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      An awesome author and creator goddess named Robyn Peterman created a world made of Magic & Mayhem. Within that magnificent universe stories about Witches Gone Wild was born and everyone lived happily-ever-after.

      Until the day a world-crushing giant stomped all over that shit with Amazonian feet and turned it into kindling.

      Then set it on fire.

      And stomped on it again.

      Witches Gone Wild was no more.

      But then a new world emerged from the embers, one that took Lost Souls & Broken Hearts and built a paranormal refuge in Arkansas. This sanctuary was much like the one created by the citizens of Broken Heart, Oklahoma. Only with a magical tree and bear shifter guardian and this dude from the underworld.

      No creature, no matter how big or how mean, will ever be able to crush Magic & Mayhem or the heart of the author who brings love and laughter to readers every damned day. Never forget to pay your tributes to the Magic & Mayhem goddess.
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      And now, dear readers…

      Welcome to the new world of Lost Souls & Broken Hearts.
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        Once upon a time in the small fairy kingdom of Gallia…

      

      

      The sweet fairy-witch baby, Peace Elaine Crawford, lay in her elaborately decorated cradle, swaddled in glittery pink cloth, her green eyes as bright as emeralds.

      Today’s formal presentation to the kingdom of the royal firstborn was a long-held tradition. Fairy Queen Skye and her warlock husband Jeremiah Crawford stood next to the bassinet of their one-month-old daughter, accepting the gifts and congratulations from Gallia’s citizens.

      The castle’s massive ballroom was adorned with silver balloons and pink flowers. Huge buffet tables were laden with decadent foods and plentiful desserts—and of course, at the center of it all, was a bubbling fountain of magic-spiked mulberry wine. A magic spell provided the joyous sounds of music, a happy mix of pianos, violins, and bells throat floated throughout the ballroom.

      The final three fairies to pay tribute to Gallia’s future queen were the child’s godmothers, Gretta, in a knee-length pink dress, Netta, in a purple pantsuit, and Henrietta, in a long blue gown. The triplet sisters had been Queen Skye’s beloved nannies—and they had served the royals for many years. Now, their devotion and protection belonged to Skye’s daughter.

      Just as they lifted their hands over the cooing infant and their blessings hovered on their lips, a cold, bitter wind blew through the ballroom, ripping decorations, bursting balloons, destroying the flower garlands, and silencing the music. The swirling air knocked over tables, spilling food and drink. Even Gallia’s citizens found themselves attacked by the foul breeze and were tossed against the walls and flattened to the floor.

      Steps away from the newborn’s cradle, an oily gray cloud arose.

      Out of the ugly fog stepped a tall woman wearing a tight-fitting dress the color of storm clouds and a pair of silver shoes with blade-thin heels. Her straight hair, as black as a priest's sins and cut into an angular bob, accentuated her thin, sharp face.

      “Eartha,” said Queen Skye. “You are not allowed here.”

      “Here?” scoffed Eartha. “In the kingdom and castle that you stole from me?” Her low chuckle chilled everyone in the room. “I am the eldest. This kingdom is rightfully mine.”

      “You made your choice,” said Skye, “when you murdered our parents. You should be grateful you were only banished from the fairy realm.”

      “By those three,” said Eartha, pointing at the godmothers. Her fingernails were painted black and sharpened into points. “While you were playing house with your filthy warlock, sister dear, I’ve been out and about gathering power.”

      “Vengeance brings nothing but misery,” said Henrietta.

      “Shows what you know,” said Eartha. She smiled, her gaze landing on the cradle. “My vengeance will bring me…Peace.”

      “You deserved better than you got,” said Netta, drawing closer to the crib. “We should’ve sent you to the world-between-worlds.”

      Eartha rolled her eyes. “Coulda. Woulda. Shoulda.”

      “You let evil into your heart!” cried Gretta.

      “Evil is a point of view, wouldn’t you say?” Eartha tilted her head back and lifted her arms, palms out. Swirls of gray magic issued from her hands, twining together before blasting throughout the room. Screams filled the air as the hideous sorcery wrapped around the guests like thorny vines.

      The air thickened with Earth’s noxious dark magic. People disappeared into the choking smoke. The fog devoured the castle, the lands, and the villages. Not even Gallia’s rolling green hills and verdant forests survived this unholy desecration.

      Skye and Jeremiah cast their own spells. Skye’s silver-and-pink swirled together with the mossy green magic of her husband.

      But it was too late.

      Huddled together, they watched in horror as the gray magic erased Gallia and all who lived in it…until only the queen, her husband, the godmothers, and the babe remained.

      Eartha sauntered forward, her smile coldly evil. She extended one finger with its pointed black nail and pointed a finger at the cradle.

      Skye launched herself toward her sister.

      Eartha released a black lightning bolt that seared into Skye’s chest.

      “No!” Jeremiah caught his wife as she fell. Her breaths were shallow, her green eyes filled with pain. She lifted a trembling hand to her husband’s face and took a final, shuddering breath.

      “I am not without mercy,” said Eartha, her voice filled with vitriolic triumph. “Die with your true love.” Jeremiah lashed out with a spell of his own. Green light absorbed the ugly obsidian of Eartha’s terrible magic.

      For a moment.

      Earth’s magic swallowed his with the same ferocity as an alligator snapping its jaws onto its prey.

      His Eartha issued a greasy gray coil that wrapped around Jeremiah’s neck. He clawed at the magical noose, but it was impossible to get free. Earth’s magic robbed him of his life, too, and then released him. His body collapsed next to his wife’s.

      Cackling, Eartha turned toward the godmothers and the infant. Gretta, Netta, and Henrietta surrounded the baby’s crib, holding hands and gathering their own magic.

      "You can't save her," hissed Eartha. "Death to the babe!" Another noxious gray cloud issued from her palm and smoked toward the infant. The magic covered the babe, siphoning away Peace’s life.

      Eartha smiled.

      The bright pink, purple and blue lights of the godmothers’ magic weaved together and Eartha’s satisfaction turned to rage as the godmothers’ sorcery drove her dark magic away from the infant. She watched in horror as Gretta, Netta, and Henrietta gave every bit of magic they had left to their innocent goddaughter.

      Peace cried.

      Eartha lifted her hands, imbuing her magic with her fury, and sent it straight at the godmothers.

      Without their magic, they couldn’t protect themselves. Their bodies turned gray and gaunt…and they became the walking dead.

      Zombies.

      Before Earth could finish the job and send her enemies into oblivion, they surrounded the crib and in multi-color flash of lights disappeared from the fairy realm.

      Her final act of vengeance denied, Eartha screamed—and the sound of her hatred echoed throughout the entire fairy world.
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        Lost Souls, Arkansas

      

      

      Lucas Dark slipped through the tall gates made up of blackened and gnarled bones—and raced across the obsidian sand toward the gleaming silver water of the River Styx.

      The Underworld had its own devastating beauty, one he’d admired as a child growing up on the banks of Styx. Even now, the stark splendor was breathtaking. He’d never been afraid of his birthplace, despite its terrifying reputation among mortals.

      Despite all of this… a fear grew in him like cold slithering vines, squeezing his heart and his lungs.

      I’m not too late.

      I’m not too late.

      As he drew closer to the barren shore, he saw his father Charon help a beautiful redhead into the bone-white gondola.

      “Dad!” he screamed.

      Charon, dressed in gray robes, a cowled hood drawn over to hide his face, shook his head.

      “No! Stop!”

      The woman looked over her shoulder, her expression one of sad resolve. That desolation struck him to the core. She turned her back toward him and sat down, facing the argent water. He knew they would not cross to the other side to the entrance of the Elysian Fields. No. They would head downstream, toward the tributary that led to the River Hypnos. There, she would wander the shore with no memory of who she was or the life she had lived. Or of him.

      Lucas realized he’d been running as fast as he could, but now he was stuck in one place, feet digging into the hot silt, chest heaving with exertion.

      His father used the oar to push the creaking boat away from the shore.

      Lucas opened his mouth to scream his protest, yet no words issued forth.

      Pinned into place, helpless, he watched his father direct the boat down the river—taking away the other half of his soul.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas bolted upright, drenched in sweat. He took several steadying breaths and attempted to calm the frantic beating of his heart.

      For the last week, he dreamed of the redhead with the gold-green eyes and sad expression. He pressed his fingers against his temples, frustration curling through him. Dream portents were not his specialty and all attempts to figure out the meaning of the nightmare had proven inadequate.

      He felt connected to the woman. Lucas glided a hand through his short black hair. How was it possible to want someone he’d never met? Hell, she probably didn’t even exist except in his imagination.

      Maybe he needed a consultation with his mother. Her gentle manner and caring nature were always soothing. That unique kindness was part of her healing gift. She was the opposite of Dad. Charon tended to be brusque and no-nonsense with mortals and immortals alike. Dad needed Mom's softness, her sweet benevolence to counter his practical nature and rough edges.

      Lucas shook off his thoughts. It wasn’t the first time he wished he could call Mom on a cell phone. No cell service in the Underworld—not that anyone would want to put cell towers on those silty shores. Dad would hate that. Besides, Cerberus would just knock them over and gnaw on ‘em like chewies.

      With a heavy sigh, Lucas lay back down and pulled the covers back up to his chin. But no matter how much he tried, he couldn’t go back to sleep.

      He couldn’t forget about that mystery red-head who haunted his waking hours, too.

      Was she real?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Broken Heart, Oklahoma

      

      

      “You should wear a dress.” Netta’s rheumy blue gaze appraised Peace Crawford’s jeans and the navy-blue T-shirt emblazoned with “I crochet so I don’t kill people.” She frowned as she studied Peace’s bright green Converses. “Why do you insist on wearing those shoes?”

      “Because they’re comfortable. And not high heels.” Peace pulled her wavy red hair into a ponytail and whispered a spell to keep it that way. “Let’s not forget the sad tale of the Heels of Regret.” Peace motioned to her left foot. “A cocktail party. A marble staircase. And the stilettos from hell.”

      “Forget about the shoes.” Henrietta shuffled around her sister. She only had one good eye now and wore a sparkly blue eye-patch over the other. “What you need is a leisure suit. Red plaid with a white belt.”

      "She's not going to a 1970s disco." Gretta pushed her way between her sisters and pointed a gnarled gray finger at her godchild. "Ignore them. They wouldn't know fashion if they tripped over it. What you need, Peace, is a low-cut blouse to show off your boobs."

      “I’m not changing clothes.” Peace loved her zombie godmothers, she really did. But they were not exactly fashion icons. Her godmothers were dressed in tracksuits—Netta in purple, Henrietta in blue, and Gretta in pink. Add to that bright white orthopedic shoes, and you had the opposite of stylish. So, Peace was going to ignore their clothing advice and shelve it right next to their dating advice. Not that she needed opinions about her love life because she’d never really had one.

      “Dearheart, you need to be presentable. It’s not like you’re asking the warlock next door to borrow a cup of frog toes,” pointed out Gretta. “You’re requesting serious magical help.”

      “That’s right.” Netta put her bony hands on her wizened hips. “In our day, you couldn’t slap on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and expect to be granted an audience with a powerful magicker. And Lucas Dark isn’t any ol’ warlock, either. He’s a necromancer.”

      “I’m aware,” said Peace. After all, her friend Zerina had told Peace about Lucas Dark, and the fairy had made it clear necromancers were dangerous. Of course, Zerina was dangerous, too, and Peace still risked life and limb to hang out with her. Since the fairy had moved to the new paranormal town of Lost Souls, Arkansas, Peace hadn’t seen her as much.

      According to Zerina, Lucas Dark was born and raised in the Underworld and had just recently taken up residence on the earthly plane in general and Lost Souls in particular. So, okay. He was probably dangerous. Good. Peace thought dangerous was exactly what she needed if she expected to get rid of Aunt Eartha’s hex. When she’d been attacked by her aunt as a baby, the magic had taken most of her life—at least until her godmothers had stopped her imminent death by giving her all of their magic. Unfortunately, even that sacrifice had only been enough to prolong Peace’s life for a short time.

      “Are you going to put on lipstick?” Netta’s gaze narrowed. “Or at least some lip balm?”

      “Nope.” She tucked her wallet into her purse and heaved the strap over her shoulder. “C’mon. We gotta see a necromancer about a death hex.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Gretta offered a smile that revealed yellowed teeth and drew attention to the gash by the right side of her mouth.

      Henrietta harrumphed and crossed her arms. “Lucas Dark doesn’t exactly have a great reputation, either.”

      “What reputation?” asked Peace.

      “Selma Woodhouse told me he was born in the underworld. The Underworld, Peace,” repeated Henrietta. “You don’t go messin’ around with the dead.”

      “I know that,” said Peace patiently. “It doesn’t change anything.”

      “Why are you listening to Selma? She’s a busybody,” said Gretta.

      “She always has the good gossip,” said Netta. “And she’s the only one willing to do our hair.”

      “Enough already!” Gretta flung her arm up in the air. Her hand detached and sailed over Peace’s head, landing on the bedroom floor. “Selma can’t know jack poopy about Lucas Dark. He lives in Lost Souls, and that place is brand-spanking new.”

      The white and black barking mop AKA “Shameless the Shih Tzu” skidded across the freshly waxed wood and grabbed the grayish-green hand.

      “Shameless! No!” Peace scooped up the shaggy and enthusiastic dog, trying to pry Netta’s thumb out of his growling mouth. Shameless clamped his tiny teeth into the decrepit skin. “Let go. G-Mom needs her hand back. It’s the one she uses to show her exasperation.”

      “Not true,” said Gretta. “I use both of my hands.” She shuffled across the floor and peered at the dog. “Let go, you overgrown Swiffer!”

      Peace rolled her eyes. This was her life. Body parts flying everywhere. Dead godmothers bossing her around. Adorable pet dog getting into trouble. Her actual animal familiar, a persnickety milk snake named Elspeth, napped in Peace’s purse, which had a magical pocket created just for Ms. Picky. The only drama Elspeth liked came from her favorite soap opera, The Familiar Way, an overacted drama that featured a rich raccoon familiar family with their hooks into the small town of Spellsworth.

