thought you said Sandra Bullock. Who in the Hades is this Gracie Hart person?”
“She’s the character Sandra Bullock plays in Miss Congeniality. Duh! They never mentioned in the movie that hitting a man in the head would affect his head, if you know what I mean,” she said to his brother with a wink.
“Um… bro. Maybe you guys should take a fifteen minute break?” Stefano suggested as he burst into laughter.
Nicolai glared at him unamused, but nodded in consent. He needed ice. Lots and lots of ice, but he wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing how much pain he was in. Suck it up and take it like a man, Nicolai thought as he retreated to the kitchen for a glass of water.
“Red, you’re a natural,” Stefano said when his brother was out of earshot. You have no idea how much pleasure it gave me watching you kick Nicolai’s butt. I’ve been trying to accomplish that for years when we spar.
“Glad I could lend a hand. Are we done for the day?”
“Not quite. Let’s see how you do when it’s two against one.”
“Hey, that’s not fair.”
“First rule in battle, bad guys never play fair.”
“What’s the second rule?”
“Always know when to retreat so you can live to fight another day.”
Shrugging her shoulders, Zoe said, “Okay. Bring it on Mr. Bigglesworth.”
“Oh, I intend to Red, Just as soon as Nicolai returns.
* * * * * *
Twenty minutes later, Nicolai returned from the kitchen in less pain than when he went in. The color had returned to his face; his voice had lost that raspy sound; and he was no longer walking hunched over. There was a part of Zoe that was a relieved he was okay and a part of her that felt bad for pulling the SING technique on him, but only a little part.
She had almost come clean about her years of training in marital arts and self-defense until Nicolai opened his mouth and implied she had gotten in a couple of lucky shots her first time out. Now, it was GAME ON and she had no intention of losing to the two men she now dubbed as Tempurra and Twinkle Toes.
Zoe slowed down her breathing, found her center and decided to do what she does best as both men went on the attack… kick ass and take names. It was a heady feeling that left her exhilarated and anxious for more.
The first punch was a feint, quick jab that glanced Stefano’s chin. Unfortunately, he realized this after Zoe had landed the second punch that had him doubling over in pain and expelling his last bit of chocked air like his brother had earlier. It was a sweet shot that left him a bit dazed and confused. 
“That was for making me blush earlier,” Zoe said, sweetly.
Fortunately for him, Nicolai came to the rescue and went on the attack before Zoe could go in for the kill. The two sparred back and forth as though they had been doing it for years. Their attack and counterattacks were flawless… neither of them giving any hint of vulnerability.
When Nicolai upped the stakes and launched his first energy ball that Zoe easily deflected, Stefano had a feeling things were about to get ugly. His big brother had transformed into full battle mode and Zoe wasn’t backing down, which made him admire her all the more.
“Nice shot Pico de Gato,” she said, trying to distract Nicolai so she could get a better vantage point, but he was having none of it.
He quickly countered with a roundhouse kick and then tried to sweep her feet, which she barely avoided before he landed a blow to her right thigh.
“Don’t be tense, be ready. When you see me expand, you contract. If I contract, you expand,” Nicolai said as he threw a left hook that Zoe dodged. The two continued throwing and counteracting one another’s punches until Nicolai found an opening, grabbed Zoe’s left arm and flipped her until she was laying on the floor in a vulnerable position.
When his big brother went in for the kill, she distracted him by saying, “If you wanted to be on top, all you had to do was ask nicely,” which made Stefano laugh.
Clapping, he said, “Finally, someone who doesn’t take your crap lying down. No pun intended Zoe given your current position. Since it’s obvious to everyone in the room, mainly me, that you two have some frustrations you need to work out, I’m going to leave you to it and check out those chocolate chip pancakes I saw in the kitchen earlier.”
“Are you kidding me? This is not a time to be worrying about food.”
“Maybe not for you, but I missed lunch. A large stack of pancakes with some crispy bacon and an ice cold glass of milk sounds like Heaven right now. Wait! Do you hear it? Pancakes. Pancakes. We all scream pancakes,” Stefano countered in a singsong voice as he headed toward the kitchen.
“UN-freaking-believable!” Nicolai ground out through clenched teeth as Zoe burst into laughter. When he was momentarily distracted, she wrapped her legs around his waist, distracting him further, and rolled them so that she was on top.
“If you wanted to be on top, all you had to do was ask, sweetheart” Nicolai said, mimicking her words with a shit eating grin on his face. 
If the bulge in his pants was any indication, he was definitely enjoying the new position, which made it harder for Zoe to focus on the task at hand. Heart pounding, breaths coming out too fast, Zoe closed her eyes and exhaled deeply before she asked her next question. 
“Tell me about the weird chick in the 80’s leotards who calls herself Babalicious.”
Trying not to laugh, but failing miserably, Nicolai finally said, “Her name is Baba Yaga and you better be careful because she sees all and hears all. Why you may ask? Because she’s the most powerful witch of all time. She maintains the balance of Magic.”
“Okay, so she’s a force to be reckoned with. I get that, but what’s with the 80’s outfits. Speaking of outfits, do you think Aunt Hildy was telling the truth?”
“About what?”
“The reason my dad is taking yoga classes and wearing women’s leotards. I mean, when you were a cat, did you enjoy licking your nads that much?”
Unsure of how to respond, Nicolai simply said, “I can assure you that as your mate, I will never, ever, in a gazillion years, be caught wearing women’s leggings or in a yoga class because I want to lick my gonads in human form.”
“That’s good to know.”
Tired of being in the hot seat, Nicolai flipped them again so that he was on top. “My turn now. What are your favorite flowers?”
“Daisies.”
“Good to know. Favorite color?”
“Hunter green.”
“Favorite food?”
“Lasagna with gobs of mozzarella cheese instead of ricotta.”
“Although we won’t be doing much sleeping when we finally do make it to a bed, what side do you like to sleep on? Left or right?” Nicolai asked as he leaned down and nipped her ear.
Zoe took that moment to flip them again before she said, “Right, if you’re laying on the bed. Left, if you’re standing in front of it. Do you think my dad and Baba Love are doing the nasty? She looked a little flushed when she saw him in his leotards, which for the records, was icky.”
Unable to contain his laughter and in an effort to wipe the distressed look off her face, Nicolai raised up and kissed her smack, dab on the lips. Her lips were soft and inviting and tasted like cherry, which only made him hungrier for more. The desire to protect and care for her overwhelmed him as he deepened the kiss. She was all that and a bag of chips and he’d be damned if he’d let some smarmy, arrogant warlock kill her.
When their lips parted, Zoe sighed in pleasure as to expel every breath of air before she asked the two questions that had been constant in her mind since Nicolai revealed himself. “Am I really your mate and what does that mean?”
“You are and it means that I will love you and only you beyond my dying days. Shifters mate for life and the Fates have seen fit to grant me you, beautiful one,” he replied before kissing her again.
“Oh for Goddess’s sake! Get a room already. I swear you two are like putty cats in heat. Are you going to roll around on the mats all day or are we going to spar?” Stefano said as he continued to devour his stack of chocolate chip pancakes, drenched in maple syrup and topped with whipped cream and a cherry for good measure.
Tired of his brother’s taunting, Nicolai waved his hand and blew up his brother’s pancakes. Then he gave Zoe another quick kiss on the lips and helped her up off the floor.
“Hey, I wasn’t finished eating those, damn it.”
“Oh, you weren’t? Oops! My bad,” Nicolai retorted with a smirk that had Zoe laughing and wiping away tears. She couldn’t wait to meet the woman who was brave enough to deal with these two.
“What’s your mother’s name?” she asked all of a sudden.
“Zeva,” they both replied in a warm and affectionate tone.
“And your dad? What’s his name?”
“Mikhail,” Nicolai answered, pleased that she wanted to know more about his family. Hopefully, it meant she was entertaining the idea of him being her mate seriously.
“If you two are finished playing twenty questions, could we get back to business?” Stefano asked without any heat in his voice as he took another sip of his milk.
“Sure,” Zoe replied right before she blew up his glass.
“What the Hades, Red?”
“What? Your wish is my command,” she said with a smirk that would have made Nicolai laugh, had he not been busy dodging one of her iridescent energy balls.
Zoe gave as good as she got. Her speed, agility and ability to remain light on her feet was a plus in Nicolai’s eyes. It would make it difficult for an attacker to trap her, but he knew it could be done and was ready to prove it.
Silently communicating with his twin like they had done since they were kids, both men cornered her. While Nicolai grabbed her from the back in an unforgiving embrace, Stefano advanced on them quickly from the front.
Zoe steadied her focus, all the while wracking her brain on how to get out of her predicament. She laughed at the fleeting thought running through her mind until it became a reality. Before Stefano reached them, Zoe astral projected herself behind him.
Nicolai was momentarily stunned into silence. How in the Hades had she done that? was the only thought running through his mind, as he suddenly released the other Zoe and yelled, “Stefano, watch out!” but it was too late. 
Zoe attacked with the force of an avenging angel, as both men quickly found themselves on the defensive end. She was quick, formidable, fierce, and downright sexy. 
Nicolai found himself in a lust-filled daze, as he admired the glow covering Zoe’s body. However, when you incorporated her fiery, red hair into the mix, it left him hot and bothered in all the right places. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it at the moment. 
Stefano on the other hand, just prayed to the Goddess it would be over soon. He was tired, hungry, and wanted some more damn chocolate chip pancakes. Hmm. Maybe I’ll add sprinkles this time, he thought dodging one of Zoe’s jabs.



