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            In the Past She’s Been a Nasty

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought longingly of the cool air skating across the waves outside. Soon. Wiping the sweat off the back of my neck, I secured my mass of curls piled on top of my head. With a torch and tongs, I pulled and shaped tentacles on my latest glass octopus. I’d been commissioned for a very large order and had been working long hours every day, trying to get it done before pregnancy consumed me.

      With our latest—and hopefully last—sorcerer in the family taken care of and the demonic grimoire destroyed, I had time to focus. Unfortunately, I also had time to think, as my mind often wandered when I was creating something I’d done countless times before.

      I was a murderer.

      Was it necessary? Yes. My cousin Calliope and her demon had harmed and killed many. They’d had to be stopped, and I was the one there to do it. It had to be done. I knew that. I couldn’t make peace with it, though.

      I didn’t worry the Goddess was angry with me or that the Corey curse would be triggered because I’d killed one of my own. It wasn’t a fear of being punished. It was a feeling of being irretrievably sullied. I now carried a black mark that would stay with me forever. I’d taken a life.

      I kept telling myself it had to be done. Cal would never have stopped. She’d killed her own mother and grandmother, but now I was a murderer too. The moment I’d leapt over the hell hound and thrown the athame at her haunted my nightmares.

      When my boyfriend—my mate? My significant other—Declan, the werewolf Alpha of the Big Sur Pack, slept with me, the nightmares were silenced. Unfortunately, the pack was still dealing with the after-effects of a sorcerer prodding them into rages. Their morning and night runs continued a few times a week. He thought in another month or so, they would be settled enough to go back to once-a-week runs. Until that happened, however, I was dealing with nightmares I had a hard time feeling I didn’t deserve.

      A shadow slid across my peripheral vision. Turning, I saw my great-uncle standing on the deck outside. “Don’t open the door!” I shouted.

      A cool wind now could crack the glass. He waited, studying the accordioned glass doors while I finished curling my last tentacle. During the remodel, I’d had my contractor put in special doors that opened a wall of glass for maximum air circulation.

      I put the octopus in the annealer to cool down, took off my work gloves, and went to open the doors. “Sorry about that. I couldn’t let cool air in.”

      “Not to worry. I know not to open the door. I’ve been thinking, though,” Bracken said. “I’d like doors like these on my apartment.”

      “I love that idea.” I tipped my head up to the wind. “Declan said his crew could come over and build your place as soon as they’re done at his—which shouldn’t be too long.”

      “Perfect,” he replied. “That gives me time to decide if I want them to duplicate my RV completely or if I should make some changes.” He glanced at my no doubt very red and sweaty face. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “I’m okay. You’d consider changes?” Bracken had trouble with new things. The fact that he was considering altering the home he’d been living in for years was amazing. He’d once told me he feared that his world was becoming smaller and smaller, that he’d end up in a tiny room somewhere unable to come out and interact with the rest of us. This would be a huge step in a healthier direction for him.

      “I think I’d like a larger living room. When you and your mother visited, you had to share that small bench.” He paused, considering. “Possibly big enough for a couch, so I can have visitors from time to time.”

      He gave me a surreptitious look. “Perhaps—if you’re comfortable—I could babysit. Only if you think your child would be safe with me, of course. And I understand completely if you’re not comfortable.” He shrugged a shoulder, feigning an equanimity he wasn’t feeling.

      I caught his eye and smiled. “I have complete faith in you. It’s still really early yet.”

      He stood a little taller. “Then I think I’ll need a bigger living room. Maybe even a playroom for when she visits me.”

      My throat was suddenly tight, but I nodded. “Great idea.”

      He stared at the waves for a moment. “Maybe you could paint the walls, so she knows it’s her room.”

      I cleared that tight throat and said, “I absolutely could do that. When I’m further along and it feels safer, I’m going to paint an underwater scene in the nursery at Declan’s. In your room, I can do a forest scene, since her daddy’s a werewolf.”

      “That sounds lovely and restful,” he said with a wistful smile. “Good for nap time.”