      “How about a treat?” Peace asked Shameless.

      The dog paused his thumb gnawing and tilted his head.

      “That’s right, good boy. Let go of G-Mom’s hand, and you’ll get a treat.”

      Shameless immediately released Gretta’s thumb and Peace gave her godmother the no-worse-for-wear hand. “We need to duct tape that. It keeps falling off.”

      “I’ll get the Superglue,” said Henrietta. “I need to reattach some toes anyway.”

      While the sisters attended to reattaching their body parts, Peace carried her dog down the hallway and into the kitchen. Their ranch style two-bedroom house was cozy—even with three zombies shambling around all the time.

      Putting Shameless down, she opened the pantry and withdrew the organic peanut butter dog biscuits. Extracting one from the box, she gave the bone-shaped cookie to him. He trotted off to savor his snack.

      As she returned the dog biscuits to the pantry, she glanced at the door that led to her garage.

      I could make a run for it.

      Nope. She squashed the urge to zap herself to Mr. Dark’s house. It might make explaining why she needed his assistance a whole lot easier if her godmothers weren’t there to “help.”

      Peace heaved a sigh. Alas, she couldn’t ditch her caretakers. After all, they’d given up their magic and then stupid evil Aunt Eartha tried to kill them.

      “Some people are too rotten to live,” Peace muttered.

      “That’s not nice,” said Netta as she and her sisters shuffled into the kitchen. “I know we’re rotting, but—”

      “I said rotten, not rotting.”

      Henrietta sniffed her underarms. “Now wait a minute. I already have ten layers of deodorant on.”

      "And a gallon of White Diamonds," said Netta waving her hand under her nose. "You smell like hot garbage anyway."

      “You should talk. You put air fresheners in your panties.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Pine scented cardboards tucked in your ass crack makes you smell like fresh squirrel shit.”

      “You are rotten to the core!” yelled Netta.

      “What? Did you say I’m rotting to my sores?” Gretta said.

      “No, damn it. That doesn’t even make any sense. Did you lose your ear again?” Netta glanced at her sister’s head. “You need hearing aids.”

      “You need to change out your air fresheners.” Henrietta snickered.

      “You need to shut up.”

      "Everyone needs shut up or I'll Superglue your lips shut. Get in the car," instructed Peace. With everyone in the SUV it would be easier to translocate everyone. They'd already arranged with the guardians of Lost Souls, Arkansas to visit. However, they hadn't exactly told the necromancer that they were coming. Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission, right?

      It took twenty minutes to arrange Netta, Gretta, and Henrietta into the SUV. With Elspeth snuggled into her purse and Shameless on Netta’s lap, Peace was finally able to mutter the location spell.

      They instantly appeared in the tiny downtown of Lost Souls, Arkansas.

      Zerina had filled her in about the town. The teeny tiny community was made up of mostly witches and shifters, along with vampires, fairies, and the occasional demon. Even so, less than a hundred people lived in the area—all protected by Grace Standing Bear. She wielded the magic that was once protected by an ancient tree. With the power now transferred to Grace who was newly married to the town's bear shifter guardian, Tabor, all seemed quiet in this sleepy place.

      Peace had never been to Lost Souls before, but she’d lived in Broken Heart for the last ten years. Prior to that, she’d moved around a lot. While Peace and her godmothers had avoided the fairy realms to stay off of Earth’s radar, they’d never been sure how far her aunt’s reach was on the earthly plane. Broken Heart had been the first place where they knew Peace was protected.

      Peace had some witchery prowess, thanks to her warlock father, but her fairy magic was somewhat muted, and Peace didn’t rely on her magical attributes for work. Instead, she supported herself by creating crochet items—hats, dolls, blankets, and so forth.

      Crochet was rather old-fashioned, but her godmothers had taught her the yarn arts and shown her how to weave in her fairy magic. You didn’t just get a hat—you got a hat that changed colors based on your moods. Or gloves that automatically warmed your hands when it got cold outside. Or amigurumi dolls that danced.

      Hmm. Downtown was empty. Other than Fashion by Zerina (oh goddess help this town) and Southern Sweets Cafe, the other buildings were empty.  She spotted a small, stand-alone shop on the corner of Main Street and Deliverance Way. The building was painted dark purple. In a gold scroll on its only front window was: Greengrass Tea & Herbal Magic. None of the businesses were opened, and no one seemed to be around. In fact, her car was the only one at the four-way stop.

      “Zerina said you take Deliverance Way to Styx Road,” said Henrietta. “You gotta go right, honey.”

      Zerina had also told them that Lucas Dark lived way off Styx Road in an isolated cabin deep in the forest that surrounded the paranormal town.

      Peace was taking a considerable risk by showing up at his door. However, asking the necromancer for help was her last ditch effort. If she didn’t figure out a way to rid herself of Aunt Eartha’s vicious hex, within in two weeks, Peace would be dead.

      And that would suck.
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      In his one-bedroom newly-magicked cabin tucked away in the darkest part of the woods near the old church, Lucas usually enjoyed his solace. Living on the earthly plane had been more than pleasant. It was fun. He liked it here—not just in Lost Souls, but also in Arkansas.

      In the human world.

      But today? Today, he felt restless. He felt like he was waiting for something or someone. Impatience drove him to his feet, and he began pacing. 

      The living room and kitchen comprised the front half of the cabin, though the place looked more like a carelessly stocked library. In the back was the only bedroom and a bathroom. The place was small, almost too small for his 6'6" muscled frame, but he never felt claustrophobic.

      Not until today. 

      He walked to the kitchen and filled the kettle he rarely used. He put it on the stove and turned up the flame and then removed two cups from the cabinet.

      He opened the tin of loose tea, scooped a generous amount into each of the diffusers, and then placed them into the mugs.

      Lucas blinked and stared dumbly down at the ceramic cups.

      What am I doing?

      He didn’t drink tea. And he didn’t expect a visit from anyone who did. He’d purchased the chamomile tea and two heart-shaped tea diffusers on a whim more than a week ago. He’d popped by the newest shop in Lost Souls, the fae-owned tea and herbal magic place. The owner of the store, Lavender Greengrass, had a variety of herbs, including the very rare such as moonwort and henbane. He’d been delighted by the selection. But the chamomile tea and the heart-shaped diffusers? Why he’d put those in his cart was still a mystery, and yet he hadn’t returned them to the store shelf.

      The kettle whistled, and he poured the hot water over the tea bags.

      He couldn’t seem to stop himself for preparing for a visitor. It was strange because his gifts had never included foresight, and yet, here he was, acting as if he knew the immediate future. 

      Then he heard the crunch of tires coming up his gravel drive. He left the kettle in the sink and hurried to the door. A redhead carrying a huge purse hopped out from the driver’s side of the silver SUV. The other doors opened and three elderly women emerged. 

      He peered at the older ladies and realized they weren’t just old. They were dead. Wait a minute. Zombies?

      Lucas opened the door and stepped outside.

      The next thing he knew a tiny black-and-white monster barreled past him and skittered across his living room, yipping joyfully. Books and papers went flying.

      The redhead hurried onto the porch and yelled, “Shameless!”

      Lucas was taken aback—first, by her accusation and second, by her countenance.

      Holy wizard balls on fire. It was her. Dream Woman. 

      Shock rendered him motionless as he stared openly at her lovely heart-shaped face, her bright green eyes, and the mass of red hair pulled back into a rather ineffective ponytail. She was gorgeous. He sensed her witchiness, but there was something different about her. He couldn’t figure out what, only that she wasn’t like any witch he’d ever met.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. Then once again she yelled, “Shameless!”

      Apparently, she was also crazy. 

      “Look at that,” said one of the zombie females. She was dressed in a blue jogging suit. “He can’t talk. How can he cast spells if he’s a mute?”

      "Don't be ridiculous," said a slightly taller zombie. Her jogging suit was purple. "He's not mute." One slim gray finger poked him in the shoulder. "Are you?" Poke, poke, poke. 

      Zombie Number Three, dressed in a pink jogging suit, slapped the other zombie's hand away. It detached at the wrist and flew past his shoulder, landing with a sick thunk on the hardwood floor of his living room.

      “Huh,” said the first zombie. “I thought Superglue was stronger than that.”

      “I told you we didn’t use enough,” groused the zombie who’d lost her hand.

      “Oh, sweet goddess.” The witch put her hand on his arm and looked up at him, her face flushed with embarrassment. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      The simple, warm touch of her fingers against his forearm shook him from his stupor. He blinked, unable to look away from Dream Woman’s face. “What’s going on?”

      “Both my dog and my godmother’s hand are in your living room.” She offered a weak smile, and then sternly accused, “Shameless!”

      “Why do you keep calling me that? I don’t even know you.”

      “Oh, no. No. That’s my dog’s name. You can see why.” She peered around him. “Put that down! Didn’t we just discuss not using zombie hands as chew toys?”

      “Excuse me, dear,” said Purple Jogging Suit Lady. She pushed past him, and the other two zombies followed. 

      Dazed, Lucas looked down at the redhead. “Do I know you?”

      “My name is Peace Crawford. I need your help, Mr. Dark, but I wouldn’t blame you if you turned me away.”

      “I will put a broom handle in your butt and use you to the mop the floors if you don’t let go of that hand,” the purple-jogger zombie shouted. This proclamation was followed by dog feet scurrying across the wood floor and bursts of creative cursing from the shambling geriatrics. 

      “I’m scared to look,” he admitted. “Are you related to Chaos, by chance?”

      “No. At least, I don’t think so. Shit. I’ll just take my dog and my zombies and go. I apologize for all the—.” She waved her hand toward the living room.

      A series of high-pitched yips entered the fray. Oh, crap. The disturbance had woken up Spot and now Lucas’ familiar was in on the action. Well, Spot would never cop to being a familiar. He was snobby like that. Spot was born and raised in the underworld, same as Lucas. Spot had his own magic completely unrelated to Lucas’ necromancy, and sometimes, his own agenda.

      Taking a deep breath, Lucas turned around. Peace slid underneath his arm and stood just inside the doorway in front of him. He resisted the urge to touch her hair and settled for lightly smelling it instead. A honey-cinnamon scent wafted into his nostrils. Goddess above. She smelled like freshly baked breakfast rolls. He wanted to taste her. He’d start with those delicious lips and then he’d—whoa, boy. Sweeping the woman into his arms and kissing her senseless was not on the agenda.

      Lucas returned his attention to his familiar. The dog’s ear-splitting barks echoed through the cabin as he chased Shameless—and the zombies chased (well, if lumbering in orthopedic shoes counted) the dogs. 

      “Is that a three-headed Chihuahua?” asked Peace. She glanced at him, a smile curling one corner of her mouth. He felt his stomach pitch. She was attractive, no doubt. Any schmuck on the street could look at this woman and say, “Hey, you’re pretty.” But for Lucas, he saw within her an innate beauty, a kind soul with a good heart, and that kind of sparkle of life was beyond that of the typical human—or typical witch, for that matter.

      “Yes, that’s a Chihuahua, Underworld version. His name is Spot.”

      “You named him Spot?” she asked, her smile widening. “He’s completely white.”

      “I was five. I thought it was a normal name a mortal would give a dog.”

      “I like it,” she said.

      The chaos in the living room was reaching a fevered pitch. Well, enough of that. Lucas waved a hand toward the crazed dogs and shuffling zombies. They all froze. Shameless was mid-air, the zombie's hand clamped in his mouth. Right on his tail was Spot, all three mouths opened in snarls. Lagging behind the dogs were the zombie godmothers, all three reaching toward Shameless.

      “Wow.” Peace gifted him with a full-blown smile—and it nearly knocked him on his ass. “I wish I could do that.”

      “You’re a witch,” he said, trying to calm his racing heart. “It’s easy enough to learn the spell. I could teach you.”

      "Thanks. The thing is, I'm half-witch, half-fairy, and unfortunately, my powers don't always get along with each other. But if you need glitter, I'm your girl."

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” His gaze dropped to her shirt, which read, “I crochet so I don’t kill people.” He looked up at her. “Is that a warning to humans?”

      Peace laughed. “It’s a joke. Humans have a dark sense of humor sometimes.”

      "Ah. Well, I certainly understand dark humor." He led her into the small kitchen and looked over his shoulder. "I understand dark everything." He cleared the books off the little table and then disposed of the tea diffusers. He brought out the honey and a spoon.  "Please sit."

      Peace took a seat. She accepted one of the mugs and inhaled deeply. “Chamomile? That’s my favorite tea.” She took the honey and liberally poured the sweet stuff into her cup and stirred it with the spoon. She sipped the hot liquid and sighed in contentment. “Just what I needed. Thank you.”

      Lucas felt unnerved. The fact he’d made the tea—her favorite, no less—before he even knew she existed was extraordinary. He felt as though someone had thrown him into the washer on the spin cycle. He couldn’t quite get his bearings. He inhaled deeply, trying to pull himself together. He sipped his own mug of tea and was surprised at how much he liked it. He felt a slight tingle of magic and wondered if Lavender Greengrass infused all her offerings with magical extras.

      “How can I help you, Miss Crawford?” he asked.

      “Please call me Peace.”

      “Call me Lucas.”

      “Lucas.” She took a deep breath. “I heard that you specialize in curse-breaking.”

      He watched her take a drink of the tea and found himself staring at the wetness of her mouth. She licked the tea from her lips, and he felt his pulse jump. What would it be like to taste those pillowy lips? Just the idea of touching her made him hard. Calm down, you idiot. 

      He noticed she was staring at him intently, and he realized he hadn’t responded to her initial comment. “Oh. Right. I have a penchant for negating bad juju. My father’s Charon—you know the ferryman of the Underworld?”

      Peace nodded.

      “My mother is a witch,” continued Lucas, “but even so, my magic is a little darker than most, and it’s much more powerful."

      “Zerina said you were a necromancer.”

      “You know Zerina?”

      “Unfortunately,” said Peace. “She told me about you.”

      “She scares me,” admitted Lucas.

      “She scares everyone.”