CHAPTER 8
When it looked like Zoe wasn’t going to slow down anytime soon, Stefano held up his hands in surrender and yelled, “Truce.”
Fortunately for him, Zoe was fast enough to pull her last punch before she nailed him in the solar plexus like she had Nicolai earlier.
“Woman, you scare the Hades out of me. Now if you both will excuse me, I need a shower and some food. Good luck with these two, bro because they’re going to be double the trouble,” Stefano said with a shit eating grin before teleporting out of the room.
“How did you split yourself?” Nicolai asked, both elated and astonished by their discovery of the newest weapon in her arsenal.
“I don’t know. I just wished it.”
“You just wished it?”
“Yeah. I wished that there were two of me, so that I could even up the fight.”
“Oookaaay,” Nicolai said, as his bewilderment quickly morphed into concern. “Can you put yourself back together?”
“I don’t know how. I’ve been trying to reverse my wish, but it’s not working,” Zoe responded in a voice tinged with panic.
“It’s alright. We just need to calm down and summon your Aunt Hildy. Maybe she has an idea of how to make you whole again.”
“I am calm. You’re the one with the ashen face,” Zoe said right before she let out a loud whistle and yelled, “Aunt Hildy, we need your help, NOW.”
When Hildy and Chuck materialized, Zoe and Nicolai gasped in unison and quickly covered their eyes. “Oh for Goddess’s sake, cover yourselves up, will you. How in the Hades does Zelda handle all of this? I’m so going to need therapy when this is all over,” Zoe retorted.
“Um… she visits with Roger the Rabbit twice a week. He’s a great therapist if you can get past his penchant for porn,” Chuck graciously supplied as a solution to the problem.
“Uh, thanks Chuck. I think. Are you both dressed now?”
“Yes, dear, but in all fairness to Chuck and me, it could have been worse,” Hildy said with a chuckle.
“I can’t even imagine how, but enlighten me.”
“You could have walked in on my douche knocker of a brother, hence your father, and his Baba Love, aka Baba Yaga, doing the nasty. I mean just think about it. Leotard Dude meets a blast from the past, 80’s style.”
“Ugh. No, I’d rather not. Thank you very much.” Zoe turned to Nicolai and said, “Do you think this Roger the Rabbit takes walk-ins? I’m sure this would be considered an emergency by anyone’s standards.”
Shrugging his shoulders, Nicolai said, “I have no idea, sweetheart, but we can check into it later. Right now, you have bigger problems. Remember?”
“Oh dear, I just realized you’ve split yourself. How did you manage such an accomplishment?” Aunt Hildy asked.
“I wished it, which was kick ass at the time. Now, not so much. I’ve tried wishing myself whole, but it’s not working. Do all witches have this ability? How do we fix it?”
“No sugar plum, they don’t. Once again, you’re special in that way.”
“I don’t want to be special. I just want to be whole,” Zoe said in frustration.
“I understand, but you need to calm down before you lose control of your powers again and blow us all to smithereens.”
Zoe closed her eyes, inhaled and exhaled several deep breaths, and reached for her inner calm. Once she found her center and envisioned herself as one, not only did the power swirling in the room, cloak her like a shield, but she also became one… literally.
“You did it, child. You didn’t need our help.”
Zoe was so ecstatic to be one again, she jumped into Nicolai’s arms and kissed him for all she was worth. Lost in the kiss, she was startled when Fabio cleared his throat and said in a pleading voice laced with sarcasm, “Please tell me we’re interrupting something.”
When Zoe turned to address her father, instead of the navy, women’s leggings he had wearing when they left for Paris, he was now sporting a horrific Elvis costume. Why can’t everyone just let the King rest in peace, she thought before saying, “Oh my. Don’t you look spiffy?”
“You like. I can’t wait for Babalicious to see it,” Fabio replied with glee. “We like to play dress up from time-to-time. I guess that’s where Zelda gets it from. I just wish she had chosen a cheaper red cape. I mean really, Little Red Riding Hood doesn’t need a ten thousand dollar cape during nookie time.”
“Oh my Goddess! Stop,” Zoe yelled as she covered her ears. “That is TMI and I’m sure even Roger ‘the porn” Rabbit would agree. What is wrong with you people? I’m positive this is not how a family is supposed to act.”
Although Nicolai remained silent, the thoughts running through his head hadn’t. Guess we better hold off on her meeting Aunt Agnes and Uncle Dimitri right away or she’ll never agree to be my mate.
“Who in the Hades are Aunt Agnes and Uncle Dimitri? More importantly, why didn’t your lips move? Please don’t tell me on top of being a Shifter slash warlock, you’re some type of ventriloquist,” she begged.
“You heard that again?”
“Of course. How could I not? I’m sure I wasn’t the only one in the room who heard it. Right, guys?”
“Actually dear, you were the only one,” Aunt Hildy said softly in an effort not to spook Zoe any further. It had already been one helluva day for her niece, but she was handling it like a champ.
“I think we need to talk in private, Zoe. There are a few things I need to explain,” Nicolai said.
“Okay, we can go up to my room. I need to shower and change anyway.”
Before they left the room, Aunt Hildy said, “Zoe keep in mind that the mating ritual is very, very, very pleasurable. Just saying!”
Confused by her aunt’s comment, Zoe simply nodded and then headed for the stairs. Chuck had a smile on his face that could light up the sky. Fabio… well, Fabio just looked ridiculous in that stupid Elvis outfit he was wearing. 
Viola, on the other hand, looked worried for the baby who had grown into a beautiful young woman and stolen her heart. 
Hildy couldn’t stop the bittersweet thoughts running through her head. After this mission, she and Chuck would go on to their next ‘great adventure’. She would never see her nieces get married and have families of their own. Yet, knowing that Viola would be there for Zoe gave her some peace of mind.
* * * * * *
Nicolai was sitting on the bed when Zoe entered the room freshly showered and dressed in a tight pair of skinny jeans that cupped her ass and made her legs look long and sexy. The Antonio Melani collared tunic accentuated her breasts and made his mouth water. He had to hand it to Fabio, the man had excellent taste in clothes.
“Come and sit down, sweetheart,” Nicolai said, brushing the spot beside him.
Wearily, Zoe did as she was asked, sighing in relief when he took her hand and entwined their fingers together. How bad could this be? she thought.
“That all depends on you,” he replied softly. “In the Shifter’s world, mates can hear one another’s thoughts. In truth, it’s another form of communication. Given that you and I are mates, it’s the reason you could hear my thoughts a few moments ago when we were downstairs.”
“So let me get this straight, I can hear your thoughts and you can hear mine simply by the mere fact that we are mates. Are mates considered the equivalent of husband and wife without the marriage?”
“I’d like to think of us being mates as much more than husband and wife. As for getting married, I leave that totally up to you. But make no mistake, we belong to one another... wedding or not. You’re my soul mate and I will love you until the day I take my last breath and beyond, if your Aunt Hildy and Chuck are any indication.”
“Wait! Are you telling me that Aunt Hildy and Chuck are mates?”
“That’s exactly what I’m telling you. How do you feel about that?”
“Well, from what I accidentally witnessed downstairs, I think Aunt Hildy is one lucky lady,” Zoe said wiggling her eyebrows. “That also explains her comment.”
“Oookaaay! That’s not quite what I was asking, but it’s a starting point. Let me rephrase my question. How do you feel about us being mates?”
“Mm. Does it mean I can kiss those luscious lips of yours whenever I want?”
“Most definitely.”
“And I can run my fingers through your soft, silky hair.”
“Continuously.”
“And we can… you know… anytime the mood strikes?”
“Define, you know.”
“You know. Have sex,” she whispered so only he could hear, which was funny given they were the only two people in the room.
“Till your heart’s desire.”
“Oh, goodie. What about babies?”
“What about them? I wouldn’t mind having a few.”
“Well, given I’m a witch and you’re part man, part putty cat… What would our children be like?”
“They’d be very special. But not because you’re a witch and I’m part man, part putty cat, as you so eloquently put it. But because they’re ours.”
Nicolai’s last comment melted all of Zoe’s reserve, which was the reason she climbed into his lap, wrapped her arms around his neck, softly kissed him on the forehead and both cheeks, as she whispered, “Count me in,” right before she took his mouth in a heated kiss that made every cell in her body buzz with pleasure.”
Zoe nipped and suckled on Nicolai’s soft lips that tasted like vanilla and pure, unadulterated pleasure. When that wasn’t enough, she bit his lower lip and tugged, which elicited a possessive growl from him that sent tingles to her v-jay-jay. 
Goddess he is so hot, she thought, slowly plunging her tongue deep inside his mouth before pulling back in a teasing manner that made the cat… no panther… seek more. He tasted so sweet.
Nicolai was about to lose his ever-loving mind. Unable to hold back any longer, he took control of the kiss and devoured Zoe’s mouth. Lowering his hands, he cupped her butt, stood, and laid them both down on the bed. When their lips met again, the kiss was hot, deep, passionate and full of something neither of them had felt before… love.
When they came up for air, Nicolai continued trailing soft kisses down Zoe’s jaw and neck before suckling hard enough to leave a mark. Mine were the only thoughts running through his head. Did it make him an ass-wipe? Probably, but he didn’t care. The alpha in him wanted everyone to know the sexy woman beneath him was his.
“Yours,” Zoe whispered in his ear. “Always yours.”