      I moved to the nearby bench and sat, with Bracken following. “I’ve been meaning to ask. Do you know if werewolf babies have a shorter gestation period? I asked Mom and she said she was pregnant for the normal forty weeks with me. Declan told me natural wolves are pregnant for about two and a half months. When you were researching werewolves, did you ask about the length of pregnancy?”

      He thought a moment. “I didn’t ask—though you’re right. I should have. I do recall Alexander, Declan’s father, making a comment about his mate’s pregnancy.” He tapped his lip, lost in memory. “I don’t recall what he said, but it made me think that Quinn wolves—the origin line—were closer to natural wolves.” He patted my leg. “Let me check my journals and do a little digging. I don’t know that I’ll find anything, but at least there are two healers in the family who can track your pregnancy and perhaps give you a better estimate.”

      “Thank you. I’m trying to get this order of glass octopuses done as soon as possible because I don’t know how all of this is going to affect me.”

      He stretched out his legs. “Understandable.”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t like your apartment at Declan’s?” I wanted to move into the gorgeous home Declan had built for us, but I didn’t want to leave Bracken behind, not after he’d been alone for so long. He finally had family again.

      He shook his head. “That’s your new home for your new family. I love it here. The beauty and constancy of the ocean calms my mind, and your Cecil and Wilbur bring me joy. Besides, it isn’t as if you’re far away or that you won’t be here most days. When the gallery is open, the little one can stay close by with me—unless your mother pulls rank and takes her,” he added on a smile.

      A sudden jolt of panic had me grabbing his arm. “Don’t let anyone take her, not without my seeing them.” I tried to shake it off but found I couldn’t. “Demons can shapeshift. So can the fae.” My heart was racing. “Too many have come after me all my life, and that was before the queen said she had plans for me.” I squeezed harder. “What if that plan involves my child?”

      He patted my white-knuckled hand. “You forget,” he said, his voice low. “I have a great deal of power myself, and I would never let anyone steal or hurt your child.”

      My eyes flooded with tears and I shook my head, looking up and blinking. “Sorry. My emotions are all over the place. Stupid hormones.”

      Declan raced around the corner of the gallery, making Bracken and me jump. “What? What happened? Are you okay?”

      “You could hear my heart beating from your place?” How had I not known that?

      He shook his head. “I wish. I was walking over to have lunch with you when I heard it.” He gestured behind him. “I was at the road.” He crouched at my knee. “You’ve been crying too.” He looked between Bracken and me. “What’s going on?”

      Bracken stood and patted my shoulder. “I’ll let you two talk. I need to go through my journals and see if I can find that answer for you.” He strolled away and Declan took his spot, wrapping one of his big hands around mine.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you.” I leaned my head on his shoulder, suddenly tired. “We were talking about his new apartment.” I looked up at him and smiled. “He wants a bigger living room so people can visit, and a playroom for this one.” I patted my stomach.

      Declan’s eyebrows rose. “He does?”

      The stupid tears rushed back when I nodded. “He was saying he’d keep her close when the gallery is open, unless Mom comes and pulls rank, taking her.”

      Declan grinned, stretching out his legs.

      “But then I panicked,” I told him. “We’ve seen how demons and the fae can alter their appearance to look like anyone. What if one of the king’s assassins pretends to be Mom and takes our child from Bracken?”

      He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me in tight. “We’ll have to ask your Dad about that. I’m sure he can come up with a ward that protects his grandchild. And while you and the little one are here, next to the ocean, you have his guards keeping watch too.” He kissed the top of my head. “If you and I can’t keep her protected, I don’t know who could.”

      Nodding slowly, trying to make myself believe it, I said, “That’s true. And Bracken is more powerful than a normal wicche. He promised he’d never let anything happen to her.”

      “She’s going to be surrounded by protectors. We can ask Tyler and Jake to continue working security on days like today, when you’re here alone.”

      I waved away the suggestion. “They have jobs. They can’t drop everything just because I’m nervous.”

      “Sure they can.” He stood and pulled me up with him and walked into the hot shop. “They’d thought the job would be a lot longer than one day when they agreed to guard you.” He looked at the completed octopuses. “Did you get more done this morning?”

      “Three. They’re in the annealer.”