      He laughed. “That is the truth.” He fiddled with the handle of the mug. “I was born in the Underworld, and most of my magic derives from the dead. That freaks a lot of people out.”

      “Zerina told me what you did for Grace Standing Bear.”

      He nodded. “Putting the ancient tree’s magic into Grace saved her life. I was able to do that thanks to my mother’s magical DNA, and it took a lot out of me, honestly. But I owed her. I owed the Standing Bears big time after not getting to the Underworld monster in time to save the Franklinia Magica.” He nodded toward the kitchen window. In the distance, he could see the steeple of the little chapel.

      “I heard that Grace absorbed all the magic.”

      “Did she ever.” He shook his head. “Peace, I have broken curses and removed hexes, but it’s not an easy process. And sometimes the cost is high.”

      “Oh. I see.” She blew out a breath. “How much do you charge?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “I don’t profit from offering magical help. Mom would kill me.” He flashed her a grin. “The cost I’m referring to is the sacrificial element of the spell. The person who needs the evil spell removal often pays a heavy price for their freedom.”

      “Like, what? A kidney? A pint of blood? Great Aunt Erma’s chocolate cake recipe?”

      “You have a Great Aunt Erma?”

      “No, I made that up. I don’t even have a chocolate cake recipe.” She sighed. “What are we really talking about here, Lucas?”

      “It depends on the power and complexity of the hex. What’s yours?”

      “Um…I’ll die by midnight on my thirtieth birthday.”

      Lucas reared back, shocked. “Someone hexed you with a death spell?”

      “My Aunt Eartha is what you would call a vengeful bitch. When I was a month old, she used dark magic to kill my parents—to kill everyone in Gallia, actually.”

      “Gallia?”

      "It used to be the kingdom my parents ruled. Mom was a fairy queen and Dad was a warlock." Peace carried with her the sadness of never knowing her parents—except through the stories of her godmothers. It was a shitty thing to know that the people who created you, who loved you, were killed by a selfish, egomaniacal bitch who was also your aunt. "Aunt Earth killed everyone, destroyed the kingdom, and erased my home from the fairy world as if it had never existed. My godmothers used the last of their magic to save me and then got turned into zombies for their trouble. They hid me here, on Earth.”

      “I’ve never seen fairy godmother zombies before.”

      “I think they’re the only ones who’ve ever existed.”

      "Are you sure about the deadline?" Lucas flinched. "Sorry. I'm not sure which other word to use."

      "It's appropriate at any rate. But yes, I'm sure. We consulted hex specialists and eventually figured out the math. In the fairy realm, I might've lived for 300 years. But on Earth? Only thirty.”

      “Why not go back to the fairy realm?”

      “Because of Aunt Eartha. If she got another shot at killing me and my godmothers, she’d take it.” She took a long sip of tea. “I owe them everything. Unfortunately, their bodies are no longer holding together.” She gestured behind her, and Lucas’ gaze went to the hand in the dog’s mouth.

      “Death isn’t really death. Everyone will still exist in the Underworld,” said Lucas.

      “Knowing they’re happy in the afterlife brings me some comfort,” admitted Peace. “But…it’s difficult to think of my life without them in it.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Lucas.

      “Thanks.” She looked up at him, her green eyes wide as saucers and filled with fear and sadness and hope. Her expression reminded him of the dream, and his heart clenched in fear. He watched her finish off her tea and push the mug away.

      Lucas wanted to help her. In fact, he would do everything in his power to remove the death hex, despite the fact he wasn’t sure it could be done. “So, when’s your birthday?”

      “In two weeks.”

      “Two weeks?”

      “I know, right? I’ve tried everything,” she said. “And I’ve asked everyone I could think of for help. No witch, no fairy, no magical creature—not even Queen Patsy—can remove the hex.”

      “I’m your…what do humans call it?” He frowned as he tried to remember the term. Ah, yes! “Your Hail Mary play.”

      She nodded. “So what about it, Lucas?” Peace put her hand on his arm and leaned forward. “Can you save me?”
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      Peace stared at Lucas, nerves plucking her stomach, as she waited for his answer.

      Finally, he nodded. “I’ll help you, Peace. I can’t guarantee anything, but I promise that I will do everything in my power to remove the curse.”

      “Thank you, Lucas. Thank you so much.” Relief flowed through her, relaxing her tensed muscles. Hope, at last. She took a steadying breath and smiled.

      “Let’s go to my workshop,” he said.

      “You have a workshop?” Peace looked around the cabin, amazed that he could fit another room into such a small space.

      "I keep it in the Underworld," he said. "We'll have to transport there. Trust me, it's better to work necromancy spells in the land of the dead."

      “That makes sense.” She looked at him, noting his smile had dimples and woozier, he was handsome. He had thick curly brown hair and eyes the color of dark chocolate. She wished—Peace stopped herself. She didn’t wish anything. Knowing her life had a thirty-year expiration date made her wary of doing normal things like dating or forming friendships or applying for mortgages. But the tick-tock on her short life’s clock also made her grateful for each day and remembering to live as well as she could.

      “Death hexes are complex,” said Lucas. “We need to find out how bad yours is, and then I’ll work on the solution for removing it.”

      “If it’s possible,” said Peace. She was trying to temper her excitement with caution. Lucas was a necromancer— a bonafide citizen of the Underworld—and her very last hope. If he couldn’t remove the hex, well, she’d have to decide between the glossy black coffin or the shimmery pink one picked out by her godmothers.

      “Like I said, Peace, I’ll do everything in my power to unhex you. Let’s get started.”

      Lucas rose to his feet and offered his hand. Butterflies fluttered in her belly as his fingers clasped hers and he helped her rise from the kitchen chair. It was such an old-fashioned thing to do—and at that moment, she felt like a princess. Despite having the bloodline of a fairy royal and the title of "princess" Peace had never felt like one. Not until this very moment when Lucas' fingers wrapped around hers.

      As soon as she stood up, he let her hand go. Peace felt a keen disappointment. Not even casual dating had been an option for her. Her zombie godmothers were overprotective, particularly when it came to men. If you were in Gallia, Peace had heard more than once, you would be betrothed to the prince of another fairy kingdom.

      Peace often pointed out that her mother had married for love—and not even a prince or a fairy. Her father had been a warlock from this plane of existence. But her godmothers had a response for that, too. Skye had been the second daughter and not expected to rule. It was only after Eartha had killed their parents and been banished from Gallia that Skye, newly married, had accepted the mantle of Queen. She and Jeremiah had ruled for more than ten years before they finally had their first and only child—Peace.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I get asked that a lot,” said Peace, smiling. “I’m all right. For a dead girl.”

      “Not to sound gross, but I like dead girls. Dated a few.” He winked at her. “The Underworld doesn’t have that many living people in it.”

      “But it has a few?”

      Lucas shrugged. “My mom, for one. She’s a witch, so pretty much immortal, especially after she married my dad.”

      “It’s not so bad there then. That’s good to know.”

      Lucas pinned her gaze. “The Underworld has its dangers. There are places you never want to visit.”

      Peace shivered at the intensity in his voice. He seemed to realize he’d freaked her out a little. “I’m sorry. For the most part, the Underworld is okay. Really.”

      “Yeah. Sure.” Peace offered him one last smile before turning and walking into the living room. Peace stared at the motionless figures. “I suppose we can’t leave them like that,” she said wistfully, and only half-serious. Okay. Maybe, she was all serious. She couldn’t remember a time where her godmothers weren’t arguing, the dog wasn’t acting crazy, and she wasn’t chasing or chastising zombies and animals.

      Honestly? It was nice. 

      “I could leave them like that for the rest of the day,” said Lucas. “But I need Spot for the spellwork, and I imagine you’ll want Shameless, too.”

      “Goddess, no. I love the ragamuffin, but he’ll upend your workshop in five seconds flat.”

      Lucas frowned. “Are you sure you don’t want your familiar?”

      “Shameless?” Peace laughed. “No, he’s an actual dog—my pet dog.”

      “That shaggy bag of bonesss wouldn’t know a ssspell if it bit him on the asss,” said Elspeth as she poked her head out of Peace’s purse. The snake’s red-black-white band gleamed as she moved further out of the bag. Peace stroked her familiar’s head. “This is Elspeth. My familiar.”

      Lucas took a wary step back.

      Elspeth bobbed her head as she assessed him. “Ssso you’re the one who will sssave my witch.”

      “I’ll try,” said Lucas. 

      Elspeth stared at the warlock. “You will try? That’sss not good enough.”

      “Whoa, girl,” said Peace. “Let’s give Lucas a chance.”

      Elspeth’s forked tongue flickered out, an obvious warning. “If you do not produccce resssults, I will bite you.” With that proclamation, Elspeth sank back down into her comfy pocket in the purse. 

      “She’s not poisonous,” Peace told Lucas. “But her bite has magic, and depending on her mood, she’ll either make you run into walls or slap yourself silly.”

      “Don’t piss off Elspeth,” said Lucas. “Got it.”

      Peace studied his expression. “Surely, they have snakes in the Underworld.”

      “They have a lot of weird and creepy things there,” he said. “Including the monster that tried to kill Grace Standing Bear. But look, I’ll be honest—snakes kinda freak me out.” Lucas lifted his hands in a mea culpa gesture. “I’m sure Elspeth is very nice.”

      “Not really,” said Peace.

      “By the way, is there a way to tell your godmothers apart?”

      “Color-coded,” said Peace, laughing. “Netta is in purple, Henrietta blue, and Gretta pink.”

      “Got it. Ready?”

      Peace nodded, and Lucas waved his hand toward the frozen chaos. Zombies and dogs awoke instantly, and all were momentarily stunned. Her godmothers turned toward Peace and Lucas, their gazes accusatory. Shameless dropped the wizened hand and sat down, tongue lolling out. The Shih Tzu was a bundle of happiness. Nothing ever got to him. Spot swung his three heads to look at Lucas and gave the warlock three heated stares.

      “What happened?” demanded Netta. 

      “I have a metallic taste in my mouth,” grumped Henrietta. She narrowed her one good eye and aimed her ire at Lucas. “You cast a spell on us!”

      Gretta scooped up her hand. “Hah! Victory is mine!” 

      “Maybe I should get zombie-flavored chewies for Shameless,” teased Peace. “Y’all must taste good.”

      “There will be no more eating of body parts,” said Henrietta. “We all agreed.”

      “We agreed we wouldn’t chow down on the juicy limbs of people. Shameless made no such pact about snacking on us,” pointed out Gretta. 

      “What the hell is going on?” boomed a trio of deep male voices. It issued from the tiny three-headed Chihuahua. “What have you gotten yourself into now, Lucas?”

      The dog couldn't be more than ten pounds—and most of that weight was probably the heads. The familiar's small body didn't look like it should be able to support the number of skulls protruding from its neck.

      “Well?” demanded Spot in his echoing voices.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” reassured Lucas. 

      “Humph!” The Chihuahua lay down in a Sphinx pose. The middle head began licking its front paws.

      “Lucas, do you have any Superglue?” asked Gretta. 

      “Of sorts.” He crossed the room and took the detached hand. He placed it on Gretta’s wrist and wiggled his fingers over the gap. Tiny black tendrils appeared and stitched the hand onto the wrist. 

      Gretta looked down, obviously amazed. “Magic doesn’t exactly work well on the dead.”

      “Unless you’re a necromancer that draws on the power of the Underworld.” He patted Gretta’s good-as-somewhat-new hand. 

      “I’ve got some toes that need fixing,” said Henrietta.

      “She messed up when she was gluing them back on earlier,” explained Gretta. “Her big toe isn’t where it should be.”

      “I’m sure Lucas would like nothing better to spend the afternoon re-attaching body parts, but he’s going to work on getting me unhexed instead.”

      “You can help her?” asked Netta, her voice trembling. If the walking dead could cry Peace felt like Netta would be doing so now. Her heart clenched. She crossed the room and placed her arm around Netta’s thin shoulders. Her other two godmothers crowded in close, too. 

      “I can’t guarantee results,” said Lucas. “But I promise to do everything possible to banish the hex.”

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” snapped Henrietta. “Get to work!”
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      Despite the loud protests of her godmothers, Peace and Lucas left them and Shameless at the cabin.

      Lucas held Peace’s hand to transport them, and she felt an arcing electric connection between them. Not just the magic, which was powerful, but also the sizzle of pure attraction. She’d felt zapped since she laid eyes on the man, and the looks he’d been giving her told her attraction was mutual. Ugh. Talk about lousy timing. It was just her luck to find a handsome, single necromancer right before she was doomed to croak. 

      The Universe could be cruel. 

      But maybe Lucas really could work a miracle. And Peace would finally be able to live a somewhat normal life. Well, normal for a fairy-witch with zombie godmothers, a crazy dog, and a mean familiar.

      Lucas' underworld workshop looked exactly the way Peace had imagined. They were in a large cave; the craggy walls a deep, purple-black. The workshop was lit by magicked torches, which cast parts of the cave into shadows. Tables, shelves, and stools were carelessly placed. It seemed like every space and nook and cranny was filled with potion bottles, spell bags, papers, books, and other magical accouterment. She wasn't sure if Shameless could wreck the place any more than it already was.

      Spot trotted across the pitted floor, blithely stepping on paperwork strewn like large, white leaves, and settled into a dog bed about three times too large for him. Each of the heads grabbed three bones that lay in the bed and began to gnaw. 

      “Are those the bones of your enemies?” Peace asked jokingly.

      Spot looked up. Well, the middle head did. The other two ignored her completely. “Unfortunately not,” boomed the familiar. “Lucas makes these for me.” 

      “Organic,” said Lucas, as he dug through the top shelf of a bookcase. “Although you probably don’t want to know the ingredient list.”

      “My familiar is a snake, remember?” Peace patted her purse. “I live with three ladies who rot and lose body parts on a regular basis.” Peace put down her purse near a table laden with bottles, opened spell books, and scattered items such as rosemary, ginger root, and what looked like tiny burned chicken legs. Wow. Lucas didn’t mess around. 