CHAPTER 9
“They better not be having sex up there,” Fabio fumed, pacing back and forth like a caged animal. “I swear, if they’re having sex and he hurts my baby girl, I’m going to… I’m… Well… I’ll…”
“Oh for Goddess’s sake! You’ll do what Fabio? Spit it out, you douchebag,” Hildy exclaimed.
“I’ll take away his catnip.”
Everyone in the room burst into laughter… including Fabio. “Being a parent is hell,” Fabio sighed in defeat as he flopped down on the sofa. 
“I’ve waited three decades for Zelda to call me dad, but it was totally worth the wait. While I’m still working on the fact she’s mated to a wolf, I discover I have another child… a twin to be exact and she’s… she’s magnificent. Now, I must come to terms with the fact she’s mated to a panther for Goddess’s sake. What’s wrong with a nice, normal warlock?”
“Oh warlock, smarlock! I tell you what happened to all of the nice, normal warlocks,” Hildy said in air quotes. “They all turned into ass-wipes like Alaric and are trying to kill your girls. Why you would want that for my beautiful nieces is beyond me. They need men who are going to be loyal, faithful and not scheme to kill them.”
“I agree with what she said,” Viola scribbled on her notepad and held it up for Fabio to read.
“We’re not all bad guys. Look at me,” Fabio countered.
“Let’s look at you, Fabio. You’re a reformed, tight wearing man-whore, who’s taking yoga because he wants to be flexible enough to his lick nads whenever possible. Granted, you and Baba Love have been out on a few dates, but is it really going anywhere?”
“Yes. It. Is. You old hag. How dare you minimize what Carol and I have? It may have taken me a few centuries to find my one and only, but I have now and I’m not letting her go regardless of the fact she fights me every step of the way.”
Hildy had never heard Fabio speak so fierce about a woman. Heck, back when his skirt chasing was at an all-time high during his man-whoring days, she was excited when he could remember the woman’s name. 
Point in case, he had slept with Cassandra slash Judith slash Sandy slash Isobelle or whatever in the Goddess’s name she was calling herself these days – aka Zelda and Zoe’s spawn of a mother – several times before he even knew her name.
But in spite of all of her brother’s misgivings, it was obvious he had feelings for her best friend. Therefore, she pulled up her big girl panties, figuratively speaking, and did the only thing she could… apologize.
“Oh, dear! I had no idea, brother dearest. My apologies.”
“Thanks, Hildy!”
“You’re welcome. But just for the record, if she breaks your heart, I’ll come back and smite her boney ass… 80’s outfit and all. Then, I’ll turn her into a toad like I did when we were kids.”
“Fabio couldn’t stop the smile that spread across his face. Instead, he continued smiling and simply said, “Duly noted, sis. Duly noted.”
* * * * * *
Zoe and Nicolai came downstairs holding hands and smiling like the cat who had eaten the canary. It was obvious the two lovebirds had come to an agreement that satisfied all parties involved.
“Oh my Goddess! They had sex,” Fabio grumbled.
“Quiet you old fool. Just because you’re a six minute man doesn’t mean Nicolai is,” Hildy admonished.
Chuck and Viola couldn’t help but laugh at the two siblings’ antics. If nothing else, they were definitely entertaining. Viola doubted there had ever been a dull moment in their house when both of them were in the room.
“Hey everyone,” Zoe said, oblivious or rather ignoring the comments from her aunt and dad.
“From the smiles on your faces, I take it your conversation went well,” Aunt Viola had scribbled on her notepad and held it up for both of them to read.
Zoe and Nicolai nodded in agreement as they snuggled closer to one another. “We still have a few things to work out, but we’ve agreed a good starting point would be to go out on a date after this nasty business with Alaric is resolved,” Zoe replied.
“Dating? Did you say dating? Hmm. Dating is good, as long as you don’t start playing dress-up during sexy times because I don’t know if I’m emotionally prepared to handle that at this point and time in my life. One daughter playing Little Red Riding Hood with the big bad wolf is more than enough for me,” Fabio babbled on to no one in particular.
“Oh for Goddess’s sake, Fabio. Let it be. Besides, they would never play Little Red Riding Hood. Nicolai’s a black panther. I see them playing cat and mouse. No offense Zoe.”
“I got it. The Cat In The Hat,” Chuck said.
“You two are not helping,” Fabio shouted.
“Since everyone is determined to discuss my sex life, where’s my mother? You’ve mentioned my sister, Zelda, many times, but no one has said a word about my mother. Was she heartbroken when she had to give me up? Will I get to meet her soon? Do Zelda and I look like her? Do I have other siblings besides, Zelda? I’m just curious.”
Everyone in the room suddenly became quiet, which made Zoe nervous. “Why is everyone quiet all of a sudden? Is my mother some kind of a mass murderer?”
“Sweetie, come and sit with me for a moment and I’ll explain,” Fabio said, soothingly. “Hmm. Where to begin?”
“How about she’s a backstabbing, conniving, two-timing, power hungry, evil witch of a spawn of Hades, who killed me and tried to take her own daughter’s magic,” Hildy shouted.
When everyone in the room turned to look at her, she shrugged and said, “Sorry, I didn’t realize I still had that much pent up anger toward your mother, Zoe. I’ll be quiet now.”
“From your mouth to the Goddess’s ears… Please. Please. Please, let it be,” Fabio countered. “Now that that’s settled. What was your first question?”
“Was my mother heartbroken when she had to give me up?”
“Um… Viola, you wanna chime in here?”
Viola knew Zoe’s initial question regarding her mother would be relinquished to her to answer. Not because Fabio was afraid to answer it, but because he simply didn’t know the story, which is the reason she had already written out a response.
“Sweetheart, your mother doesn’t know about you. It seems that the Goddess and Fates had been watching her hunger for power grow stronger and stronger over the centuries. So when she hooked up with your father and became pregnant, they quickly realized that a plan needed to be put into action.”
“What type of plan?”
“The type of plan that would prevent her from stealing her daughters’ magic. The reason your father never knew about you was because your mother threatened your lives while you were still in her womb. I’m sorry, but there’s really no easy or subtle way to explain this without making it sound as bad as it is.”
“Your mother was born hungry for power, Zoe. Even when we were at Witchery U, she aligned herself with witches and warlocks who had the potential to increase her magic. She’s spent centuries, hopping from one warlock’s bed to another. To be honest, dear, she was more of a ho-bag than your father,” Hildy said, matter of factly.
“Your Aunt Hildy would be correct. Therefore, when your father succeeded in getting her pregnant, found out about it and only backed down after she threatened your lives, the Goddess and Fates stepped in. The only way for the plan to work was to allow your mother to turn your father into a cat.”
“I still don’t understand how she didn’t realize she was carrying two children.”
“That was accomplished with a little divine intervention from her doctor, the Goddess, and the Fates of course. Initially, Zelda hid you when your mother had her first sonogram because you were so tiny. From that point on, the Goddess made sure she continued to believe there was only one child using her infinite amount of magic.”
“Okay, I get that you were able to cover up my existence when she was carrying me, but how did she not figure it out during the birth?”
“Your mother is a petite woman; therefore, when it came time for the birth, the doctor explained he would need to do a C-section. She was given medicine laced with a magical spell to help her relax, or so she thought. In actuality, it knocked her out long enough for the doctor to deliver you and Zelda.”
“How did you decide which child to leave with her?”
“That’s where the Fates, come in. They had foreseen both yours and Zelda’s futures and knew she would be able to handle your mother. Besides, after the birth, Zelda’s magic was the stronger of the two. The Fates were concerned if they left you with your mother, she would harm you in her quest for more power. We couldn’t take that chance.”
“How did I end up with you, Aunt Viola?”
“During that time, I sat on the Council of Witches. We were made aware of the situation by the Goddess and Baba Yaga. When Baba Yaga asked for volunteers to take care of the newborn named Zoe, I immediately stood up. I knew that I would never have children of my own, so you were like a gift sent from the Goddess herself. Thirty years later, here we are. Of course, I never imagined that ass-wipe, Alaric, would turn on me and try to kill the only person I’ve ever loved.”
“I love you too, Aunt Viola. Thank you for everything,” Zoe whispered in her aunt’s ear as they hugged.
When the two women separated, there wasn’t a dry eye in the room. 
“I have one more question. Where is my mother now?”
“I can take it from here, Viola. Thank you for everything you’ve done for our Zoe,” Fabio said in a genuine voice that brought more tears to Viola’s eyes. “There’s really no easy way to say this, so here goes. Your mother is in the pokey for playing a role in murdering your Aunt Hildy and for attempting to murder your sister, Zelda, me and the entire population of Assjacket, West Virginia.”
“Holy Moly!” Zoe exclaimed, eyes as big around as saucers. “Seriously?”
“Seriously. Of course, she had some help from Blondie, a Wolf Shifter, Hugo – her Vampire boyfriend, and those damn Honey Badgers, but Zelda, Hildy and the rest of the gang in Assjacket handled it. She’s also been stripped of her magic and is now a human, which in your mother’s case, is a fate worse than death or the pokey. That was your sister’s idea by the way. She’s crafty like that,” he said with a wink.
“You people give a whole new meaning to the word, dysfunctional family,” Zoe said. “Oops. Sorry! I didn’t mean to say that out loud. My bad.”
“No worries. I know exactly what you mean,” Fabio chuckled. “We’re strange, but whenever you’re in a bind, know that we’ll always have your back, kiddo.”
“Thanks, I think,” Zoe replied with a frown on her face.
“Why are you frowning?” Fabio asked. 
“Well, based on everything you’ve told me, I guess I’ll never meet my mother. Even if I could, would it be safe?”
“We honestly don’t know, Zoe. I think that’s a question you’ll need to ask Carol,” Hildy said.
“Who’s Carol?”
“Carol has been my best friend since childhood. She’s also the Baba Yaga that at times, we lovingly refer to as Baba Yo Momma, Baba Love, Boney Ass, in your case, Bob Saget, in Zelda’s case, Old Lady Crotch, and in your father’s case, Babalicious. Regardless of the name, she’s the most powerful witch in all of the land and she alone can grant you access to visit your mother in the pokey. All you have to do is ask nicely.”
“Hmm. I’ll think about it. Thanks for the suggestion,” Zoe replied, pondering how a mother could willingly harm her child. “Tell me about Zelda,” she finally said.
“Zelda’s a handful, but I’ll love her forever,” Fabio said. “She has auburn hair, just like yours… the only difference being hers is curly and yours is straight. You both have stunning green eyes and wear a size 4 by my estimation.”
“Good to know. I’ve never had someone I could share clothes with,” Zoe countered.
“Um… about that. Your sister is a tad bit materialistic. Okay, more than a tad and she can be unstable at times, but if you haven’t figured it out yet, everyone in the family is a bit unstable, especially Hildy. Like your mother, she’s spent some time in the pokey for accidentally running me over with her car several times and using her magic for self-gain, which is an offense so be forewarned. Therefore, if you ever piss her off, just pick her up a Louis Vuitton bag or a pair of Minolo Blahniks and she’ll love you forever.”
“I heard that, you ass-hat and I’ll make sure you pay later,” Hildy replied, shooting him the finger of love.
Although the entire room burst into laughter, Fabio continued. “She likes using potty words in her spells which is hilarious at times, and her magical gift involves healing Shifters and other magical beings. She recently took over Hildy’s position as the Shifter Whisperer, but often refers to herself as the Shifter Wanker.”
“Do I have the power to heal?”
“Yes. You come from a long line of healers and before you ask, I know this by the color of your hair. All healers have auburn hair.”
“Cool, I can’t wait to try it.”
“Be careful what you ask for,” Hildy said in a singsong voice.
“As I was saying, she’s mated to Mac, a wolf and the King of the Shifters; and she’s inherited Hildy’s three familiars who are cats. Their names are Fat Bastard, Boba Fett and Jango Fett. They love to eat, gamble, lick their nads, and watch Say Yes to the Dress with Zelda. They have some vile, personal habits, but don’t we all.”
“What are familiars and do I have one?” Zoe asked excitedly.
“Think of familiars as guardians who watch over you. As your douche knocker of a father already explained, they’re always cats, which is the reason we didn’t think anything of Nicolai’s presence. Although when Carol and I were in Witchery U, the Jezibaba gave her a familiar who could shift into anything. She called him the Great Emeritus. He shifted from a Raven into a Hellhound and then a large white owl right before our eyes. It was amazing,” Hildy said in awe.
“I can’t wait to get my familiar,” Zoe said with glee. “Tell me more about them.”
“Well, every familiar gets a file on their witches. Although they have powers, they’re never more powerful than their witch. They can’t transport without their witch and most of them take on the traits of their witch.”
“Holy smoke! Do you think my familiar will be able to split himself?”
“What are you talking about, Zoe?” Fabio asked.
“If I wish hard enough, I can split myself into two people. Aunt Hildy called it astral projection.”
“Why are we just now hearing about this?” Fabio exclaimed.
“Oh, don’t get your leotards in a wad. We weren’t intentionally keeping it from you. In fact, we had just discovered Zoe’s new power when you and Viola popped in from Vegas and you were wearing that stupid Elvis costume. Oh wait! You’re still wearing it. Never mind,” Hildy said in a deadpanned voice.
Ignoring Hildy, which was difficult at times, Fabio said, “Can you control your new power, Zoe?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Well, you need to practice because it might come in handy defeating Alaric. Speaking of that ass-wad, we need to develop a plan to get Viola’s magic back and defeat him once and for all.”
“I propose we grab a bite to eat and then come up with a plan,” Viola had written on her notepad for everyone to see. They all nodded in agreement and headed toward the kitchen.