      “No wonder you’re tired.” He led us into my studio. “You need a break. And last time I heard, you had a few months to finish that order. You don’t have to push so hard.”

      I plopped down at my worktable. “I’m not sure what’s going to happen and when. That’s what Bracken is checking. Is this pregnancy nine months? Two? Somewhere in between?”

      I closed my eyes to the wind rushing in through the open doors. The gates at the ends of the deck hadn’t gone up yet. Declan was carving something special. Until then, I’d added a new ward about halfway from the front of the gallery to the back that made people want to turn around. My friends and family could get through, but it was designed to push away the random person who was too curious for their own good or mine.

      If I was on my own, I’d probably lock up on the off chance someone got past my wards. As Declan was with me and had excellent hearing, I figured I’d enjoy the cool breezes. I seemed to be running warmer these days.

      Declan went through the refrigerator and pulled out our Thai leftovers from last night’s dinner. While he heated the food, I went into my downstairs bathroom to clean up. Looking in the mirror, I saw a red face and the telltale tightness around my eyes that said I was getting less sleep than usual.

      After doing a quick glamour spell to hide the over-heated exhaustion, I went back out. Declan had food on the worktable and was dishing it onto two plates for us. I got a couple of napkins and some drinks before sitting down, suddenly ravenous. Declan easily ate three to four times as much food as me, but you wouldn’t notice unless you were paying close attention. He had excellent table manners and never shoveled it in.

      I took a bite and realized he was looking at me, not eating. Eyebrows raised, I chewed and waited.

      “You don’t have to hide behind glamours with me. I’m sorry I’ve been away and you’ve been left alone with nightmares.”

      Shaking my head, I swallowed. “You have a responsibility to all those pack members to keep them and their families safe.”

      “I have a responsibility to you and the little one too, and you need sleep.”

      I nodded and he finally started eating. Being a werewolf meant burning through a ton of calories every day. He needed to eat. “Maybe I’ll start taking afternoon naps,” I told him, glancing over my shoulder at the couch. I’d been joking, but that actually sounded really good.

      Declan’s head came up and he looked toward the hot shop. “Someone’s coming.” He paused, listening. “I think that’s Hernández’s walk.”

      Sure enough, a minute later, Detective Hernández was standing in the back door of the studio. “Sorry to interrupt your lunch. This shouldn’t take long.”

      I waved her in. “Would you like some leftover Thai?”

      “Smells great,” she said, “but I’m good. I won’t mess up your meal. Please, keep eating.” She pulled out her small notebook that was always in her pocket. “When I’m closing up a case, I go through my notebook, pull out all the pages related to that case, and file them. When I was doing that for this last one—Officer Harding—I found the note about that address you wanted me to check.”

      She looked up with a guilty expression and shook her head. “I’m sorry. We were in the thick of it and I completely forgot to do it earlier.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “We know you’re busy.”

      Declan nodded, steadily making his way through the pile of food on his plate.

      “I checked this morning,” she said, “and now I’m worried my waiting was a big mistake.”

      When I’d asked Orla, our new owl-shifting friend, to check the coastline for possible sorcerer lairs, she’d also found a house that felt really dark to her. Actually, she’d found seven. One was Cal’s lair. One was a vampire. Four were invisible, and one was a normal house in an ordinary neighborhood that had an address.

      “The owner of the property is Catherine Swan,” Hernández told us.

      I sat up straight at that. The Swans were another old wicche family. They didn’t have Corey-level power, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. Catherine was the head of the Swan coven. Bracken said she’d been trying to spy on and steal from us since he was young, wanting to be as powerful as Gran had been.

      And just that quick thought of Gran caused my breath to catch and my chest to tighten. I kept forgetting. Gran couldn’t be gone. Of course she was still here, guiding the family, keeping us all in her sights. I couldn’t wrap my head around her not being at the helm.

      I’d recently learned that Catherine Swan had been working with Calliope, trying to curry favor and gain demonic gifts. She’d even had her grandson Milo poison my pastries in the gallery, hoping someone dying here would wreck me and help Cal get the upper hand. If the poison had killed me, all the better.

      “Swan?” I looked at Declan. “This isn’t good. I need to tell Mom. Are the Swans black magic practitioners now?”