      A swell of dramatic music filtered into the space. Peace turned around and saw that Spot had conjured a flat screen TV. A sexy female voice said, “Spellsworth. A town of independent familiars who ditched their witches centuries ago to live independent lives. But Spellsworth remains under the tiny thumbs of its founding family, the Hetterson clan, raccoon familiars who will stop at nothing to keep their power and add more wealth to their considerable coffers.

      "In our last episode, the single mother of one-month-old twin sons Freda Hetterson was arrested for the murder of her Great Grandfather and the family patriarch, the hated Elijah Hetterson.

      "Before Freda's parents, diabolical Bella and serial cheater Fred, can put the twins up for adoption, bad-boy chipmunk Hayes Mayfield returns to Spellsworth to take custody of his sons. Hayes vows to Freda that he will prove her innocence—and then he proposes to her.

      “Can Freda forgive Hayes for abandoning her and the twins? Can the youngest daughter of the Hetterson clan be proven innocent? Will Bella and Fred go through with the nefarious plot to kidnap the twins? Find out now on…The Familiar Way.”

      Elspeth popped her head out of the bag. “I almossst misssed it.” She slithered all five scaly feet of her body onto the floor and headed straight for Spot’s bed. “Ssscoot over, beassst.”

      Spot’s three heads turned to stare at her. For a moment, Peace thought Lucas’ familiar might try to eat her snake. And that would be a mistake because Elspeth could squeeze him flat in less than minute and turn him into a stack of Chihuahua pancakes. 

      Instead, the dog re-situated himself to allow space for Elspeth. The milk snake coiled next to him, resting her head on the edge of the dog bed. The familiars stared intently at the TV.

      Peace joined Lucas on the other side of the cave. “Spot watches The Familiar Way, too?”

      “Utterly addicted to it.” Lucas grabbed a small leather-bound journal and held it up, triumphant. “A-ha! Here we go.” He handed it to Peace. Then he reached down and grabbed a dusty green tome approximately the size of a Volvo. “And this will help us craft the spell to make our work invisible to other magic users.”

      Peace studied the giant book and sudden awful realization dawned on her. Cold dread filled her as she turned her gaze to Lucas. “Oh, sweet goddess. You think creating a spell this powerful will draw Aunt Eartha to me, don’t you?”
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      Lucas studied Peace’s troubled expression and wanted to reassure her. No, he wanted to do more than that. He wanted to protect her. From the curse. From her Aunt Eartha. Hell, even from his own father. Lucas did not want Peace to take a trip on Dad’s boat, especially if the portent was correct and Peace would be headed down the River Hypnos. He couldn’t let that happen. The unfortunate souls that ended up there never remembered who they were, much less who they had loved.

      “Creating a spell to negate a death hex is a very rare thing. That kind of power can’t be contained—not even in the Underworld. The minute we start the incantations, I have no doubt the more powerful magic users will guess what we’re doing.” Lucas paused. “If your aunt has the kind of dark magic that can wipe out a whole kingdom—well, she’s probably gonna notice when we try to undo her spellwork.” He tapped the book. “Unless we create the protection spell.” Lucas turned to the bookcase and drew out a slim glittering gold volume. “This is from the fairy world. My mother gave it to me.”

      Lucas paused, staring down at the book. Mom had actually given him the book less than a month ago. She’d simply said, “This may come in handy one day.” It occurred to him that his mother had somehow known he might be helping a fairy in the near future. Mom had a keen magical instinct that she followed no matter how strange the circumstances.

      Like maybe buying a fairy-witch’s favorite type of tea and preparing it moments before she arrived on his doorstep? Whoa. Lucas had never considered that his own magical instincts had kicked into high gear. Nothing like this had happened to him before, but he realized this sort of thing happened to his mother all the time.

      “Lucas?”

      He blinked and realized he was staring at the book, letting his thoughts wander. Peace touched his hand, and even that brief brush of her fingertips on his skin sent an electric shiver pulsating through him.

      They took the books to the nearest table. Lucas pushed papers and items back to create a space. He opened The History of Curses and their Cures, the huge green book that he’d found at a bookshop during a short trip to London. He used the appendix to look up the section on death spells. Once he found the correct section he quickly thumbed to it. Then he picked up the leather-bound journal and handed it to Peace.

      "This journal is from Salem, Massachusetts in 1692 and kept by a warlock named Silas Osborne. There were a plethora of curses thanks to a bitter, jealous witch named Dorcas Hoar. He wrote everything down, including the most heinous hexes." He handed Peace the journal and watched as she thumbed through it.

      “This is amazing,” she said. “How did you find a warlock’s journal from 1692?”

      “Tabor Standing Bear gave it to me. All the witches and warlocks in Salem put their magic into a talisman called the sol niger cantatis.  They gathered all of their journals and spell books, too. Deliverance and Phillips Hobbs were tasked to find a protected space to build a new town for magic users. Well, for all of parakind, I guess.” He shrugged. “It didn’t last too long. But the Standing Bears have been the guardians of this area since 1693. Tabor and his family have kept the journals and spell books.”

      Peace put the journal onto the table and nodded toward the gold book. “What’s that one?”

      “It’s a rare copy of Felicity Rosethorn’s Fairy Magic for Modern Times.” He smiled. “Of course, the modern times she was referring to were the 1200s. Still, we might find a helpful hint or two.”

      He turned his attention to The History of Curses and Their Cures perused the listing of death curses and found what he was looking for midway down. He flipped to the page and began to read.

      After the first paragraph, he knew it wouldn’t work. He looked up another one—and another—and soon, had gone through every death curse in the book. He felt like his heart had dropped to his toes as disappointment made his stomach clench. This is only the first book you’ve looked at, he reminded himself, so keep going and don’t freak out.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Peace. “You look like you’ve sucked on a lemon.”

      Her voice held concern, and he turned to smile at her. Her green eyes were fixed on him and he could see she was trying to keep it together. He couldn’t imagine what it felt like to know that your death was just around the corner. For one, he’d never die, and for two, he’d never understood the fear mortals had about leaving the earthly plane. Sure, they left their bodies here, but their souls went to the Underworld. Granted, not everyone’s journey to the underworld meant going to Elysium Fields. Now, though, as he studied Peace’s face, at the hope fading in her gaze, he suddenly realized he felt a deep fear that he would lose Peace. No, I won’t, damn it. “It’s okay,” he finally said. “I just need to check a few more things.”

      He grabbed Rosethorn’s book and thumbed through it. The chapter about fairy spells drawn from vengeance and vitriol only solidified his growing suspicions about Peace’s curse.

      Lucas studied the journal next, even though he suspected he wouldn’t find what he needed. Not even Silas Osborne’s meticulous notes about curses created in Salem offered a kernel of hope. He looked at Peace, unable to voice the news.

      “You can’t help me, can you?” She swallowed hard. “Well, that sucks vampire nuts.”

      Lucas took her hand. “I’m not giving up, and neither should you.” He squeezed her fingers lightly and let go. “There’s one person who might know how to remove your hex. My Uncle Moros.”

      “As in, morose?”

      Peace looked unnerved and he didn’t blame her. Uncle Moros was known to mortals as the god of doom. Unfortunately, most of Lucas’ family had names like that. Uncle Kers, for instance, was known as the god of violent death. Granted, he was the one dispatched to war zones, but it wasn’t like the guy enjoyed it.

      “Uncle Moros isn’t doom and gloom, despite his reputation.”

      “I don’t have anything to lose,” said Peace. “Let’s do it. But first, we should probably get my godmothers and Shameless. It’s better for everyone if we know where they are and what they’re doing.”

      Lucas waved his hand. Three guilty-looking godmothers dusted in white, and Shameless, with sticky yellow fur, appeared in the workshop. Lucas remembered Peace’s introduction of her godmothers—the one in the purple tracksuit was Netta, Henrietta was in the blue, and Gretta was the one in pink. Other than that, they were hard to tell apart. Corpses tended to all look alike to him.

      Peace groaned. “I can’t leave you three alone for a minute. What happened?”

      “Nothing happened. We decided to make a cake is all.” Netta brushed off her tracksuit. 

      “Remember the conversation we had about cooking?” said Peace. “You know, the part about you never doing it again?”

      “It’s not like I meant to lose my hand in the stew pot,” said Gretta. 

      “And we sure as hell didn’t purposely set Henrietta’s ass on fire. At least, not that particular day.” Netta grinned. 

      “You set the entire kitchen on fire, Netta,” said Peace. Lucas watched her cheeks turn a charming shade of pink. She glanced up at him, her expression apologetic. “I am so sorry.”

      Lucas looked at the godmothers. “Is my kitchen on fire?”

      “No,” said Henrietta. “And we were doing fine with the cake-making until Shitzu without a Clue barreled into the kitchen and tripped Gretta.”

      “I was holding the flour,” admitted Gretta. “And the eggs.”

      Lucas' gaze dropped to the dog who sat in the middle of the godmothers, his furry head tilted as he listened to the conversation. His black and white fur was dusted with flour and covered in yellow goop.

      “I appreciate the thought, ladies.” Lucas wiggled his fingers at the zombies and Shameless. In the blink of an eye, everyone was clean. Shameless decided he’d had enough of the situation. He plopped down on a stack of papers, rolled over, paws in the air, and immediately started snoring. 

      “Thank you,” said Peace. She studied the women. “I think that’s the cleanest they’ve ever been.”

      “Hey!” protested all three. Then Netta patted the arms of her zippered jacket. “You’re right. This is the best we’ve smelled since before we died.”

      “What’s the story?” asked Henrietta, obviously unimpressed by Lucas’ clean-up magic. “Can you save our girl, or not?”

      Lucas shared a look with Peace. 

      Gretta put her hands on her bony hips and glared at them. “I saw that! What’s going on?”

      “We’re at the point where anything goes,” said Lucas. “Everyone move back. Uncle Morose likes to make an entrance.”

      Cell phones didn’t work in the Underworld for obvious reasons. So, he had to cast a relocation spell to bring Uncle Moros to him.

      Seconds later, Uncle Moros appeared in front of him and Peace. Moros was tall and thin, much like the well-known mortal representations of the Grim Reaper. He had hair the color of a raven, coal-black eyes, and the pallor of curdled milk. He was also wearing a tuxedo and holding a glass of champagne. His gaze met Lucas’. “Hello, nephew. Any reason you removed me from the party at Mount Olympus?”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “There’s always a party at Mount Olympus.”

      “True.” Moros snapped his fingers. The champagne disappeared and his tuxedo turned into a tailored Armani suit—black, of course, with gold pinstripes. He smoothed back his short, wavy hair. “You saved me from Hermes. That man may be the so-called messenger god, but he can’t tell a decent story to save his life.” He turned his attention to Peace. “You have one helluva hex on you, sweetheart.” He leaned in closer, studying her. He shook his head. “Wow. I recognize that spellwork. Eartha, right?”

      “You know my aunt?”

      “I’ve run into her a time or two. She’s very powerful. Not someone you want to piss off. The spell she cast on you is pure nasty with no escape route.”

      “That’s impossible,” said Lucas. The devastation on Peace’s face pierced him to the very core. “Every spell has a backdoor or a loophole. That’s just the way magic works—even dark magic.”

      Moros shrugged. “You can only fight dark magic with dark magic, right? The problem is you can’t use dark magic without consequences. Even you, Lucas, must pay a price for using your gifts to remove hexes.” He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Although…”

      “Although what?” asked Lucas. “What? Spit it out!”

      “Well… there are one or two anti-hex spells that might work, but we’re talking about paying with your life force.” He nodded toward the godmothers. “They know the price of such a spell. Eartha’s magic wanted to destroy, but their magic was designed to protect. They sorta canceled each other out, but not before your godmothers paid a price. And that’s why they’re zombies.”

      “What’s the point of Peace giving up her life force to remove a death hex?” asked Henrietta. “The whole point is for her to live.”

      “In Peace’s case, life force won’t be enough. She’ll have to give up her soul.”

      “I hardly think not dying only to live without my soul isn’t a good trade.” Peace’s voice choked with tears, and her bitter disappointment tore at Lucas’ heart. 

      “She can have my soul,” said Netta.

      “All of ours,” said Henrietta as Gretta nodded her agreement, too. 

      “Doesn’t work like that,” said Moros. “Besides, your souls are caught between this world and the next. That’s what happens with zombies. You three really should consider dying as soon as possible.”

      “We’ll get right on that,” snarked Netta. 

      "Uncle Moros, there has to be another way." Lucas turned to Peace and took her hands. Her skin felt cold and he could feel her trembling. "I'm sorry, Peace. If you lose your soul, you'll wander the banks of the River Hypnos, never remembering who you are." Lucas swallowed hard. Now his dream made sense. If Peace enacted a dark-magic spell that cost the fairy her soul, she would end up in his father's boat, floating toward the bleak shores of Hypnos.
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      “I guess there’s no way to fix this,” said Peace. Disappointment crushed her. She rubbed her chest, which felt as heavy as a pile of iron bricks. “I’ve got two weeks to live.” Tears filled her eyes. “I guess I’d better get on that bucket list.”

      “You are not going to die,” said Netta, her voice shaking. She went toe to toe with Moros and shouted, “Fix this!”

      He blinked down at a clearly agitated Netta who looked ready to punch him square in the nose. Moros looked nonplussed. Peace almost felt sorry for him. She figured that getting bossed around by zombies was something new for him. His expression turned thoughtful and he pursed his lips. “You could always get Eartha to remove the spell.”

      “Oh, sure,” said Henrietta. “Why don’t we ask the bitch who killed Peace’s parents, destroyed Gallia, and turned us into the walking geriatric dead to just take back her death curse?”

      “I didn’t say you had to ask her,” said Moros.

      “We could force her.” Gretta clapped her decrepit hands girlishly. “We would need to trap her and make her to remove Peace’s curse.  But how?”

      “Where would we even find her?” Netta wondered aloud. She stepped away from Moros, much to his visible relief and paced the room. Peace watched Netta began to pace. Well, shuffle. “She’s deliberately stayed off the radar, if only to avoid getting her ass kicked.”