CHAPTER 10
Fabio had whipped up an Italian feast fit for a King. Still dressed in his Elvis costume, he rambled off the dishes on the table in a ridiculous Italian accent that had Zoe giggling uncontrollably.
“For your eating pleasure, Chef Fab-u-lo-so has prepared fettuccine Alfredo in a rich and creamy garlic sauce with Parmesan, spaghetti with meat sauce, lasagna, shrimp sautéed in a garlic sauce, tossed with asparagus, tomatoes and angel hair pasta and grilled chicken topped with a lemon garlic butter sauce, sundried tomatoes, capers and Parmesan crusted zucchini. To complement these delizioso dishes will be my famous house salad with green, leafy lettuce, hearty tomatoes, red onions, black olives… well, you get the idea, homemade minestrone soup, warm garlic breadsticks, and several bottles of Moscato Primo Amore because I don’t know about the rest of you, but I need a drink… lots and lots of drinks.”
“Mm-Mm. Smells delicious! I can’t wait to try it all,” Zoe said rubbing her stomach and taking a seat at the table.
“Um… Guys! Incoming, but don’t blow him up. It’s only my brother,” Nicolai said quickly as Stefano transported into the kitchen.
“Dude! Looks like I arrived just in time. Oh, is that… lasagna? Yum!” Stefano said, oblivious to the strange looks he was receiving from around the room.
“Everyone, this is my brother Stefano. My mother’s positive that he has a hollow wooden leg because he’s always hungry and she’s yet to figure out where he puts all the food he consumes.”
“Hey, don’t hate me because I’m a man with a healthy appetite and a fast metabolism. Besides, I work out. You think it’s easy keeping this girlish figure? I think not.”
“Welcome, Stefano. I’m Fabio, Zoe’s father. Please! Join us!”
“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Stefano replied, sitting down next to his brother. “What’s up with the Elvis costume? You gotta gig later on?”
“No, I was in Vegas earlier doing a little gambling.”
“Okay, but why are you still wearing it and what’s with the wannabe Italian accent?”
“Stefano, you’re being rude,” Nicolai admonished.
“Come on! I’m just asking what everyone else is thinking. It could be worse. He could be that dude who likes wearing women’s leotards and licking his nads. You know, the guy you told me about earlier. Now that’s a real looser,” Stefano countered using his thumb and index finger to form the letter L in front of his forehead.
Hildy couldn’t contain her laughter. “He’s got your number, Fabio. Bet you’ll think twice the next time you leave home wearing that stupid yoga outfit.”
“Wait! Dude! That’s you? Sorry, I didn’t know.”
“Obviously,” Fabio replied through gritted teeth. He looked like a bull ready to charge. “Let’s cease with all the chatter and eat in silence. Oh! And for the record, these two bottles of Moscato are mine.”
“Understood,” Stefano replied, holding up his hands in surrender.
Everyone filled their plates, settled in and began diving into the scrumptious meal. Hildy sighed as she imagined the wonderful flavors bursting off her tongue. Oh, what she would give for just a teeny, tiny bite of the sautéed shrimp.
“My brother may be a man-whore, but boy can he cook. While this ghost gig has its perks, I really miss the taste of food. Know what I mean, Big Guy?” Hildy asked Chuck.
“I know exactly what you mean, Sugar Plum,” Chuck replied, longingly. “What I wouldn’t give for a big, juicy steak with a side of mashed potatoes and gravy. Maybe for desert, a nice slice of chocolate pie.”
“Goddess that sounds delicious!” Hildy moaned.
“Don’t do that!”
“Don’t do what?”
“You know what. Make that sound that always revs me up.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Big Guy” Hildy feigned with innocence. “However, I’d hate for you to be all revved up with no place to go. Maybe I could help you out with a little game of Goldilocks and the Bear?”
“Oh, I’m positive you could,” Chuck said in a low growl.
“This kitchen is too hot!” Hildy exclaimed, enjoying the heat that filled Chuck’s eyes as she finished undressing.
“Someone has me all hot and bothered,” Chuck growled in Hildy’s ear.
“Oh dear, now I’m too cold,” she countered, as he pulled their bodies closer, nipped the sweet spot between her ear and collar bone before suckling on her neck.
“Someone needs to sit in my lap, NOW,” he said, caressing her hips and butt.
“Ahhh, that feels just right,” Hildy happily professed just before he took her mouth in a searing kiss that made her iridescent body glow with pleasure. 
“Someone will be sleeping in my bed… well, maybe not sleeping,” he whispered in a sultry voice that melted all of her reserve.
Suddenly, Zoe stopped eating and yelled, “Oh for Goddess’s sake! Get a room, already. Why do you two insist on doing the nasty in my presence? All of the moans and groans and lust filled emotions are driving me crazy. Not to mention they’re kind of making me hot. Oops! Did I say that out loud?”
“Unfortunately, yes!” Fabio hissed. “Hildy, quit torturing my daughter with your sexcapades. I don’t want her scarred for life. It’s bad enough when I have to think about you two bumping uglies. There’s not enough therapy in the world to cure those visions floating around in my head… not even with Roger the Rabbit on the case; and everyone’s aware of his penchant for porn, which means there’s probably nothing he hasn’t seen.”
“Oh can-it Babalips! I refused to be ridiculed by a reformed man-whore who’s only taking yoga classes so that he can lick his nads. I don’t have to take this crap. We’re out of here. Zoe, sorry for getting you all hot and bothered… well, maybe not. Anyways, just whistle when that ass-wipe Alaric returns. Love you, sweets.”
“Is it just me or was that AAAWKWARRRD?” Stefano asked. “Yet, if I were being truly honest, it was sexy as hell,” he finished with a smirk, right as Nicolai threw a napkin at his head.
“Wait! I thought we were going to devise a plan to deal with Alaric,” Zoe shouted, but it was lost on deaf ears. Hildy and Chuck had already disappeared in a cloud of silver smoke. “I guess we’re on our own,” she said, shrugging her shoulders and taking another bite of lasagna.
“Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’ll be ready when the time comes,” Nicolai promised as he gave her a soft kiss on the forehead.
“Could we at least enjoy our meal before discussing that son of a horse's ass, Alaric?” Viola wrote on her notepad.
“I’m down with that,” Zoe replied. “All of that sparing and splitting myself in half has left me famished,” she said, scooping up a fork full of spaghetti.
“Speaking of training, where’d you learn those moves? And before you answer, I’m not buying it was beginner’s luck,” Nicolai asked.
“You’re right. It wasn’t beginners luck. I’ve been taking martial arts since I was five. Aunt Viola was insistent that I know how to protect myself. I never quite understood why, until now.”
“I knew you were a ringer,” Stefano exclaimed. “Why didn’t you just tell us instead pulling that nonsense about singing?”
“Aw, did I hurt the little putty cat? Let me guess, your gonads and solar plexus are still hurting, Stefano?”
“Yeah, I’m still a little sore. What of it?”
“Then it wasn’t nonsense. By the way, it’s SING, not singing. I figured, if it worked for Gracie Hart, then it’d work for me. You’re just lucky I didn’t tap into my inner Charmed. Those witches kicked some serious warlock and demon butt every day. Phoebe was my idol. Too bad I can’t levitate like her.”
“I think you do enough on your own,” Nicolai chimed in.
“You’re one to talk. Not only can you shift into a panther, but you also throw a mean indigo energy ball, if I do say so myself.”
“Thanks, sweetheart. My parents would be proud.”
“Nicolai, tell us about your family and how you landed on Zoe and Viola’s doorstep,” Fabio asked.
“Our mother’s name is Zeva and she’s a witch who has visions. Believe it or not Zoe, you’ve actually met her.”
“Really? When?”
“At the magic shop. She’s actually one of your customers.” 
“We get lots of customers, especially during this time of year when All Hallows Eve is in full effect. Could you be more specific?”
“You two initially met when she was looking for levitation tricks to perform at our six-year old cousin’s birthday party. He had invited several non-magical friends, shall we say, so she needed some props. The floating can gimmick was the talk of the party by the way.”
“I remember her now. Long, black silky hair that stopped at her waist and stunning green eyes a little brighter than yours, now that I think about it. She has a hippie vibe going on, right?”
“That’d be our mom,” Stefano said with pride in his voice. “Nicolai and I are still trying to figure out how she and our straight-laced dad ever hooked up. The Fates must have been laughing their butts off when they paired those two together.”
“Have you not heard the old saying, opposites attract, Stefano?” Zoe countered.
“Message received, Zoe. Besides, they’ve been married for eons, so there has to be something there. You think Hildy and Chuck are bad, wait until you sense the emotions rolling off those two. Although we’re not Empaths, we can hardly stand it times. Head over heels in love is an understatement when it comes to our parents.”
“They sound wonderful. I can’t wait to meet them. Tell us more,” she said encouragingly to Nicolai.
“Well, Stefano’s right about our father, Mikhail. He’s the polar opposite of our mom, but for some strange reason, it works.”
“Oh, I love Mikhail Baryshnikov. Not only is he a wonderful dancer, but the way he was able to make his tights fit in such an appealing manner to a woman has always fascinated me. I mean honestly, there were absolutely no panty or jock strap lines to be seen, which is not an easy feat when you’re trying to prevent your no-no’s from drooping, if you know what I mean,” Fabio said awe inspiring tone in his voice that made it obvious he wasn’t joking.
“Oh-kay,” was the only response Nicolai could muster up at the moment. 
Stefano on the other hand, opened mouth and inserted foot, as always. “Dude, you are one serious freak-in-the-bedroom.”
“I don’t think admiring the way a man holds himself together in his tights is freaky.”
“Keep telling yourself that. FREEEAAAAK AAALERRRRRT!” Stefano said in a singsong voice.
Shaking his head in defeat at his brother’s blatant disrespect, Nicolai ignored him and continued. “Our father is also the alpha of the pact and works closely with Uncle Dimitri, who is his beta.”
“Now that’s the real FREAK of the family,” Stefano interjected. “Ooh! Tell them about the time Uncle Dimitri and Aunt Agnes decided to play Farmer in the Dell and his Winch.”
“There’s nothing wrong with a little role playing in the bedroom,” Fabio quickly refuted.
“Uh! There is when Uncle Dimitri is the one dressed up like the winch. I was in therapy for years trying to get the vision of him running around in a pink tutu with black fishnet stockings sporting four-inch hooker heels out of my head. Thank goodness for Roger the Rabbit over in Assjacket.”
“Wait! You know Roger the Rabbit?”
“Of course, he’s legendary. Well… legendary in regards to his penchant for porn. Not so much as a therapist. However, in all fairness, the rabbit knows his stuff and was able to help me cope… after ten sessions that included Debbie Does Dallas, Amsterdam, and London… You get the idea.”
“Holy Hades! That explains why you had no problem going to therapy because it’s obvious it wasn’t to improve your mental well-being,” Nicolai retorted.
“Hey! Don’t hate the playa! Hate the Game!”
Nicolai wanted to bang his head on the table… repeatedly. His brother had always been a handful, but he had to admit, he was in rare form tonight. Zoe and her family must have been wondering who in the Hades, they had gotten themselves involved with. Stefano was making their family sound like a dysfunctional three-ring circus.
“I assure you all that our family is not as dysfunctional as my brother dearest makes them out to be. We’re actually very nice people who protect our own and anyone else in need. The reason I ended up on Zoe’s doorstep is because my mother had a vision she was in danger. The more she visited the store, the more intense the vision became, which is the reason she sent me in the disguise of a cat.”
“Does she know that we’re mates?”
“Although she didn’t come right out and say it, I have a sneaky suspicion she does. She also knows you’re a witch, but never mentioned your powers were bound. Not sure if that was a slip on her part, or if it wasn’t revealed in her vision. Sometimes, they’re just bits and pieces of information that she has to decipher. Drives my dad crazy.”
“They both sound lovely.”
“They are.”
“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I need a nap. Maybe we could strategize in the morning?” Stefano asked.
“I don’t see why not. Aunt Hildy and Chuck are off doing Goddess knows what and it is getting kind of late. I’m exhausted,” Zoe replied.
“Then tomorrow it is. Besides, I need to pop in and see how Zelda’s doing. Viola and I picked her up a few things from Nordstrom, Neiman Marcus and Fleur de England so she doesn’t get suspicious. Cashmere, Prada and Gucci are my weapons of choice. I also need her help convincing the Town Council to let me be the artistic director of the community theatre.”
“I’ll probably regret asking, but why are they blocking you from becoming the artistic director of the community theatre in Assjacket?” Zoe said. “Is the town really called Assjacket?”
“Is your town really called Bass Ackwards?”
“Yes,” Zoe, Nicolai and Stefano said in unison. “Oh, sorry. I don’t think so, but since that’s what Zelda calls it, everyone else is inclined to do the same. I have no clue as to the real name of the town. Anyways, they keep insisting that because I’m not a Shifter, I’m a high risk. Go figure. Just because I can’t turn into a putty cat or the big bad wolf, I’m flighty and unreliable.”
“Are you flighty?”
“No, I am not.”
“Oh-kay! Is there anything about the community theatre that’s risky or dangerous?”
“No, there’s not. And according to your sister, I’d costume the hell out of any show we performed, which is so true. I even told the Town Council this, but apparently Assjacket’s thespian society is the laughing stock of West Virginia.”
“Okay, I’ll bite. What happened to make the thespian society the laughing stock of West Virginia?” Zoe asked, sighing in exasperation.
“Apparently, during their last musical – Silence of the Lambs –several of the audience members were accidentally eaten and the Fava Bean number was lewd,” he replied bursting into laughter.
“Shut the front door! You’re making that up,” Zoe said, continuing to laugh.
“I wish I were,” Fabio responded, wiping tears from his eyes. “Not only did they eat several of the darn customers, but a few of them suffered stab wounds. Fortunately, no one died. Do I need to explain further about the Fava Bean number?”
“No, I think we get the general idea,” Nicolai hissed hysterically.
By the time Fabio finished, everyone in the room was in stitches. “Anyway, that’s water under the bridge. The only way they’ll even consider giving me the job is if Zelda agrees to be in the next show, which is about your cray-cray mother by the way. I think it would be therapeutic for her. So to entice my materialistic daughter, I have a rockin’ pair of Jimmy Choo shoes and an obscene pile of cashmere sweaters that will make the green in her beautiful eyes sparkle like diamonds. I also left some goodies upstairs for you, sweetheart.”
“Thanks, Daddy-O!”
“You have no idea how much I love hearing you say that, baby girl. I need to fly. Will you and Viola be okay tonight by yourselves?”
“They won’t be by themselves,” Nicolai said, quickly sobering up. “Stefano and I are here as their protection until Alaric is taken care of.”
“Fine. But no sex you two. I mean it. I’ll take away your catnip so fast it’ll make your head spin.”
“I understand, sir.”
“Make sure that you do. I’ll be back in the morning, sweetheart. Take care.” Fabio said as he gave Zoe a kiss on the cheek and disappeared from the room in a cloud of silver smoke, still wearing the ridiculous Elvis costume.