      “I can supply you with a translocation spell that would deliver Eartha to you,” said Moros. “But…. Well, unfortunately you’re going to need the Gleipnir to bind her.”

      “What the heck is the Gleipnir?” asked Netta.

      “It’s an unbreakable ribbon created by the Norse gods to imprison Fenrir.” Moros shook his head. “The Norse deities take binding spells very seriously. Fenrir, the wolf shifter, was Loki’s son. Anyway, a völva—a Norse shaman—told Odin the wolf would consume him during Ragnarök.”

      Netta’s lips hitched up into a grimace, which revealed the unfortunate state of her remaining teeth. “Right. So he decided to imprison a wolf shifter with this Gleipnir ribbon. Yeah. Makes total sense.”

      Moros lifted his hands and counted off six fingers. “The sound of a cat’s footfall, the beard of a woman, the roots of a mountain, the sinews of a bear, the breath of a fish, and the spittle of a bird. That’s what the dwarves used to create the ribbon, which was a lot stronger than the chains Fenrir kept breaking.” Moros put down his hands. “Look, that was thousands of years ago. Fenrir runs a casino in Las Vegas now. He hardly ever eats people anymore. And has anybody ever witnessed Ragnarök? No. Because it never happened.” He waved his hands in a gesture that Peace translated as: You know how those crazy Vikings act.

      “How does the Gleipnir work?” asked Peace.

      “The moment it touches Eartha, it’ll act like a python, wrapping around her and binding her. Between its unbreakable strength and your additional spellwork, it should be enough to hold her. Forever, if you wanted.”

      “Okay,” said Lucas. “We can work with this. Where do we find the Gleipnir, Uncle Moros?”

      “Where Fenrir keeps it, isn’t a secret. Well, not to me at any rate. He houses it in a secure facility north of Vegas. And buy secure, I mean by both magical and technological means.”

      Peace felt hope rise within her, but she pushed it down. It had been a rollercoaster since she’d gotten here and frankly, she couldn’t take another emotional blow if this plan failed, too. “So, we visit Fenrir and ask for help, right?”

      “Oh, no. He won’t help you. Fenrir has trust issues, and there’s no way he’ll give you the ribbon.” Moros looked at them, a little apologetically. “You’ll have to steal it.”

      “This is getting better and better,” muttered Netta. “Now we have to commit felonies to get the magic ribbon.”

      “And before you ask, I can tell you this. There’s no popping into the building, swiping the ribbon, and popping back out. Fenrir has powerful protections against all kinds of magic and translocations.” He held out his hand. A puff of black smoke emitted from his palm and when it cleared, Peace saw a folded square of parchment paper. Moros handed it to his nephew. “This is the spell to abduct Eartha. Don’t even utter a word of it until you’re ready to bind her.” He turned his dark gaze onto Peace. “Good luck.”

      Moros vanished into a swirl of black smoke.

      Lucas opened the yellowed paper and read the spell. He nodded, and then looked at Peace. “I think this could work.”

      She nodded because the knot in her throat made it difficult to form words. She wanted to sit on the floor like a disappointed toddler and burst into tears, but she was a grown-ass woman and she would not give up.

      “I don’t suppose you know anybody who’s really good at stealing, do you?” asked Netta, looking at Lucas. “Maybe you got a whole section of thieves down there in the Underworld.”

      “Hades frowns on removing souls from the Underworld,” said Lucas. He glanced at Peace. “We know someone who probably knows someone.”

      “Zerina,” guessed Henrietta. “That bitch knows everybody.”
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        * * *

      

      Meckenzie arrived at the hole-in-the-wall diner just off Charleston Boulevard. It took her less than three seconds to spot Zerina sitting in the back corner booth. The immortal fairy wore her clothes with the same confidence as her badass attitude. She’d made friends with Zerina through their mutual Broken Heart connections. Meckenzie had left the Oklahoma town after nearly getting it destroyed and hadn’t had the balls to go back. Not to mention the handsome loup de sang she’d also left behind. Ren hadn’t exactly tried to track her down, which at its core, hurt like hell.

      “Hey,” she said sliding into the booth. “Is there a reason we’re meeting here?”

      “Best burgers in town,” said Zerina. “And I’m hungry.”

      Meckenzie glanced down at the laminated menu and zeroed in on the bacon jalapeño burger. They placed their orders and then Meckenzie turned her gaze to Zerina. “So, what’s up?”

      “What do you know about Lost Souls, Arkansas?”

      Meckenzie shook her head.

      “It’s a new sanctuary for paranormal beings. Like Broken Heart, but without the Consortium, Queen Patsy, or a certain werewolf dude with the hots for you.”

      Meckenzie held up her hand. “Next subject.”

      “Okay, okay. I live there now, and I need a huge favor.”

      “Favor, huh?”

      “Yeah. I need you to steal something from Fenrir.”

      “Who the hell is Fenrir?”

      “A demi-god wolf shifter who owns a few casinos here in Vegas.”

      “Demi-god wolf shifter.” Meckenzie shook her head. “One, I don’t steal from casinos or casino owners. Mostly. Two, I have a crew of three teenagers who rely on me to protect them. Three, no, fucking thank you.”

      “Teenagers?” Zerina frowned. “Aren’t they too young for…well, what you do?”

      “They’re a little young for a lot of things, Zee, but their age didn’t keep the bad things away. At least with me, I can keep them safe. Teach them a trade.”

      “That’s what community college is for.”

      Meckenzie lifted a brow. “Do you hear yourself right now?”

      The fairy lifted her hands. “I know, I know. I’ve started giving a shit about people who aren’t me, and now I can’t stop.” She looked at Meckenzie. “Tell you what. You steal this teeny tiny item that will help out my friends, and you get an invite to live in Lost Souls.”

      Meckenzie hadn’t really been able to settle down, not since leaving Broken Heart, a town that had really gotten to her. Being there, even for a little while, had made her want hearth and home. Broken Heart was out of the question. She’d left on uncertain terms with the super-hot werewolf-vampire who made her heart go pitty-pat and the small paranormal town in Oklahoma. Once upon a time, she’d let an evil witch into that unique community and caused all kinds of troubles for those who lived there. She also died for a minute or two, and when she woke up in a hospital room, she found loup de sang Ren Marchand watching over her.

      But she knew in her heart of hearts that her teenaged crew would probably be better off in a stable home doing normal shit.

      A real home. In a safe place for those with supernatural talents.

      “I need a big house,” she said. “With a pool.”

      “Lost Souls isn’t some bedroom community in Beverly Hills,” complained Zerina. “It’s a small town in the middle of nofuckingwhere with maybe a hundred people. And I use the term ‘people’ loosely.” She pursed her lips. “How about an old church with a lot of potential? And I’ll magic you up the most amazing pool you’ve ever seen.”

      Meckenzie considered the offer. Home. Stability. Safety.

      “All right,” she said. “Give me the details.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Zerina made arrangements with Meckenzie to steal the Gleipnir, she did Peace another solid and stopped by Lucas’ cabin. She scooped up the godmothers, Shameless, and even the familiars, and took them to her place so that Peace and Lucas could work out the plan for capturing Eartha.

      At least, that’s what Zerina had told everyone.

      What Peace really wanted to do was…Lucas.

      This whole thing with Eartha could go sideways, and if so, Peace wanted one night of bliss with the necromancer.

      It was a bold decision—one she would never have made prior to today. In fact, she was so nervous, she could barely form words.

      They stood in the kitchen as Lucas once again made them tea. “Shall we sit?” he asked, holding the mugs of steeping tea.

      “Um.”

      He caught her gaze and paused. “Peace?”

      “We could die tomorrow,” she said. “So, I was thinking…”

      His expression softened and she saw desire heat his gaze. “Yes?”

      “Well…uh…” Peace nervously tapped her foot.

      Lucas pulled her to him, cupping her neck while brushing his lips across hers. His repeated kisses were soft and unhurried. Flames licked through her with every meeting, every parting. She pressed her palms flat against his strong chest, trying to steady herself as he tenderly assaulted her neck.

      Lust. She thought she knew the emotion—but no, she had never felt this kind of raw, rip-your-clothes-off anxiousness.

      He angled his mouth to better fit hers and then…oh, then he dropped all pretense of gentility.

      His lips demanded sacrifice. His tongue plundered mercilessly. She moaned and he captured the sound. His mouth took hers again and again until she felt conquered.

      His hands dropped to her waist then slid over her hips, pressing her closer still. The ridge of his cock so intimately pressed against her womanhood and sent electric thrills racing through her.

      When he finally released her mouth, she clung to him as though he were a life raft in a turbulent sea.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas waited for Peace to react to kissing her. Her lips were swollen from his kisses and her expression looked stunned. Goddess above, she was beautiful.

      Well, he might as well go for it. He didn’t know how much time they had. And he wanted every moment he could steal with Peace.

      “I want you, Peace.”

      “I want you, too, Lucas.”

      Lucas wrapped his arms around her, pleased when she leaned into his embrace. He dragged his lips over her jaw. She smelled so good, like jasmine and fresh rain. And her milk-white skin was soft as silk.

      “Oh.” She tilted her neck so that he could have better access. He licked the lobe of her ear and whispered, “Let’s go to my bedroom, Peace.”

      “Okay,” she said breathlessly. “Take me.”
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        * * *

      

      Peace stood in Lucas’ bedroom. She noticed a red and orange rag rug was the only bright color among the big, cherry wood furniture. Even the comforter was a dark blue color—and so were the covers of the four large pillows on the bed. Whew. Now that she was standing this close to the bed and with Lucas watching her from the entry, she wondered if sleeping with this man who made her heart race and her mind fog would be a good idea.

      Her hormones seemed to think it was an excellent idea, and they were outshouting any lingering doubts.

      Lucas leaned against the doorjamb, his brown gaze intense.

      Okay. They were doing this.

      She managed to pry off her Converses, along with her socks. Lucas followed her lead and took off his shoes and socks as well.

      They moved to the bed as he cupped her face. “I’ve dreamed about you Peace,” he said while tugged ponytail loose. Red curls cascaded to her shoulders. His lips grazed the shell of her ear as he whispered, “The shirt next.”

      His demand was threaded with passion. Nervous didn’t begin to describe how she felt. She was…sorta terrified, actually.

      She took off her T-shirt, revealing her lacy white bra. His gaze dipped to her breasts and roamed her cleavage.

      “Beautiful,” he said, his finger tracing the laced edges. “Get rid of the jeans.”

      Swallowing the knot in her throat, Peace unzipped her jeans and pushed them down to her ankles, revealing the matching white-lace panties.

      Lucas’s gaze roved over her, looking like a starving man presented with a buffet. When his gaze finally met hers, he looked as if he wanted to devour her.

      Her stomach squeezed. Excitement twisted with nervousness as she considered what to do next. Lucas seemed to be waiting for her to make her the decision.

      She reached back and unhooked her bra, cupping the front so that it wouldn’t fall away. Lucas watched her with greedy eyes. He didn’t try to touch her.

      Not yet.

      Slowly, she worked one arm out of the strap—then the other. She stared right at him as she held the bra in place. He shifted his weight on the bed, as if he might pounce on her. His gaze was glued to her covered breasts. “Take it off,” he said, his rough voice edged with desire. “Now.”

      “What will you give me?”

      His gaze flicked to hers. “Anything,” he answered softly. “Everything.”

      “I want your shirt.”

      He said nothing. He merely unbuttoned the dress shirt and tossed it to the floor. She looked at the soft brown curls on his muscled chest, and felt her mouth go dry.

      She dropped the bra.

      Her panties offered the only protection. It seemed silly to think of the thong as the last defense against Lucas’ lust.

      Lucas slid off the bed and onto his knees, prostrate before her. His fingers drifted across her ankle and up her calf. The light touch sent shivers through her.

      He was in no hurry, thank the goddess.

      His fingers tickled the underside of her knee and he leaned forward to press his lips on the top of her thigh. His right hand rubbed her other leg, inching toward her panties.

      Her whole body tensed. She’d never felt such a mixture of desire and terror. She was treading unknown ground and she felt utterly vulnerable.

      His forefinger slipped under the lace perimeter. “You’re so wet.” He looked up at her. “Take off your panties,” he asked softly. “Let me see you. All of you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Excitement sliced through Peace. Lucas looked at her, waiting for her to make the next move.

      Peace stood up and slid off her panties, revealing the strip of red curls. Lucas rose to his feet and gathered her into his arms. Her breasts scraped his chest and her sensitive nipples hardened. She hoped that he would push her onto the bed and feast on her.

      Instead, he gathered her into his arms and pushed back the loose tendrils of her read hair.

      “Beautiful, sweet Peace,” he murmured.

      Oh-so-slowly, he brushed his lips across hers.

      She shuddered with pleasure. His moan feathered her mouth and she breathed in the honey-mint scent still lingering from their tea.

      Angling his mouth over hers, he tasted her again. He seduced her with his mouth. Showing her how with these sensual kisses how much he wanted her. Cupping her ass, he brought her close, pressing his hard cock against the vee of her thighs.

      Her heart pounded frantically, her body awash in exhilarating sensations. With his tongue, he traced the seam of her lips then broke through the slight resistance and dipped inside for a real taste.

      Her tongue shyly met his, and he held her tighter as she kissed him back with as much as passion as she could. Her palms pressed flat against his chest and she felt the erratic beat of his heart.

      To her disappointment, Lucas broke the kiss, pulling away just enough to look into her eyes. “What do you want to do next?”

      She looked at Lucas from beneath her lashes. “Let me show you.”

      She reached down and unbuttoned his pants then slid down the zipper. She tugged on the waistband, but he brushed aside her efforts and pushed down his pants and boxers. His thick cock sprang free and Peace nearly swallowed her tongue.

      He was huge. Nerves plucked at her stomach as she wrapped trembling fingers around his hard shaft.

      “I want to taste you.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucas watched Peace kneel before him and he nearly lost it. She cupped his balls as her tongue slid up his length. She drew the tip of his cock into her mouth and sucked lightly.

      He groaned.

      She took his full length over and over and soon created an unbelievable rhythm that included suction and movement.