CHAPTER 11
Alaric hated traveling to the desolate, mythical region between life and death, otherwise known as Limbo. He couldn’t wait to be finished with this damn job so that he could rejoin civilization. He’d rather deal with a Demon or Hades himself, any day of the week over this scary ass son-of-a-humper who had hired him to steal the witch’s magic. He was still unclear as to why this ass-hat wanted her powers.
Mama always said my greed would come back to bite me in the arse someday. Who knew it’d be so soon, he thought, as the dark clouds and lightning increased the closer he got to the entrance.
Finally reaching his destination, Alaric pulled on the bong and waited. The doorbell, if that’s what you wanted to call it, sounded like people’s souls crying out for help. It was scary as hell and once again, he wondered what his greed had gotten him into.
Jackal opened the door slash portal and greeted Alaric with a knowing smirk. He couldn’t stand the ugly hyena and if he were being honest, was a little afraid of him. Jackal’s massive dog-like muzzle covered in short, black hair with several rows of whiskers, and four toes with short, blunt, non-retractable claws always sent chills down his spine. 
The hyena’s dog-like muzzle and solid body build always reminded him of canines, masking his more close evolutionary alliance with cats. Fortunately, his small tail tipped with long, black hairs that color contrasted his light colored body was hanging down which meant he wasn’t in attack mode.
Since he had yet to determine whether Jackal was male or female given that most female v-jay-jays were superficially similar to those of the males in hyena worlds, Alaric stuck with calling him whiney because it seemed like he was always whining about something these days. 
“You’re late ass-wipe. The Sire expected you days ago.”
“Oh zip it, whiney pants. I have bigger issues than shooting the sh*t with you today.”
“If you don’t appease the Sire and explain why the witch still lives, this might be the last time you shoot the sh*t as you so eloquently put it, you arrogant ass-hat. I told the Sire never hire a boy to do a man’s job, but he wouldn’t listen.”
“Hmm. I can’t imagine why not face fart. Maybe it’s because your kind mark and patrol your territories by taking a dump around the perimeter, which is gross might I add. I mean dude, have you smelled yourself. We’re talking pue… as in Peppy Le Pue. But I am curious, how do you keep the flies away?”
“Think and say whatever you want man-whore, but our tactics to protect our den has been working for centuries. You can jibber jabber all day long, but it still won’t change the fact that your ass is in a sling with the Sire. Now stand up straight and show some respect. It’s obviously too late to do anything about the cheap, holey suit you’re wearing.”
“I have you know that my suit was a casualty of war with witches and it’s anything but cheap, muzzle face. Don’t make me smite your hairy ass!”
“Ooh! I’m shaking in my boots,” Jackal replied.
“Where’s a good lion when you need one?” Alaric said, shoulder checking Jackal as he passed and entered the room.
“It’s about time you showed up, Alaric. I’ve been waiting weeks for you to bring me the witch’s power.”
“Actually, it’s only been a few days, Sire.”
“A few days… a few weeks… doesn’t matter. Time stands still in the place where souls pass on their way to reincarnation.”
“If you say so,” Alaric whispered.
“I do. Now give me the witch’s power.”
“About that. See, there’s been a few complications that have made it more… challenging shall we say, to obtain the witch’s magic.”
“What type of complication?” Sire yelled, as his bad breath almost caused Alaric to pass out.
“Um… Well…”
“Spit it out, you nincompoop. I don’t have all day,” Sire said in exasperation.
“Although I was able to eventually take her Guardian’s magic, the witch was nowhere to be found. When I went in for a second attack, they had called in reinforcements. It would seem as though someone was able to unbind the witch’s powers before I could steal them.”
“WHAT?” Sire exclaimed so loud that the walls began to tremble. “You told me the witch was unaware of her powers, which is the reason we went after her. It would be a piece of cake you said.”
“I remember what I said,” Alaric shouted back, fed up with everyone picking on him. “I was wrong, okay. It’s obvious that the Baba-Yo-Pain-In-My-Ass has called in reinforcements to protect the witch.”
“I’ve always hated that red headed busy body. Given that you’ve failed miserably, what’s your backup plan?”
“Take several days and regroup. I can’t fight them all by myself, even with the Guardian’s magic coursing through my veins.”
“WAIT! You injected yourself with the Guardian’s powers?”
“Duh! Look at my clothes. My suit gives a whole new meaning to the word HOLY. I had to take her powers in order to live another day.”
“Dramatic much, Alaric?” the Sire asked. “Why am I constantly surrounded by idiots?”
“Because you’re cheap and I’m greedy. Oops! Did I say that out loud?”
“Yes, you dimwit!”
“LOOK,” Alaric screamed in frustration and fear, but he figured what the heck. If today was his day, then he’d at least go out in a blaze of glory. “Since you think stealing the witch’s magic is so easy, then by all means, be my guest. I don’t have to take this crap from a man dressed in a cloak and dagger robe who’s destined to be stuck in limbo forever. I can always leave… REMEMBER.”
“DON’T. TEST. MY. PATIENCE. I may have used my knowledge of magic and the afterlife to escape the cray-cray witch who almost killed me and ended up in this Goddess forsaken place, but when I amplify the metaphysical and magical laws down here, I can literally cheat death forever. So don’t mistake my dire situation at the moment, as a sign of weakness. It would be a grave mistake on your part, Alaric.”
“Point taken. But I don’t appreciate you threats. Once again, the plan is to regroup in hopes that they’ll let their guard down as a few days pass, then we’ll go in for the kill.”
“Hm. That might work if I send Jackal and his pack of hyenas with you.”
“Why does he have to go? I don’t trust him.”
“Good. Because I do. Take it or leave it, but be forewarned… the latter option will result in your death.”
“FINE! But for the record, I don’t like it.”
“I don’t give a rat’s ass what you don’t like. As for the witches, it’s imperative that you remember, the next time they won’t give you a time out and don’t care about your damn suit you dimwit. Your focus needs to be on stealing the witch’s magic or you’ll always be low man on the broomstick. To beat the witches, you’ll need to channel all of your energy and magic, including pain into accomplishing the mission.”
“I get it, alright. I’ll be sure to pick up some clothes from Wally World before our next battle. What about the Dragon Blue Mist?”
“What about it?”
“Do you have more I can use to paralyze the witch and steal her powers?”
“Of course! Jackal will bring everything you need when the time is right. Don’t fail me again, Alaric.”
“I won’t, Sire. Your wish is my command,” Alaric said as he bowed and left the room, as quickly as he had entered. The place always gave him the creeps. He couldn’t wait to be back in the land of the living.
* * * * * *
The moment Alaric resurfaced from down under, he washed up, changed clothes, and headed for the closest bar. He needed a drink and a woman like most people needed their next breath. Seeing his ex-lover had stirred up feelings he wasn’t ready to deal with just yet.
“Scotch… neat,” he said, taking a seat at the bar. Toad’s Pub was famous for its good food, even better drinks, rowdy bar brawls, and willing female companionship.
Although there was no doubt, he was a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of guy, he was no man-whore as Viola had claimed. Truth be told, he cherished their time together and still did. Moreover, if he had thought for one moment… thought being the operative word… that she would have taken his sorry-excuse-for-a-horse’s-rump back, he would have begged for her forgiveness on the spot. Unfortunately, that was not to be his fate.
“Why you looking so down, Alaric? Someone thwart your latest get rich quick scheme?” Fat Rowdy asked, slapping him on the back hard enough to make him spew his scotch all over the bar.
Sly, the fox bartender, glared at the both of them. Alaric knew from the look on his face, he was one step away from kicking their butts out He didn’t need this crap from Fat Rowdy, the loud, obnoxious hell hound, who was a constant pain in his ass and didn’t play well with others. Yet, instead of egging him on, he decided to play nice. Mainly, because he had his eye on the sweet, delectable, kitty Shifter in the corner by the name of Celine.
“I’ll have another scotch and whatever she’s drinking,” Alaric said, nodding toward the sexy, kitty Shifter.
Sly shook his head in disgust and started making the drinks. 
“Look, I’d love to chat with you Fat Rowdy, but I have a date with the beauty in the corner. Maybe next time,” he said, quickly grabbing the drinks and walking away.
“Hello pretty lady, thought you could use another drink,” Alaric said, handing Celine the apple martini with a wink and a smile.
“Thanks, Handsome! Your timing is PUUURRRRRRFECT!”
Alaric grinned wider as he joined the lovely kitten at the table. She seemed nice enough, but about fifteen minutes into the conversation, Alaric was hoping… no praying… that Fat Rowdy would come and interrupt. 
As if it were even possible, she was more obnoxious than himself. For the last fifteen minutes, he had been listening to her drone on about herself, her ex-fiancé, oh yeah… and herself. No matter the topic of conversation, it always pointed back to her.
Desperate for a reprieve, Alaric excused himself and headed for the back exit near the men’s room. Tonight had not gone as planned. It quickly became obvious, it was time to call it a night and go home… alone.