      She was wild now. Her nails dug into his ass. She took his cock again, her tongue flicking against his shaft as she sucked him.

      “Peace!” He reached down and grasped her shoulders.

      She stopped and looked up at him, her face flushed. His balls tightened, his cock pulsing with the need to ejaculate. He inhaled steadying breaths, trying to stall the orgasm. After a long moment of thinking about freezing showers, baseball statistics and zombie godmothers, he looked down to meet her gaze.

      “Damn,” he said.

      Her gaze dropped to his cock. Pre-come pearled the tip. She leaned over and licked it off.

      “It’s your turn.” He stepped out of his boxers and pants. When he was naked, he straightened back up.

      Lucas helped Peace to her feet then scooped her into his arms. She laughed breathlessly, obviously startled by his action. He turned to the big bed and lowered her on top of the thick coverlet.

      Her red curls fluttered outward onto the pillow. Her pearlescent skin was now pink—the color of her passion. Lucas crawled onto the bed and lay next to her.
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        * * *

      

      Peace had never been with a man like Lucas. He made her shiver and tremble, sigh and moan.

      He made her want.

      Lucas’s fingers drifted across her arm, down her side, to her hip. He traced the curve of her buttock, cupping it and kneading it. Then his hand moved leisurely to her thigh.

      Peace wasn’t sure what was expected, so she lay on the bed and simply enjoyed what he was doing to her. Then Lucas rolled her onto her back and covered her, his hardening cock nestled against her.

      He kissed her shoulder and the soft press of his lips made her shudder. He tasted her collarbone, moved up her neck, and peppered kisses along her jaw. His brown eyes were glazed with desire, his hot breath against her lips.

      “I’ve never wanted anyone like I want you,” she said.

      “I can’t get enough of you, sweetheart,” he murmured. Lucas stretched her arms above her head. Her back arched slightly, pushing her breasts into his chest. Her nipples pebbled against his warm flesh.

      The slow melding of their lips made Peace’s breath hitch and her heart tripled its already frantic beat. His tongue slipped into her mouth and she met every sensual thrust with one of her own. When he was done kissing her senseless, Lucas nuzzled her neck, his lips causing erotic shivers wherever they landed.

      With one hand, he cupped her breast. His strong, warm fingers squeezed her flesh. He pinched her nipple and the bud tightened almost painfully. But it felt so, so good. He gave the same treatment to her other breast.

      His tongue flicked the peak. Pleasure jolted through her.

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly. “Oh, yes.” She felt like she was on fire, burning up. He laved her nipple, suckling it deeply while his hand blissfully tormented her other one. Then he switched mouth and hand and began to rub his cock against her wet clit.

      Peace ran her hands down his body. His buttocks were round and firm and she grabbed hold, rubbing her aching pussy against his thick shaft.

      Oh, sweet goddess. She wanted to make the torture last … and yet make it end at the same time.

      But Lucas wasn’t done with her. Not by a long shot. He kissed his way down her body until he was between her legs, pushing them apart to nuzzle the flesh on either side of her pussy.

      His tongue parted her slick folds and flicked her clit, teasing the hard nub. Peace felt struck by a bolt of lightning. She shuddered and moaned, sliding her fingers into his hair as Lucas’s tongue delved into her slit.

      Then his mouth settled on her clit and he sucked it gently.

      Peace arched, her breath catching in her throat. Lucas did this crazy-wonderful thing with his tongue, sucking and flicking and driving her closer and closer to peak.

      The orgasm swelled, waves of pleasure threatening, and then…oh, then she burst, sensation after sensation rolling over her. She moaned, pressing herself against his face as she came.

      Peace barely had time to recover from the incredible orgasm. Lucas left the bed, plucking his wallet from his discarded pants and withdrawing a square package. Lucas wasted no time putting on the condom. Then he returned the bed and took her into his arms. He turned his attention to her breasts, and tortured her with small, sweet kisses and quick stabs of his tongue.

      Her hands threaded through his soft, thick hair. She pressed him closer. Already the heaviness of new pleasure settled between her thighs and she felt her body revving up for another orgasm. She wanted him so badly.

      “Lucas,” she begged. “Please.”

      “I love my name on your lips.” His mouth paid homage to her ribcage. He tasted her navel, circling the flesh around it. His breath heated her skin; his thorough exploration of her body left her quivering and needy.

      Oh, hell. Was he going down there again? Peace felt her body go liquid.

      His tongue’s sudden invasion shocked her. Just like that. He thrust deeply, tasting her, groaning so loud she felt the vibration all the way to her very core.

      Her body felt gloriously afire.

      Lucas made a return trip up her body, his lips and fingers touching her everywhere, until she felt consumed.

      He slid his arms under her and cupped her shoulders. His cock slowly penetrated her, and she was grateful that he took his time. It had been a while since she’d had sex and Lucas was rather large. All the same, she loved the way he filled her, stretching her completely.

      Lucas’s head dropped her shoulder and he took a shuddering breath. “You’re so tight.”

      “Lucas,” she whispered, drawing her legs around his waist. “Oh, Lucas.”

      He groaned and began to thrust inside her.

      In no time at all, they were lost in each other, trying everything to bring more pleasure to their union. They went wild, all growls and sweat and motion.

      Erotic tension coiled tightly as his thick cock thrust into her.

      Peace’s ability to think faded.

      “Peace! Baby, I’m going to come.”

      His heavy, lust-coated words plunged her over the edge into pure bliss.
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      Located north of Las Vegas, Nevada in what appeared to be an abandoned industrial park, the secure facility was hidden in plain sight among what looked like a hundred more cinderblock structures of white concrete. Meckenzie didn’t know what items were housed in the other buildings, but this one held the big important Gleipnir. Supposedly, it was being protected by state-of-the-art security and powerful spellwork.

      “What’s taking so long, Hack?” hissed Ginger.

      “It’s a ten-digit code, Ms. Impatience.”

      “Enough,” Meckenzie said, eyeing Ginger and Hack. “Let’s get this done. The guards will approach the checkpoint in less than five.”

      “I’m bored.” Ginger leaned against the wall; her body language screamed defiance. The slender fifteen-teen-year-old runaway had been a champion gymnast on her way to the Olympics. She introduced herself as Ginger, probably due to her thick red curls, which were currently strangled into a French braid. Meckenzie didn’t think it was the girl’s real name and Ginger hadn’t revealed her last name.

      When Ginger was thirteen, her parents died in a car accident and the teenager had been tossed into the foster care system. The problem? She had fae blood. It hadn’t been something the young girl knew about, at least not until she was defending herself against a lascivious foster father. Getting pissed-off enacted her magic and she turned the guy into a toad. In Meckenzie’s book, that was justice. Unfortunately, Ginger had little control over her ability, and was only able to access it when she experienced strong emotion.

      “Hack,” she murmured. “We’re at a minute-ten.”

      “Almost there.” Hack was seventeen and a genius with all things tech. He was currently using those skills to help them commit a felony. Hey, she hadn’t corrupted these children. They were corrupted long before she found them. It’s why they got along.

      A few months ago, Hack had met the wrong undead babe in a nightclub, and she and a couple other vampires decided he’d make a good snack. Meckenzie happened upon the feast in progress, and she staked the two dudes. To the woman, she gave a choice: Heart removal or Turning the boy. Dead woman walking opted for Door Number Two. Turning a human into a vampire wasn’t easy. In fact, most humans don’t survive the process.

      Hack made it.

      Meckenzie had met vampires who lived in the world without killing, and she had little empathy for undead shitheads who thought bleeding out a helpless kid was fun. Still, she’d let the blonde go, and then she made a call to a lovely lady named Ash, who ate supernatural assholes for breakfast. Well, their souls at least. Bye-bye Blondie.

      “We’re in, Meckenzie,” Hack said.

      She heard a metallic click.

      He twisted the handle and pulled open the tungsten alloy door.

      “You are the man, Hack.” Meckenzie thumped his shoulder as he packed up his gear. “Join Killer in the van and tell him to be ready to put pedal to the metal.”

      “Will do.” He slung the backpack over his shoulder, flashed them a grin, and then took off down the alley, avoiding the cameras mounted to the concrete walls on either side.

      Meckenzie and Ginger pulled hoods over their heads so that their faces were hidden. The temperature-controlled material covering them from head to toe would shield them from the thermal detection sensors.

      They slipped inside, leaving the heavy door cracked so they could make a hasty exit. The long stretch of hallway before them was dark and eerily quiet. They waited for a few seconds to see if the thermals would pick them up.

      No alarms. Awesome.

      They walked to the third door on the right, information given to them by Zerina, and Meckenzie used one of Hack’s gadgets to gain entry. The light on the panel turned green, but she hesitated. “Well, that was easy. Give me the stone.”

      Ginger dug around in her fanny pack, a must-have accessory for the thief on the go, and gave Meckenzie a round, white crystal. The fae-crafted quartz had one power—it glowed when it came in contact with magic.

      She put it near the door and it pulsed red. Then it pulsed black.

      Yikes.

      “Red means there’s a curse and black means…?”

      “You’re fucked. Witches would be fried by now.” She returned the crystal to Ginger, and eyed the door. “We have any nullification spells for curses?”

      “Yep.” Ginger extracted a tiny rolled-up scroll. “Probably not strong enough for black magic, though.” She frowned. “We could combo some things. We really shouldn’t have used our last fairy wish on an ultimate dream vacation.”

      The trip had been Meckenzie’s way of trying to create a good memory for the kids, something they had precious too little of. “Don’t you dis Disney World, girl. I have a picture with you and Mickey Mouse—and you’re smiling.”

      “I am not.” Ginger dug around in her fanny pack. “One curse-breaker and a protection spell. That should get me through the door long enough to snag our pretty.”

      “All right.” Meckenzie opened the scroll and read the Latin inscription. They used the magic detector and found that it only indicated black. So far, so good. Ginger extracted a tiny vial filled with white smoke.

      “Party time,” said Ginger.

      “Don’t get fancy. Over the rail, shatter the glass with the sonar pen, and grab the ribbon.”

      “Then we run like hell. Got it.”

      Meckenzie opened the vial, and blew the smoke at her. It enveloped Ginger like a quick-moving fog then disappeared.

      She winked and opened the door, running full on toward the glass case. Meckenzie looked at her digital watch. Once Ginger stole the object, they had to haul ass out of the building and to the waiting van.

      As she watched the seconds ticked by, her nerves stretched taut. They didn’t steal for profit. She’d made a bargain with herself that she would never use her skills for financial gain. Actually, she’d promised herself to get out of the game altogether and go be normal somewhere. She wondered if Ginger, Hack, and Killer could adapt to public school. Probably not, but it would be nice for them to have the choice. Meckenzie wasn’t cut out for normal, but it didn’t stop her from fantasizing about the possibilities. And maybe the town of Lost Souls was exactly what she and the kids needed. Stability without the boring and the mundane.

      Focus, Meckenzie.

      Meckenzie heard the safety glass shatter.

      Then the alarms started blaring.

      Noooooo! Damn it.

      Ginger appeared in the doorway, holding an intricately designed gold ribbon that looked like flames woven together. It sparkled in a way that could only be called fire. She’d never seen its like before. And she’d stolen a lot of rare items

      “Got it!” Ginger said brightly as if the extremely loud clanging wasn’t shattering their eardrums.

      “We need to go. Now!”

      They shot down the hall and out of the building. Hack had the back of the van already open. They jumped inside, he shut the doors, and Killer slammed his foot down on the accelerator. The van’s tires screeched as they took off, barreling around the corner and away from the scene of the crime.

      Ginger held up the bounty. “This is the most amazing…um, whatever. Ribbon?” She draped the sparkly fabric across her bosom and looked down at it. “I think it’s glowing.”

      “Careful. You never know what secrets a magicked item holds.” Meckenzie plucked the Gleipnir from Ginger and examined the delicate, twisting flames with their pinpoints of sparkling gems. It was an amazing, if strange, piece.

      “It’s beautiful,” said Killer. He was a giant…well, more like half-giant. They weren’t quite sure what the other half was, only that he wasn’t exactly human. At the age of sixteen, Killer was nearly seven feet in height and as wide as a bus. He had the strength to crush skulls and break down walls, but he was the most Zen member of the group. It took a helluva lot to rile him, which was a good thing. He could Godzilla a room in ten seconds flat.

      “As soon as we drop this off to Zerina, let’s go to base and pack up,” said Meckenzie. “We need to put Las Vegas in our rearview mirror.”

      “We’re really going to this Lost Souls place?” asked Ginger.

      “Yes,” said Meckenzie.

      “All right. You got it, boss,” said Killer.

      The team had gotten pretty good at loading up the van quickly and efficiently. They traveled light. It was easier to disappear when you didn’t carry around a lot of junk. Previously, Meckenzie tried not to think too much about putting down roots. Settling down meant staying in one place with the same people in the same place and dealing with the pasts they were all trying to outrun.

      Meckenzie and company had been the paranormal equivalent of the A-Team—they helped those who needed it, not who could afford it. They never took anyone’s money. Meckenzie had money. A lot of it. Ill-gotten gains acquired from years of thievery. She was paying her penance now.

      And getting the Gleipnir for Zerina was only a small part of that penance.

      Meckenzie poured the ribbon into the black bag as Killer turned into the parking lot of the Walgreens located on the Strip. They’d agreed to meet Zerina there to give her the ill-gotten gains before they hit the road for Lost Souls.

      Hack opened the back door and Zerina popped her head inside. “You got it?”

      “Duh.” Meckenzie handed the fairy the velvet bag. “See you soon.”

      Zerina nodded, saluted the gang, and disappeared in a shower of gold sparkles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Peace held the Gleipnir that Zerina had delivered this morning, along with her godmothers, Elspeth, and Spot. She’d Zerina kept Shameless with her this time. The last thing they needed was her dog taking off with the ribbon or tripping her zombie godmothers. Picking up decayed body parts was never fun.

      Everyone stood in the cleared area of Lucas’ workshop. Elspeth curled loosely around Peace’s neck. Her familiar’s magic would make Peace’s stronger, though Peace felt like her own power wasn’t nearly awesome enough to do anything to Eartha. All the same, she was comforted by Elspeth’s presence and the tingle of sorcery already emitting from the milk snake. Netta, Gretta, and Henrietta crowded behind Peace. They didn’t have magic anymore, but their gumption made up for it in spades. She’d tried to talk them out of being here at all, but Eartha had earned their vengeance.

      Three-headed Spot sat next to Lucas, already glowing sparkly black as he prepared to help his necromancer enact Moros abduction spell.

      Lucas held the unfolded parchment his uncle had given him and looked at Peace. “Are you ready?” he asked.

      Peace blew out a steadying breath, and nodded.

      Lucas spoke the spell as black twirls of magic issued from his upraised palm. Spot’s spirals of magic joined Lucas’ and created a huge, roiling smoke cloud.

      In the next instant, Eartha appeared, dressed in a terrycloth robe and bunny slippers. A towel was wrapped around her head. Her face was covered in chunky green paste and she had a toothbrush in her hand. 

      Peace tossed the ribbon at her aunt, and the gold-red band twirled around Eartha’s thin form from shoulders to ankles. Her arms were cinched to her sides so tightly that she was forced to let go of the toothbrush. She couldn’t keep her balance, either, so she toppled onto her side, hitting the solid rock of the cave floor with an ungraceful thunk.

      “What the fuck!” Earth’s confused expression turned to pure panic as she noticed Peace’s godmothers.  “Let me go now, you old hags!”

      “Not until you remove the death curse on Peace,” yelled Henrietta over Peace’s shoulder.

      Eartha’s black gaze turned to Peace.  “So, you’re my niece. You know, when you try to kill someone, thirty years feels just like yesterday.” She smirked. “You have my sister’s pert little nose, but it’s your warlock father you favor the most. I still hate you. All of you.” She looked at Lucas. “I don’t know who you are, but if you’re hanging out with this bunch, you’re in the circle of hate.”

      “I’m Lucas Dark,” he said, his voice strong and powerful. “And you’re going to free Peace from your death hex.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?” Eartha’s lips curled into a knowing grin. “You’re her lover. Oh sweet goddess. Peace you’ve done exactly what my sister did—you’ve given your heart to a filthy, unworthy warlock.”

      “Remove the spell, you butt boil!” demanded Netta. She waved at the bound witch. “Or you better learn how to eat with your feet.”

      “I’m not doing jack shit. Now, let me out of this crap before I fry your asses.”

      “You won’t get free of the Gleipnir,” said Peace softly.

      All the color, what little there was, drained from Eartha’s face. “You trapped me in Fenrir’s fucking silk prison?”

      “Remove the curse.” Peace squatted down next to her aunt. “Or I’ll stuff you into the deepest, darkest cave I can find and leave you there to rot.”

      “Just like us,” added Gretta.

      The godmothers shuffled to the witch and knelt down around her. Gretta held Eartha’s head still and Netta and Henrietta grabbed her feet.

      “Seriously? You’re going to use the geriatric zombie brigade?” Eartha rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll rid you of the death hex. But I need my hands to cast the removal spell.”

      “One hand,” said Lucas. “You won’t need two to do that kind of spell.”

      “No funny business,” added Netta, gripping Eartha’s ankles. “Or we’re going to bite the hell out of you.”

      “Fine, fine. C’mon, already.”

      “Elspeth, would you mind?” asked Peace.

      Elspeth slithered off Peace and crawled over Eartha until she reached Eartha’s right hand. She tucked her tail underneath the ribbon and lifted, allowed the witch just enough room to wiggle her fingers free.

      Triumph flashed across Eartha’s face. She aimed her fist at Lucas and flames erupted around fingers.

      “No!” screamed Peace.

      But it was too late.

      She launched the fireball at Lucas and it hit him in the chest.

      He flew across the space and slammed into the wall. He slid to the floor and lay still.

      “Damn it!” Gretta smacked Eartha’s face at the same time Elspeth bit Eartha’s hand. The movement forced her hand back beneath the Gleipnir.

      Peace felt every molecule in her body turn to red-hot rage. She gathered every ounce of magic she could muster. Her fury took the form of a wild whipping wind filled with screaming shadows. Elspeth slithered to her mistress, swirling around her legs, waist, to settle on Peace’s shoulders. The milk snake glowed with the same bright pink and mossy green colors of Peace’s magic.

      “What are you doing?” yelled Eartha.

      Peace aimed her hands at her aunt. Thick coils of pink and green magic snaked toward Eartha, swirling around her, and those ropes of sorcery tightened around the witch, squeezing and squeezing.

      “You…can’t…kill…me,” she managed to wheeze as the magic twisted around her face. “Aaaaaaah!” She screamed as she puffed up like a human balloon. 

      The godmothers crawled to Peace as she squatted down between them. She knew what would happen next. She created protective bubbles around them and Lucas.

      “Bitch in the hole!” screamed Netta. 

      Then Eartha exploded. 

      The powerful magic burst into light so bright, Peace was forced to shut her eyes. She huddled with her godmothers and listened to the thunder of the exploding spell and within it, a final, terrible scream from Eartha.

      When Peace opened her eyes again, she saw that the workshop looked like a tornado had mowed through it.

      Eartha was gone.

      And so was Lucas.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas Dark slipped through the tall gates made up of blackened and gnarled bones—and raced across the obsidian sand toward the gleaming silver water of the River Styx.

      I’m not too late.

      I’m not too late.

      As he drew closer to the barren shore, he saw his father Charon help a woman into the bone-white gondola.

      “Dad!” he screamed.

      Charon, dressed in gray robes, a cowled hood drawn over to hide his face, shook his head.

      “No! Stop!”

      The woman looked over her shoulder, her expression one of sad resolve.

      But it wasn’t Peace.

      The woman getting into his father’s boat was Eartha.

      He knew they would not cross to the other side to the entrance of the Elysian Fields. No. They would head downstream, toward the tributary that led to the River Hypnos—and from there, Charon would take the sorceress to the Fields of Punishment.

      And she deserved every torment that awaited her.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas translocated himself to his workshop and found Peace and her godmothers searching the debris. His workshop never looked tidy, but after Eartha’s explosive demise, the place looked like the aftermath of a giant toddler’s temper tantrum.

      “Peace?”

      She turned, gasping. “You’re okay!”

      Spot gave a trio of happy yips, and hurried to his master. He bent down and scratched his familiar’s ears. Then Peace was there, and he took her into his arms, holding her tightly. Elspeth was curled around Peace’s neck and the snake flicked her tongue against his cheek. “Glad you are not dead, necromancccccer.”

      “Thanks, Elspeth. Me, too.” He leaned back, cupped Peace’s face and studied her. Goddess, she was beautiful. “My magic drew me to the River Styx when Eartha died. Just another sweet perk of being Charon’s son, I guess.”

      Peace laughed. “Yeah. You’re so lucky.”

      “When a witch dies, so does her spells,” he said. “You’re free, Peace.”

      “I’m free,” she repeated. She grinned. “I’m free!”

      Lucas grinned back, and then he kissed her, knowing that from this moment forward, he would do everything to make Peace happy in the valley.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      
        
        Lost Souls, Arkansas

      

      

      Miss Lavender Verbana Greengrass loved mornings. Loooooooved them. She fluttered around the house in her black silk pajamas, her gossamer pink wings shimmering in the bright beams of sunlight that bounced through the multitude of windows.  She flitted from plant to plant, cooing and fussing as she fed her babies.

      “Aren’t you a dear?” she said in the Irish lilt she’d never been able to completely Americanize. She’d lived on this continent for more than hundred years  and she hadn’t shaken Ireland from her voice. She tickled the soft edge of the slender stalk leaning toward her. “Oh, my darling little Monkey. Here you go.” She plopped the food into its inner chamber.

      “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!”

      The scream startled Lavender so much she nearly dropped the shining silver tray with her plant’s num-nums on it. Carefully, she placed the tray on a nearby counter and flew toward the large picture window.

      Outside, a wrinkly old man with wisps of white hair danced around her back yard. He wore a cape à la Dracula, and to her delight, he also wore black pajamas. The man had wonderful taste in sleepwear.

      “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh! Ah!”

      Lavender tilted her head as she watched the elderly gentlemen change his two-step hopping into an odd “running in a circle and flapping his hands” routine she thought she recognized.

      She opened the back door and poked her head out. “Excuse me, sir. Are you doing the Chicken Dance?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about? I’m doing the holy-shit-I’m-gonna-die dance,” he screamed in a hoarse voice. “Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhh!”

      Then the tufts of silver hair that poked out from his head erupted into flames.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Meanwhile, in Broken Heart, Oklahoma…

      

      

      “You lost your vampire?” Jessica O’Halloran, a trim brunette dressed in jeans, a pink T-shirt, and Reeboks, stared at Caulder Mason. Her smile was razor-sharp. Vampire fangs tended to affect the sincerity of a bloodsucker’s grin.

      “I didn’t lose him,” said Caulder. “I just don’t know where he is right now.” His younger sister Lissa loved causes. And it was her fault he stood in the Adopt-An-Elderly Vampire downtown office with Patrick O’Halloran’s scary wife, taking his lumps over Grandpa Flight Risk’s, well, flight.

      In this small town, Main Street was the heart of the paranormal community. The town’s only café, garage repair shop, bookstore, and so forth were located on this street. Caulder preferred his solitude and rarely ventured from the werecat colony several miles away from the town. Even in the colony, he’d chosen to be alone. He’d built his two-room cabin in the dense woods to avoid dealing with people.

      The only person in the world who mattered to him, his sister, had made a life among their kind. She’d mated and, more recently, had babies. She was his exact opposite: sunny, friendly, and affectionate.

      And she was why he stood in this tiny office squirming under Jessica’s irritated gaze.

      “Look, dude. Part of the rules of your participation in the adopt-a-vampire-grandparent program is that you keep your old bloodsucker within sight at all times.” She pointed to a poster on the wall that listed the agency’s mission statement and then five rules. #1 was “Keep your elderly vampire within sight at all times.”

      “Does it count if he was only in my sight for a minute before disappearing?”

      Jessica rolled her eyes. “Did you put a tracker on him?”

      “A tracker?”

      “Yeah. Like this.” She picked up a bowl and took out a little black dot. “Our security dude Brady invented these. You stick ‘em on the back of the neck and download an app. Boom. You’ve got tabs on your undead geezer.”

      Caulder ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t know that was an option.”

      “What’s the point of writing a detailed Guide to Taking Care of Your Older Vampire if no one reads it?”

      “Technically, Arthur Cobbler isn’t my vampire. My sister Lissa signed up for this program. I only met him one time when she brought him to my cabin.” Much to Caulder’s annoyance. She said if he refused to get a social life, she’d bring one to him. In his view, an elderly vampire who thought “pull my finger” was still hilarious didn’t merit the description of socializing. “But she went into early labor, and now, she and her husband have triplets. Their hands are full right now.”

      “Lissa Gilroy?” Jessica beamed. “That’s so great! Your sister is a sweetheart. I can’t wait to see those babies.” She paused. “I didn’t know she had a brother.”

      “I don’t get out much.”

      “Hmm.” Jessica looked down at her tablet, frowning as she scrolled. Then she paused and looked up. “You’re in luck. Lissa put a tracker on Ray. Where’s your phone? I’ll show how to download the app.”

      “I don’t have a phone.”

      “You don’t have a cell phone?” She shook her head. “No one uses land lines anymore. All we have is the cell tower.”

      “Well, even if a land line was available, I wouldn’t have one.”

      “How does your sister get hold of you?”

      “She drives out to my place. And in a pinch, I have a CB radio.”

      Jessica stared at him for a full thirty seconds, her mouth hanging open.

      “Can’t you just tell me where he is?”

      The vampire blinked. “Yeah. Sure.” She looked on the tablet. “Why would he go there?” She tapped the screen and used two of her fingers to expand an image. She flipped the tablet around and showed him. “Art’s in Arkansas—in a little paranormal town called Lost Souls. It’s way smaller than ours, but the people there are cool. And by people, I mean shifters and witches and so forth.”

      Caulder studied the map carefully. “Thank you.” He turned to go.

      “You’ll need to go see Tabor Standing Bear and his wife, Grace, before you go stomping around town. They’re the guardians. If you don’t have their permission to visit, they’ll throw you out on your ass.” She tapped the image again. “See that dot? That’s their house. I’ll call and let them know you’re on your way.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said. Once again, he turned to go.

      “Wait. Do you want me to print you out the map?”

      “I don’t need it.” He’d been born with an eidetic memory, which meant he couldn’t forget the map he’d just seen or the conversation he’d just had with Jessica. That was another reason he lived in seclusion. His recalls were so vividly detailed, he often felt overwhelmed, and there were some experiences he didn’t want to relive. Ever. “I memorized the map and the address.”

      “In three seconds?”

      “Two,” he said, smiling. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Thanks for making my evening confusing and strange.”

      His smiled widened. “I do what I can.”

      Caulder waved a final good-bye and left the office. He’d parked in front of the building, so he didn’t have to go far to get into his battered white truck. He’d had the vehicle for a long time. He’d replaced the engine twice, and nearly everything else at least once. He didn’t mind the rust or the body damage. He had enough scars of his own that he wouldn’t remove those earned by another. Even if it was an inanimate object.

      “All right, Art,” he muttered as he started the truck. Its rumble was as reassuring as a werecat’s purr. “I’m coming to get you.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CHAPTER TWO

      

      

      
        
        In Lost Souls, Arkansas…

      

      

      “He’s coming to get me!” screamed the vampire.

      Lavender patted the old man’s hand. After she’d rescued him from being burned alive, she’d tucked him into bed in the guest room she’d named “Purple Death.” The name was given partly because the room was painted a gorgeous deep purple, and partly because of the prominent skull motifs. She handed him a cup of chamomile tea to settle his nerves. “You don’t have to worry. You’re safe here. And you don’t have to yell. I hear you just fine.”

      “What?” yelled the vampire.

      Lavender touched the man’s ears, zapping a teeny bit of magic into his ear canals.