CHAPTER 12
It was the crack of dawn and Zoe couldn't sleep, so she got dressed, went downstairs, found a cozy spot on the mats and begin meditating. When that didn't work, she stood up, walked back up a few of the steps, turned and jumped, but nothing happened. She did this several times with the end result being the same.
Nicolai stood at the top of the stairs, wondering what Zoe was up to. When curiosity finally got the cat, he asked, "What are you doing?"
Startled by his presence, Zoe stuttered and then said, "Uh! Trying to see if I can levitate like Phoebe in Charmed?"
"Why do you need to levitate? I thought we agreed you would take your training more seriously."
"I am, which is why I'm trying to channel my inner Phoebe."
"Magic doesn't work like that, Zoe"
"Well, it should. We're magical beings for Goddess's sake. We should be able to skip over all of this practical magic slash training crap."
"I hate to be the one to break it to you, sweetheart, but there are no shortcuts, especially when it comes to magic. Like humans, we're also required to attend school – otherwise known as Witchery U - in order to learn how to control our magic."
"There's a school? I'd love to check it out sometime."
"It'd be my pleasure to be your tour guide. Now, let's go back to bed. It'll be time to get up soon enough."
"I can't. I'm too wound up to sleep," Zoe whined.
"Fine,” Nicolai said in exasperation. “Then we'll train. Let's start with me throwing a few low voltage energy balls at you. That should get you all nice and warm."
"Give it your best shot, Bootsie," Zoe said as she began bouncing around like a wannabe MMA Fighter... again.
"Keep it up with the comical feline names. I promise that by the time we're done, I'll be the last one laughing," Nicolai countered as he quickly released two energy balls. One zapped Zoe in her right shoulder while the other used her butt as a bulls-eye.
"Oh-kay! That was just rude. This means war. Bring it on, Clawdia," Zoe countered with two energy balls of her own.
“Better channel your inner running man because that’s what you’re going to be doing for the next hour, sweetheart,” Nicolai replied with a bolt of energy that sent Zoe diving behind the sofa.
“Whew! That was close, but not close enough,” she whispered, just as an energy ball blew up her aunt’s favorite rocking’ chair. “Oooohhh! You are in so much trouble. When Aunt Viola sees what you’ve done to her chair, there will be hell to pay. Mark my words.”
“Not if I blame it on the real culprit,” Nicolai disputed.
“She’d never believe you over me,” Zoe refuted as she came out of hiding behind the sofa and aimed five iridescent energy balls in succession that successfully hit Nicolai in his right leg, left shoulder, right side and sexy butt when he bent over to rub his leg. The last energy ball went wide, but she had made her point.
Caught up in the moment, Zoe zapped Nicolai in the butt one more time for good measure. When he yelped out in pain, her Cheshire cat grin turned to worry as she watched him collapse on the stairs.
“Oh my Goddess, Nicolai! I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” Zoe asked, voice full of concern.
“I think you might have broken my rib, Red.”
“What do I do?” Zoe asked, tears running down her cheeks.
“Don’t cry, sweetheart. It was an accident. I shouldn’t have underestimated your abilities. I won’t make that mistake again.”
“What in Hades is going on here?” Fabio yelled as he popped into the living room. Startled by his sudden appearance, Zoe immediately began zinging energy balls in his direction in an effort to protect Nicolai and herself.
“Zoe, it’s me. Your father,” Fabio exclaimed, turning just in time to watch Viola’s china cabinet explode.
In an attempt to prevent Zoe from zapping her father to Hades, Nicolai used what little strength he had left and teleported them to his bedroom.
“Why did you do that? I had him on the run.”
“Zoe. Look at me. You were trying to hurt your father, not Alaric. I need you to refocus your energy and use it to heal me. But before you do, I need to shift.”
“Why do you need to shift?”
“Because it’s the only way you’ll be able to heal me completely. Understand?”
Although Zoe nodded, Nicolai was skeptical about how much she really understood at the moment. However, he vowed to explain it all to her in detail once things calmed down and he was back to the status quo.
Shifting turned out to be more painful than he had imagined, but it was done. Using their connection, he walked Zoe through the steps of healing him. When she emitted a light purple glow from her hand over his ribs, they both screamed out in agony. It killed him to witness her suffering, but it had to be done. When Zoe had finished healing him, she collapsed on top of him in a protective position that warmed his heart to its core.
Nicolai shifted again, lifted his unconscious woman and laid her on the bed. Once he had her settled, he took a shower and got dressed. It had already been a long day and it was barely 8:00 AM. Exhausted and still somewhat sore from their little battle, Nicolai decided to cuddle up next to Zoe and join her in a nap.
* * * * * *
“Hey, Snow White! It’s about time you woke up,” Nicolai said.
“If I’m Snow White then which dwarf are you? Dopey or Grumpy because you’ve never been Bashful a day in your life.
“I’m the Prince, who plans on saving you from the evil warlock.”
“Do I at least get a kiss before you take off to fight evil?”
“As you wish, milady,” Nicolai said as he took her mouth in a scorching kiss that left them panting and hungry for more.
“If you two are finished playing out your little fairy tale, join us downstairs for lunch so we can come up with a plan to defeat the evil warlock,” Stefano smirked.
“Oh no! Did I sleep through breakfast?”
“Actually, you’ve slept through breakfast, lunch and dinner for two days, sweetheart. Healing me really took it out of you. Initially, I freaked out when you didn’t wake up until your Aunt Hildy explained that it was a pesky little side effect of your healing powers.”
“Oh Goddess! I remember now. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Even better now that you’re awake.”
“Are you sure?” Zoe asked as her eyes filled with tears.
“Shhh! Don’t cry, sweetheart. I’m fine. In fact, I’ve never felt better.” Nicolai professed, wiping away her tears and kissing her on the forehead.
“It was my fault you were hurt to begin with.”
“No, it was mine. Instead of keeping my guard up while we were training, I chose to horse around and paid the price. You were doing what comes natural and I would never fault you for that… ever. I’m sorry that I gave you a scare, but I promise, I’m fine. Now, let’s go downstairs and have some lunch. Everyone’s anxious to see you.”
“Okay, but let me shower and change into some fresh clothes first.”
“Fine, if you insist. But for the record, I don’t think you’ve ever looked more beautiful than you do right now.”
“Aren’t you the charmer?”
“I am and don’t you forget it,” Nicolai said with a wink as he left the room to join the others.
* * * * * *
Forty-five minutes later, Zoe descended the stairs, feeling more rested than she had in years. “Hey sweetheart. Glad to see you finally joined the land of the living,” her dad said as he gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
“Hey! Sorry for trying to blow you up.”
“No worries, your sister has done much worse.”
“Seriously?” she asked in awe.
“Seriously! Come and sit down. I’ve whipped up some chicken salad, fresh croissants from Paris, an assortment of fruit, sweet potato fries, tea and lemonade. We also have water, if you’d prefer.”
“Tea is fine.”
“Good, then sit down and I’ll make you a plate.”
“Fabio, one day you’re going to make Babalicious a wonderful wife. Now stop fawning all over the poor girl. She’s tougher than you think. Besides, she’s a healer and unfortunately, this won’t be the last time she takes a nap for a few days after healing a magical being. Sorry sweetheart, but it’s the nature of the business,” Hildy said.
“Zip it, mummy dearest before I go all no wire hangers on your iridescent ass. She’s my daughter and I’ll fawn all over if I want to. Got it?”
“Oh, don’t get your jock strap in a wad. I’m just pointing out the obvious, so chill Daddy-O.”
“I swear if you weren’t already dead, I’d murder you myself.”
“Enough you two. Let’s just eat lunch like civilized people instead of the dysfunctional family we are,” Zoe yelled, blowing up the centerpiece filled with flowers in the process. “Now look what you’ve made me do.”
In order to prevent the situation from escalating, Nicolai squeezed Zoe’s hand and said, “Let’s go out on our first date tonight. How does that sound?”
“Is it safe to go out on a date? What about Alaric?”
“It’ll be fine, sweetheart. Besides, you need a break and we need some alone time. I’m sure everyone else has their own plans tonight. Right guys?” Nicolai demanded in a voice that brokered no argument.
“I think that’s a great idea. Chuck and I could use some alone time ourselves,” Hildy replied.
“Well, now that you mentioned it, I do need to check in on Zelda again.”
“I thought I’d check in with mom,” Stefano chimed in.
“What about Aunt Viola? We can’t leave her alone without her powers. What if Alaric shows up while we’re all gone?”
“I’ll be fine, dear. Alaric is probably running for the hills with his tail tucked between his legs like the coward he truly is. Don’t worry about me. Go and enjoy some alone time with your young man,” Viola wrote on her notepad and then handed it to Zoe.
“Are you sure? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if anything happened to you.”
“I’m positive, child. Now, let’s come up with a plan to get my powers back and kick Alaric’s smug ass to Hades or at least the pokey,” Viola quickly scribbled.
* * * * * *
It was an hour and a half later, and they weren’t any further in developing a plan on how to defeat Alaric than when they had originally started. The suggestion to use Zoe as bait was quickly struck down by Nicolai and Fabio for obvious reasons. When Viola offered to be the distraction, Zoe nixed the idea before it even left Stefano’s mouth. She was determined to protect her aunt at all costs.
“Since we don’t know when this ass-hat is going to show up, let’s keep it simple,” Stefano suggested.
“How do you mean?” Nicolai asked.
“Well, it’s a given that he knows Zoe has obtained her powers. However, what he doesn’t know is that she has the ability to split herself.”
“You mean astral project?” Nicolai interjected.
“Astral project. Split herself. You say potatoes and I say pa-ta-toes. The outcomes the same no matter how you pronounce it.”
“Point taken.” Fabio asked, interrupting the brothers before they started World War III. 
“What I was trying to say before I was so rudely interrupted is that we should use this as our secret weapon. If we could keep him distracted long enough for Zoe to grab the syringe without being blasted with blue mist, then we should be able to get Viola’s powers back. Once we don’t, all bets are off.”
“That might just work,” Fabio said.
“But if it doesn’t?” Nicolai asked, skeptically.
“Then I’ll freeze his smarmy ass,” Hildy said. “Mainly, because it’s time a woman took that ass-wipe down a notch or two. Besides, if doing so will prevent me from having to listen to you all jabber like a bunch of ninnies and allow me and the Big Guy to finally start our next ‘great adventure’, then I’m all for it.”
“What if he doesn’t come alone?” Viola asked.
“She’s got a good point.” Nicolai said. “After our last encounter, he’s sure to bring back up. Stefano, tell mom and dad not only will we need their help, but we’ll also need them to rally up some of the Shifters and meet us back here at 10:00 o’clock tonight.”
“Will do. I’ll also have her scry for Alaric to see if we can pinpoint his location.”
“What is scrying?”
“Scrying is a witch’s supernatural lo-jack. While it’s a handy weapon to have in your arsenal, it takes years of practice and not every witch can do it,” Nicolai said.
“Oh!” Zoe replied, making a mental note to ask her aunt later on.
“Now that we’re all finally on the same page, let’s get to it,” Fabio said, anxiously. Not only was he ready for this to be over with days ago, but he was also tired of his daughters being in danger. He couldn’t… no wouldn’t, lose them now. Especially, since he’d just found them. Gathering his resolve, Fabio made a vow to do whatever it took to keep them safe. He hugged Zoe one last time and kissed her on the cheek before teleporting to check in on Zelda.



CHAPTER 13
After everyone left and Zoe went upstairs to get dressed for their date, Nicolai took the opportunity to chat with Viola. Well, as much as he could without her having to write a book.
“Viola, I know we just met, but I hope you believe that I love Zoe with all my heart. Not only would I do anything for her and I do mean anything, but I’d die for her and not because she’s my mate, but because you’ve raised an amazing woman who’s kind, caring, and beautiful on the inside as well as the outside.”
“Thank you, Nicolai.”
“No, thank you. It’s obvious you mean the world to her, which is the reason I want to give you this whistle. If anything happens before we get back, just blow it. My family and I will hear you and be on our way. Don’t be alarmed when it doesn’t make a sound. Just have faith and comfort in knowing that help is on the way.”
“You are a good man, Nicolai. My Zoe is a lucky woman.”
“I’m the lucky one. Besides, you’re family now and I protect what’s mine.”
* * * * * *
When Zoe walked down the stairs in a sleeveless, V-neck crocheted lace cocktail dress an hour later, Nicolai’s jaw dropped. “You look stunning,” he said.
The scalloped v-neckline accentuated her cleavage while the sleeveless, moderate shoulder showed off her sleek, toned arms. The A-line silhouette hugged her curves and reminded him of how good she felt in his arms. The above the knee length scalloped hem made his mouth water as he admired her long, sexy legs and the four-and-a-half inch, Christian Louboutin strappy, crisscross metallic sandals she was wearing.
He had to give it to Fabio, the man had excellent taste in clothes when it came to his daughters. Too bad his fashion sense didn’t always apply to himself, as Nicolai flashed back to the first time they had met. It was hard to not chuckle, so he didn’t even try.
“Why are you laughing? Do I look that bad?” Zoe asked in a panic and now looking unsure of herself.
“No, sweetheart. I meant what I said. You look stunning. I just couldn’t help thinking about the first time I met your father and wonder how a man who has excellent taste in picking out designer clothes for his daughters, ends up in women’s leotards and an Elvis costume for Goddess’s sake.”
“He is an acquired taste,” they all laughed in agreement.
“You look beautiful, dear.”
“Thanks, Aunt Viola. Are you positive you’re going to be okay here tonight?”
“For the ump-teenth time, I’ll be fine. Go have some fun. You deserve it. I’ll see you when you get home.”
“Fine! But for the record, I don’t like leaving you alone when that maniac is still on the loose.”
“Duly noted, dear.”
Realizing Aunt Viola wasn’t going to change her mind, Zoe sighed in defeat and gave her aunt a hug before grabbing her wrap and accepting Nicolai’s extended arm
“Shall we?”
“Yes, we shall.”
* * * * * *
Viola had just finished putting the last of her dinner dishes into the dishwasher, when she realized something wrong.
“Well. Well. Well. We meet again lover, but don’t fret. I promise this will be the last time,” Alaric said in a taunting voice.
Instead of falling for his antics, she closed her eyes, kept her back to him and slowly put the whistle in her mouth as she placed the last dish in the rack. When she finally turned to face her enemy, no one was the wiser, least of all her scumbag of an ex-lover.
“What’s the matter, lovey? Cat got your tongue?”
Unwilling to give him the satisfaction of seeing her all riled up, Viola simply stared at the soon-to-be-dead warlock.
“Oh! It’s no fun when you don’t retaliate with that sharp tongue of yours. A tongue I used to enjoy immensely,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows up and down several times. “Hmm. Riddle me this! Riddle me that! Who’s ready for Viola to get her voice back? Oh! I know. Meeeeee!”
 
Winds of the East,
Winds of the West,
Unzip this witch’s lips,
So I can hear her beeeggggg.
 
Viola instantly felt the moment she had her voice back, but did her best to ignore Alaric’s jibes. Unfortunately, her best wasn’t good enough.
“Come on! Let it out! I know you want to,” Alaric said, as he continued to taunt her. 
“I swear to the Goddess, on my witch’s honor, before this night is over, you’ll reap what you sow,” Viola sneered in a raspy voice.
“Ah! There she is… that annoying voice that’s music to my ears.”
“Enough of this farting around, Alaric. Let’s get down to business. Find out where the witch is so we can be done with it,” Jackal yelled, annoyed by the entire situation. He had better things to do than watch this douchebag get off on torturing his ex. He was more of a beat the crap out of them kind of guy until he got what he needed. Then, he usually killed them and disposed of the body.
“Didn’t your mother teach you that patience is a virtue,” you jackass of all trades.
“Watch your tongue ass-wipe or I’ll be having it for supper.”
“Dream on muzzle face! Why don’t you and your posse make yourselves useful and go take a dump around the perimeter? Isn’t that how you boys get off on marking your territory?”
“I told Sire we should have killed you weeks ago. I could’ve dealt with the witches myself.”
While everyone was focused on the two idiots in the room trading insults, Viola blew the whistle one more time for good measure. All she could do now was wait and hope that Nicolai and his family would get there in time.
* * * * * *
The dinner had been fabulous and Zoe had convinced Nicolai to watch the latest chick flick with her instead of the action movie she could tell he really wanted to see. Although she didn’t have an aversion to action movies, she had experienced enough real life action in the last couple of days to last her a lifetime.
Nicolai could have cared less about what movie they were about to watch. He just wanted to spend some quality time with his woman. While there hadn’t been any further discussion about them being mates and what all that entailed, he wanted to make sure that when the time came, she wouldn’t run away because if she did, he wasn’t sure at this point in the game if his heart could take the loss.
Settling in with their milk duds, Twizzlers, jumbo cokes and a huge tub of popcorn that could easily feed a family of four instead of two, they enjoyed the previews. Zoe was so busy laughing at the one currently showing on the screen that she hadn’t noticed the change in Nicolai’s demeanor.
Grabbing her hand and literally yanking her out of her seat, Nicolai urgently whispered, “We need to go. NOW!”
It wasn’t difficult for Zoe to figure out trouble was brewing at home. Instead of bombarding him with a million questions, she simply got in the truck and remained quite the entire ride home. Thank goodness Bass Ackwards was a small town and they were only fifteen minutes from the house. But she had to admit, it was the longest fifteen minute ride of her life.
Instead of pulling into the driveway, they parked at the gate of her farm house. A few minutes later, Stefano, an older couple who was obviously his parents and a mirage of Shifters that consisted of several lions, a few panthers, two hell hounds, and a small pack of wolves pulled up in several vehicles. Fabio was next to arrive, followed shortly by Hildy and Chuck, who had already scoped out the scene to Zoe’s relief.
“Listen up kiddos because I’m only going to say this once and then we’re going in there and kicking some warlock and hyena ass. I can’t believe those dick-wads took a dump around the house. I’m going to smite their funky asses just for stinking up the nice country air, I was immensely enjoying.”
“While that was an impressive battle cry, even for a long-winded old hag like you, get to the point. How many are in there? Where are they located? Where’s Viola?” Fabio whispered, furiously.
“If you had let me finish, I was getting to that you leotard-wearing douche knocker. Viola is alive, but tied up in the rocking chair we keep blowing up. In addition to that traitorous son-of-a humper, Alaric, there’s a pack of hyenas and the leader is a nasty, fowled mouth mother-of-a-skunk. The gist of the matter is they want Zoe. More importantly, they want her to watch them kill Viola.”
“Noooo!” Zoe cried out. I won’t let them hurt her, even if it means my life.
“Zoe. Sweetheart, you need to calm down and focus. Remember the plan?” her father asked.
“I am calm and yes, I remember the plan. It won’t work, so one of you better damn well come up with a Plan B, and fast, or I’m going in alone and blowing all those fart faces up.”
Ten minutes later, Zoe and Nicolai stumbled through the front door in a passionate kiss that left nothing to the imagination all while pretending they were unaware of the vermin who had invaded the house. 
“Well, look who we have here. It’s good to see you again, darling. I hope you don’t mind that me and the boys just dropped in. We thought it was time for you to surrender your magic to me or your sweet, old, decrepit aunt’s gonna take one for the team if you know what I mean.”
It took everything Zoe had to restrain her anger and not zap that smug smile off of Alaric’s face. He was an asshole of massive proportions and before this night was done, she would see him dead.
However, instead of acting on her true feelings, she gasped, feigned shock, and said, “How in the Hades did you get in here and why is my Aunt Viola tied up? Release her NOW!”
“Ooooh! You are a feisty one. The red haired ones always are. I LIKE IT!” Alaric exclaimed. “Now listen up sugar plum because we don’t have much time. This is how it’s going to go down. You and your boy toy are going to take a seat on the sofa next to your auntie. I’m going to use this nice little syringe here and drain you of your powers. Then, I’m going to let Jackal and his posse kill you. If you do as I say, I promise that he’ll make it quick. Maybe not painless, but quick.”
Hearts racing with fear and hands trembling with rage, Zoe and Nicolai did as they were told all the while waiting for Stefano’s signal to let them know they had taken out the muzzle guard dogs outside and were now entering through the back of the house. Oh, how she couldn’t wait for the green light, so she could kick Alaric’s ass back to the black hole he had slithered out of for good.
“Now, don’t try anything stupid while my men tie up your boy toy. We wouldn’t want him to do something stupid and get himself killed before I’m ready for him to die now would we.”
Nicolai wanted to bitch slap Alaric from here to Hades, but he had to play it cool. It suddenly occurred to him that the sleazebag didn’t know he was also a Shifter, which he would definitely be using to their advantage.
“Now that that’s settled, I need you to slowly walk over here so that I can relieve you of your powers.”
The more Zoe hesitated, the more Alaric became frustrated. Just as she stood and started walking toward him, she got the green light from Stefano, which stopped her dead in her tracks. “Alaric, I have one and only one response to your request and that is, “Eat. Shit. And. Die.” Zoe said as she zinged several fireballs toward his head, causing him to take cover.
The moment Stefano and the rest of the gang heard the explosion, all hell broke loose. Dillen and Ariel, the two lion shifters, came crashing through the side windows to the left of Zoe. Loud, ferocious growls and spine chilling squeals reverberated throughout the room as the two hyenas took their last breath. Although blood splattered everywhere, Zoe would not be deterred from her mission, which was to kill Alaric.
Fabio had barely managed to encase Viola in a protective bubble before one of the hyenas lunged for her neck. Understanding that it was a drain on his power, Zeva maneuvered herself in place to act as a shield between Fabio and the bad guys, which made it much easier for him to protect Viola.
Jasper, one of the wolves was down and in danger of being out. Fortunately, Ariel came to the rescue and pounced on the hyena, breaking his back before he had a chance to sink his deadly claws into the wolf’s neck.
Stefano and his father Mikhail had two hyenas in the corner, whimpering with their tails between their legs and flat against their bellies. It was obvious they had no idea what they had volunteered for, but mercy wasn’t in their deck of cards tonight. Zoe didn’t care if they all died, especially Alaric.
Nicolai had shifted and protected her back as she continued throwing fireballs at Alaric. When she singed his shoulder and abdomen, Nicolai was afraid she would kill him before they restored Viola’s powers; therefore, he tried to connect with her mentally in an effort to help her contain some of her blood lust.
We need him alive, Zoe. If you kill him, your aunt will never get her powers back. Is that what you want?
Yes… No… I just want him to go away forever.
I know, sweetheart, but we have to stick to the plan. You need to get close enough to steal the syringe and drain him of his powers.
Oh-kay! But for the record, this sucks ass.
Nicolai couldn’t help but chuckle. Zoe concentrated and then astral projected, which freaked out several in the room. Alaric’s eyes were big as saucers, but his surprise didn’t deter Zoe one bit.
“What in the Hades are you?”
“I’m your worst nightmare,” Zoe replied.
Lungs surging, brow sweating, and desperate to survive, Zoe was completely in the zone as she went jab for jab with Alaric… that is… until she heard and felt her aunt scream out in pain. Fabio could no longer hold the protective bubble around her. Although Hildy had frozen the hyena, who dared attack Viola, Zoe was momentarily distracted by the blood seeping from her abdomen, which was exactly the moment Alaric had been waiting for to escape.
“Nooooo!” Zoe yelled in horror, scared to death, her aunt was no longer breathing. When she took a good look around, it seemed as though Fabio and her aunt weren’t the only ones who weren’t faring well in the battle. They needed help and fast. She just didn’t know where it was going to come from.
“Zoe!” her Aunt Hildy yelled. “To save Viola, you’ll need to restore her powers now.”
When Zoe turned to confront Alaric, he had fled, so she did the only thing she could… 
 