      He blinked. “Thanks. Getting Turned at the age of seventy didn’t exactly turn back the clock. I’ve stopped aging, but I still have a couple of old-man problems.” He leaned forward as if to tell her a secret. “I’ve always been a little hard of hearing.”

      “I would’ve never guessed,” she teased. “What’s your name?”

      “Arthur, but you can call me Art,” he said. “What’s yours?”

      “Lavender.” She picked up the delicate china cup, rimmed in silver with tiny pink flowers lacing around its top. The best part of the cup, indeed the whole china tea set, was the black skull and cross bones in the bottom. “Here, drink your tea.”

      “Can’t drink tea.” He peered at her. “I’m a vampire.”

      “Oh, right.” Lavender touched cup, and the golden liquid turned deep red. She tilted the cup to show him. “There now. Chamomile blood. It will nourish you and settle your nerves.”

      “Thanks.” He sipped the drink. “This is pretty good.”

      Lavender warmed at the compliment. It was so nice to have company. “Now. Tell me who’s after you and why.”

      “I sorta pissed off a demon.”

      Lavender knew all about demons, so she knew pissed-off was generally their state of being. “What did you do?”

      “I, uh …” He frowned, his lined face flushed as the blood tea perked up his pale skin. “How was I supposed to know she was his grandmother? I didn’t even know demons had grandmothers!”

      “Oh, they have families. They’re quite dysfunctional, but aren’t most?” Lavender’s certainly was—and that’s why she avoided them at all costs. She offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “Did you kill her?” she asked gently.

      “Who?”

      “The demon’s grandmother.”

      Art’s eyes widened. “I didn’t kill her,” he said, indignant. “I left her at the altar.”

      “Oh, dear.” She patted his papery hand. “So you were going to sacrifice her?”

      “What? No!” His expression was one of concern as he studied her face. “Are you all right in the head?”

      “My head is fine, I assure you.” She sipped tea from her own cup.  Chamomile with just a touch of honey certainly soothed the soul. “I don’t approve of sacrifice—on an altar or otherwise.”

      “Lavender, I was gonna marry her,” he said. “Then all hell broke loose. Literally. Everything was on fire and people were running around and hollering. Next thing I know, I’m in your back yard doing the cha-cha.”

      “Why on earth would you end up here?”

      “Well, all I know is that I didn’t leave on purpose. But the last thing I saw was my sweet Begonia zapping her grandson in the ass.” He sniffled. “She’s a pistol, that one.”

      Lavender blinked. “Did you say Begonia?”

      “Yep. Begonia Darklight. We found each other on a paranormal dating website. It was love at first email, I tell you.” He looked at Lavender. “I need to get back to her.” He paused. “By the way, where am I?”

      “You’re in Lost Souls, Arkansas.”

      “Never heard of it.” He frowned. “It’s after midnight. Why is the sun shining?”

      “Oh. It’s always morning here,” she said.

      “In town?”

      “No, silly. I cast a spell around my house to make sure it’s morning all the time. It’s my favorite part of the day.”

      “Makes sense, I guess.” He looked up. “You sure have a thing for skulls.” He was studying the glittery silver skulls she’d stenciled around the perimeter, which formed a border underneath the black crown molding.

      “I do love skulls,” she admitted happily.

      “And mornings,” said Ray. His forehead scrunched up. “Look, I haven’t been undead long enough to do the travel beam thing. Maybe you can help me get back to my Begonia?”

      “Here’s the thing, Arthur,” said Lavender, apologetic. She replaced her teacup onto the tray, and did the same with the vampire’s. “Begonia Darklight is my grandmother, too.”

      “She is?”

      “Yes. And I adore her to bits. The rest of my family is … difficult to like.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re a demon?” He sounded skeptical. “You look like fae to me. You got the wings and everything.”

      “My mother fell in love with an Irish fae. And I was born of their union.”  She cleared her throat. She wouldn’t talk about them. It was too painful. “I prefer to celebrate my fae side,” she said. “And I try to keep my demon side in check.”

      “Half and half, huh? I know a guy who’s half-demon, half-fae. He’s pretty nice. Got a wife and son.”

      Lavender stilled. “He’s married and has children? And he’s half demon?” She stared at him, disbelieving. “I didn’t think such a thing was possible.”

      “Why not? Your mom was a demon and she got hitched—and had you.”

      Yes, and it hadn’t ended well. Neither demon nor fae liked the idea of her mother and father maintaining a relationship, much less bringing a Halfling into the world. Dark anger slithered through her.

      “Your hair is on fire,” said Art.

      “Oh!” Lavender drew in a deep breath and thought of morning, rainbows, glitter skulls, and her lovely carnivorous plants. Her fury receded and with it, the power that threatened to explode from her.

      “So, about that ride to my beloved?” asked Art.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Chaos and setting things on fire is the go-to for my cousin Ferth. Especially when he’s upset.” She tucked Art in, like he was a small child and turned on the bedside lamp. “I believe Grandmother sent you here so I can protect you.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “You’ll have to ask her,” she said. “I’m sure she’ll pop in when she can.” It wasn’t quite dawn, but she felt like Arthur needed extra rest. She whispered a sleep spell and the vampire closed his eyes.

      And started snoring. Good Goddess. The noise was a combination of a heavy thunder and a thousand chainsaws. She flicked magic at him, and the awful sounds quieted.

      She picked up the tea set and left the room.

      What was going on? And why had Grandmother sent her a vampire?
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        * * *

      

      Caulder pulled up to the log cabin situated in a grove of trees. It had taken the better part of the night to get here, and he was tired. It would be dawn soon, so he wouldn’t be able to retrieve Artuntil the evening. Vampires tended to explode in the sunlight. He turned off the truck and got out. As he walked toward the porch, the front door opened and a svelte woman with mossy green eyes and gold-tinted eyes stepped out.

      “Caulder Mason?” she asked.

      “That’s me,” he confirmed.

      “I’m Grace.” She smiled a warm welcome. “Come on in. We have the guest room ready for you.”

      “You didn’t have to go to the trouble,” he said.

      “No trouble! We have an open floor plan, energetic twins, a lizard with no sense of personal space, a ghost with a bad attitude, and a witch who hates mornings.”

      She waved him inside and then shut and locked the door behind him. He followed her across the living room, through the kitchen and into a cozy room painted in shades of green and light gold. The queen-sized bed had about a thousand pillows on it, all with some kind of lace or ribbon attached.

      He felt a sudden, awful itch on the back of his neck. He reached back and scratched, and the feeling alleviated.

      “I appreciate the hospitality,” he said, “but I prefer sleeping in the woods.”

      “Oh. Do you want a tent?”

      “I don’t need one, but thanks. I plan to shift.” Grace looked confused, so he tried to clarify. “I don’t sleep well in human form—or trapped in a bed.” Shit. He’d just said trapped instead of wrapped. “Shifting into a werecougar tends to calm my mind. Cat brain has a simpler approach to life than human brain.”

      “I get it. I’m married to a shifter,” she said. “Do you need anything to drink? Are you hungry?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “I can whip up anything you’d like,” she said. “I’m a witch and therefore, much better than a microwave.”

      “I can attest to that,” said the man sidling behind Grace and kissing her cheek. He looked at Caulder, his gaze warm and welcoming. “Hi there. I’m Tabor.” Tabor Standing Bear was a big man—tall, broad-shouldered, and about the size of well, a bear. He wore jeans, a pearl-button snap shirt and black cowboy boots. Tabor held out a hand and gave Caulder’s a firm shake. “So, you’re here to find a vampire? We don’t get many of those.”

      “Any, actually,” said Grace.

      “Jessica said you had a tracker,” said Tabor. “So you know where he is?”

      “I do.” Caulder easily recalled the image of the map and told Tabor how to get to the location.

      “Are you sure?” asked Tabor in a shaking voice. The change in his demeanor obviously alarmed his wife.

      “What is it?” she asked, turning around and cupping his cheek. Worry marred her brow. “What’s wrong?”

      “Everything,” said Tabor. “I need a drink.”
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      How do you save your family when they’re about to lose the literal farm? You make a deal with a demon, of course. And then you spend the next one hundred and forty-nine years making him sorry he forced you to sign in blood on the dotted line. 

      

      To save her family, Southern Belle Olivia “Liv” Madder made a bargain with a demon lord and ever since, she’s been haunted…by her three dead sisters, and her own guilty conscience.  Every decade, since the deal, Liv has had to find a human willing to bargain their soul with Moloch. If she fails, even once, he’ll not only drag her to Hell, but he’ll take her sisters, too. It doesn’t mean she can’t make Lord Jerkface miserable in the process by removing his lesser demons from the Earthly plane.

      When her latest contracted soul dies before the bargain is sealed, she has less than four days to find another soul or her own agreement will be broken. But Moloch offers her a get-out-of-Hell-free card: steal an old book once owned by paranormal researcher David Jensen. The same David Jensen she fell in love with sixty years ago but left to protect him and his family. Then Moloch drops the biggest bombshell: David has died.

      Heartbroken and feeling she has no choice, Liv makes the trip to Sanctum, Missouri only to find David’s grandson has the book. Worse, he’s keeping a mysterious family secret that threatens Moloch, Liv, and her three sisters. What’s a minion to do when her world falls apart? Get Madder than Hell and kick some demon butt.

      
        
        Get your copy of Gone with the Minion today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tallulah’s Temptation

          

          Sea Shenanigans - Book One
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        Pirate Doug

      

      

      What in the Chicken of the Sea was I thinking to agree to this half arsed Otherworld Defense Agency mission?

      I’m the most absurdly good looking Vampire Pirate of the High Seas. Being on the run for my life is very important work… and a freaking full time job. Defending Mermaids from some vicious Sea Hags is going to cut into my pilfering time.

      Unacceptable.

      Even though this is a very bad move on my part, I know I’ll eventually agree—too many bounties on my arse to refuse, and the thought of a certain Mermaid makes my roger quite jolly.

      However, Tallulah, the leader of the Mystical Isle Pod of Mermaids, isn’t going to be happy to see me… at all. The horrible, sexy, breathtaking woman has been starring in my dreams for too many years to count. Sadly, just when my mind wanders to the really good nookie part, the dream ends with her lopping my Johnson off.

      I just hope to Hell and back that the Sea Hags have some outstanding booty to steal. If I’m going to have to regrow my tallywhacker, the treasure had better damned well be worth it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Tallulah 

      

      

      Running a tourist trap for humans in the Bermuda Triangle had sounded like a fine plan—until it wasn’t. With the Sea Hags gunning for our island and ruining our questionably successful business, I did what any desperate Mermaid would do. I called for backup.

      Of course, getting help from the Otherworld Defense Agency is risky as they don’t usually deal with ocean creatures. Whatever. Desperate times call for crappy measures. Chances are they’ll send freaking Pirates. I hate Pirates…

      Well, I hate one Pirate in particular.

      Hopefully, it won’t be the one seafaring jackhole I despise more than any other. Pirate Doug would be an idiot to show his face here after what he’d done. Not only did the dumbass abscond with our treasure, the son-of-a-bitch took my heart with him as well.

      I’ll tear his sorry ass to shreds if he so much as steps even one hairy toe on my island.

      
        
        Get your copy of Tallulah’s Temptation now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Broken Heart, Oklahoma

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Check Out All the Books in the Broken Heart Series

      

        

      
        #1 - I'm the Vampire, That's Why

        #2 - Don't Talk Back to Your Vampire

        #3 - Because Your Vampire Said So

        #4 - Wait Till Your Vampire Gets Home

        #5 - Over My Dead Body

        #6 - Come Hell or High Water

        #7 - Cross Your Heart

        #8 - Must Love Lycans

        #9 - Only Lycans Need Apply

        #10 - Broken Heart Tails (Get it FREE!)

        #11 - Some Lycan Hot

        #12 - You’ll Understand When You’re Dead

        #13 - Lycan on the Edge

        #14 - Your Lycan or Mine?

        #15 - Grin and Bear It

      

      

      
        
        Visit the Broken Heart Books Website

        http://wwww.brokenheartbooks.com

      

        

      
        Get the Latest News about Broken Heart! Join Broken Heart News for FREE!

        https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/c9u1u7

      

        

      
        Love Broken Heart? Become the town’s Patron and get lots of bonuses, extras, and early access to new releases! (Including all Lost Souls books!)

        https://www.patreon.com/authormichelebardsley

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Michele Bardsley is a New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of paranormal romance. When she’s not writing sexy tales of otherworldly love, she watches “Supernatural,” consumes chocolate, crochets hats, reads voraciously, and spends time with her Viking hubby and their fur babies.

      
        
        Visit Michele’s Website

        http://www.michelebardsley.com

      

        

      
        Subscribe to Michele’s Free Newsletters

        http://www.readerschoose.com

      

        

      
        Join the Book Babes

        https://michele-bardsley-s-book-babes.mn.co/
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            Michele Bardsley’s Book Babes
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      You're a reader. All you want to do is read, share books and laughs with other readers, and hang out with an author (Michele Freaking Bardsley) who loves the weird and wacky. As a Book Babe, you get all the words. ALL the words. Book Babes have unlimited access to:

      
        	new releases

        	backlist titles

        	exclusive and out-of-print fiction

        	member-only extras

        	online chats 

        	visits with characters from your favorite series

        	 interaction with fans just like you 

        	and a private space with:

        	NO advertisements

        	NO privacy-stealing algorithms 

        	NO censorship

        	NO "jail" for liking/sharing too much

      

      Monthly membership is ONLY $4.99.  Not sure if you ready to wear the comfortable bra of Book Babehood? (Ha, ha, kidding. There's no such thing as a comfortable bra. Book Babes go braless. And wear pajamas. And eat cake.) Get a FREE 7-day trial!

      
        
        https://michele-bardsley-s-book-babes.mn.co/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Michele Bardsley

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Any trademarks, service marks, product names or named features are assumed to be the property of their respective owners, and are used only for reference. There is no implied endorsement from the author of this work.

      All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author, and have no relation whatever to anyone bearing the same name or names. All incidents are pure invention.
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