There’s a time for everything,
And to everything its place.
Return the powers to the witch whom they were stolen,
Through time and space.
 
Zoe dropped down on her knees and continued to say that chant as Nicolai watched over her. The longer nothing happened, the more distraught she became as tears welled in her eyes. Just when she thought all was lost, a beautiful redhead and wolf appeared before her. She kneeled down beside Zoe, took her hands without a word and joined in the chant.
 
There’s a time for everything,
And to everything its place.
Return the powers to the witch whom they were stolen,
Through time and space.
 
There’s a time for everything,
And to everything its place.
Return the powers to the witch whom they were stolen,
Through time and space.
 
There’s a time for everything,
And to everything its place.
Return the powers to the witch whom they were stolen,
Through time and space.
 
The shooting pain in Viola’s side and blurred vision started to subside as Zoe and Zelda continued to chant. When Zoe heard Alaric scream out in pain, she knew they had released her aunt’s magic. If all of the emotions she was juggling weren’t a clue, then the orange cloud-like burst of magic re-entering her aunt’s body was a dead giveaway.
When they were done, both sisters stood, nodded and began kicking ass and taking names. Everyone in the room was mesmerized and a little terrified by how quickly they were able to sweep out the trash. Alaric and Jackal were the only two left to deal with since the rest of the hyenas had been taken out.
“You picked the wrong sisters to cross, asshole,” Zelda said as she blew Jackal to smithereens with the wave of her hand. “Damn hyenas! I’ve always hated those mangy mutts. The other one’s all yours, sister dear.”
Body quaking in fear, Alaric huddled in the corner whimpering like the sorry excuse for a man he was. Zoe was exhausted and just wanted it to be over, so she could check on her aunt.
You’ve got this, sweetheart and we’re all here to support you, Nicolai said through their telepathic connection.
Nodding, Zoe said…
 
Lavender, Mimosa, Holy thistle,
Cleanse this evil from our midst.
Scatter itself throughout time,
Let Alaric no longer exist.
 
Alaric began spinning and screaming until he exploded into tiny pieces. Where he went, Zoe didn’t know, nor did she care.
“Remind me never to piss you off,” Stefano said, astonished by what had just happened.
“What? You know and I know that rabid dog should have been put down a long time ago. Now he has and we can get on with our lives.”
“Damn, sis! And everyone thinks I have a mean streak. I’m Zelda by the way. It’s nice to finally meet you.”
“Hi! I’m Zoe. It’s nice to finally meet you too. Thanks for saving my Aunt Viola.”
“No worries, it’s all in a day’s work. Daddy-O, will you clean up this mess, please? Zoe and I have a lot of catching up to do,” Zelda said with a wink and a wicked smile.
“Goddess, help us all,” Hildy said with a mischievous grin of her own.



EPILOGUE
One Month Later
Zoe was the happiest she had ever been. Aunt Viola had her magic back and had made a full and speedy recovery after Alaric and the hyenas’ attack. She was mated to a hot, sexy panther slash warlock; she had finally gotten her wish to meet her biological dad; and she had a kick ass twin sister to boot. What more could a witch ask for?
“Are you having a good time today, sweetheart?” Viola asked as she gave Zoe a warm hug.
“I have to admit, it’s pretty freaking awesome. If someone had told me two months ago that my father would be walking me down the aisle and my twin sister would be my Maid of Honor as I say ‘I do” to the love of my life, I would have laughed in their face.”
“Life’s funny like that. You never know what surprises are just around the corner.”
“I think if I get any more surprises today, I might overflow with joy.”
“That’s not necessarily a bad thing given everything we’ve been through lately.”
“Aunt Viola, I just want to make it clear that no one will ever be able to replace you. He may be my biological parent, but you’re my heart and soul. You made me the person I am today, and I will love you to the ends of the Earth and beyond.”
“You say the sweetest things, child. You are, and will always be my greatest joy and accomplishment. I love you with everything in my being. Not only am I proud of you, but I’m also proud for you. Nicolai is a good man and I know that together, you two will be spectacular. Now, finish getting dressed before you make me cry even more than I already am,” Viola said as she left the dressing room.
“Okay,” Zoe said as her eyes filled with tears. She was so full of joy and happiness, she didn’t even try to stop them when they began running down her cheeks.
“Oh, dear! Is everything alright in here?” Aunt Hildy asked in a concerned voice.
“Everything’s fine, Aunt Hildy. Thanks for coming today.”
“I wouldn’t have missed this for the world. I remember when I mated your Uncle Chuck. It was the happiest day of my life, not to mention the most pleasurable night if you know what I mean.”
Zoe couldn’t help but chuckle. “I get the general idea.”
“I’m glad I caught you before you walk down the aisle. I just wanted you to know that I wish I could have had more time to get to know you, especially as you were growing up. However, I have absolute faith in the Goddess that Viola and Nicolai will take excellent care of you. So on this happy occasion and throughout life, I want you to be safe and prosper, my child. I love you with all my heart. Bless it be,” Hildy said with tears in her eyes.
Zoe could no longer hold back the waterworks. It was turning out to be an emotional day all the way around, which meant she needed to keep her guard up. Heaven forbid I blow up our wedding cake, she thought before bursting into laughter.
“What’s so funny, dear?”
“I just imagined myself blowing up our wedding cake. Wouldn’t that be the talk of the town?”
“While that would definitely add more excitement to this momentous occasion, let’s keep it on the down-low today. Deal?”
“Deal.”
“Oh for Goddess’s sake! What’s taking you so long?” Zelda yelled from the hallway. Since discovering she was pregnant with twins, her hormones were all over the place. Zoe never knew which Zelda was going to show up, but it didn’t matter because she had a sister she loved and adored unconditionally.
“Don’t get your panties in a wad,” I was talking to Aunt Hildy.
“Oh! That would explain why you look like a raccoon. Sit and let me touch up your make up. No sister of mine is walking down the aisle in a stunning, one of a kind Vera Wang dress looking like a rodent reject. Just saying!”
“Point taken, mummy dearest!” Zoe chuckled. 
“Hey, I’m not afraid to pull out the wire hangers and don’t you forget it. Now, that’s better. You look beautiful Zoe.”
“Thanks, but you’re positively glowing. Pregnancy suits you.”
“Just remember you said that when it’s your turn,” Zelda countered with an evil smile.
“There’s my girls,” Fabio said as he entered the dressing room. “You two are absolutely stunning.”
“Thanks, Daddy-O!” they both said in unison.
Fabio shook his head and beamed a megawatt smile their way that could have melt a glacier before he said, “Some things never change. Now let’s go. Everyone’s waiting.”
Not only was it a great day for a wedding, but also a wonderful time to spend with family and friends as her heart filled with love when she walked down the aisle and saw the pews filled with her new found friends and dysfunctional family.
As Zoe stared lovingly into Nicolai’s eyes, she thanked the Goddess the ceremony was going off without a hitch.
“Do you Zoe, take Nicolai, to be your beloved Shifter, knowing in your heart that you will be a faithful friend, and a loving companion?”
“I do.”
“Do you Nicolai, take Zoe, to be your beloved Witch, knowing in your heart that you will be a faithful friend, and a loving companion?”
“I do.”
“If there’s any reason why these two shouldn’t be joined in marriage, please speak now or forever hold your peace.”
The bride and groom let out a sigh of relief when no one in the chapel responded to the High Priestess’s question.
“Zoe and Nicolai, by the power invested in me, I pronounce you married! You may now kiss!”
Nicolai took Zoe’s mouth in a deep, passionate kiss that melted her senses. So much so, she hadn’t noticed that instead of applause and congratulations, there were gasps and growls at the sexy woman walking up the aisle in front of her red, fire breathing dragon.
“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. The mysterious woman with silky black hair and stunning green eyes were identical to those of Zoe’s and Zelda’s.
“Nah! It couldn’t be, Zelda said in utter shock and disbelief.”
“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 waited… and waited… and waited for a response, but none came. Suddenly curious as to why her snarky, man-whore of a brother hadn’t commented back, she looked down only to discover he was laid out cold in the aisle.
“Oh for Goddess’s sake! Someone get a bucket of ice cold water and dump it on him. STAT!”
 
#THE END (for now)#
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Join my mailing list!
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