      “That’s the other part,” Hernández continued. “Catherine owns the house, but her twin grandchildren Milo and Milena are the ones who live there.”

      I pushed away the plate and rested my head on the table. “I hate dark wicches.”
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      After Detective Hernandez left, I tried to eat, but the idea of more dark wicches weighed on me. How could I keep a baby safe when there were so many dangers in the world?

      Declan wrapped his hand around mine. “We’ll figure something out.” Pulling my hand to his lips, he kissed it. “Right now, we should focus on the little one growing safely inside you, so we need you to eat and sleep.”

      Nodding, I pushed around the food on my plate before finally taking another bite. “Right.”

      “Also, I finished the doors for the deck.” He scooped up another forkful. “I think you’re going to like them, and I’ll feel a little better having you working here long hours if there’s a physical barrier between you and the outside world.”

      I took another bite. The crab fried rice was delicious. “I can take care of myself, you know.”

      He tucked a loose curl behind my ear. “I do, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying. You’re my family.” He lifted his head to the gust of ocean breeze coming through the open doors. “It takes all my willpower to stay in my shop, continuing my woodworking projects, when you’re over here. I can’t see you. Don’t know if someone is spying on you, sneaking up on you.”

      I wiggled my fingers. “Do I need to demonstrate again what I can do to people bothering me?” I’d once sent Declan out the door, over the railing, and into the ocean when he’d pissed me off.

      He shook his head on a grin. “Unnecessary. I remember quite well. I also remember, though, all the creeps over the years who have tried to steal you away.”

      “I’m careful,” I told him.

      “I know you are,” he said. “And I keep telling myself that when the worry makes me want to run over here and check on you.”

      Pushing away the sudden and irrational annoyance, I picked up our empty plates and took them to the kitchen sink. “Oh, I forgot to ask. Can you drive me to Mom’s? We have a Corey Council meeting this afternoon.”

      “You didn’t forget.” He picked up our napkins and empty glasses. “You asked me yesterday.” Scooting me out of the way, he rinsed off the dishes and loaded them into the dishwasher. “I’ll be back a little early with the doors. I want to get them both hung while you’re in your Council meeting.”

      Why was I annoyed? He was taking care of the dishes, for goodness sake. Why did that irritate me?

      He rubbed my shoulder, pushing me toward the couch. “Why don’t you try to take a nap before your meeting. Shared visions always take it out of you.”

      I turned, glaring. “Carrying a child doesn’t mean I’ve become one.”

      He looked as though I’d slapped him. “I don’t…”

      Ignoring the couch, I stomped up the stairs to my loft bedroom and bathroom. “I’m taking a shower. Can you lock up on your way out?”

      Once in the bathroom, I fought my way out of my work clothes and stepped into the shower. Water poured over me, and my anger sluiced off along with the sweat. Why was I being such an asshole? Declan was trying to look after me. Why did that piss me off?

      Theories swam around my head while I cleaned, shampooed, and intensely conditioned. I needed a personal assistant just for my hair. My chest got tight when I remembered that Declan would have gladly stayed to wash and condition my hair for me.

      I wrapped a towel around myself and started working the leave-in conditioner through my hair. Wet like this, it hung past my butt. Once it dried, it curled up into multicolored corkscrew curls in browns and reds, blacks and golds. When it touched seawater, the highlights changed to blues and purples.

      All my life, people have assumed I dyed my hair, which is a crazy thing to accuse a five-year-old of. I tried cutting it when I was younger, but it grew back immediately. Apparently, my water fae blood was offended that I’d tried to cut off my siren hair.

      Combing through the curls, I stared at myself in the mirror. Was that it? I’d been dealing with hostility and fear my whole life. Even family members kept a surreptitious eye on me at all times. I was not to be trusted, yet too powerful to attack head-on.

      Eventually, that became comfortable for me. I knew where I stood and fuck ’em all anyway. I worked in isolation. I had my sea creature friends and my abandoned cannery. I knew where I stood, and I was fine.

      In the span of a few months, I’d met Declan. Mom and I had finally had a breakthrough and were communicating in a way that didn’t presuppose the other’s ill intent. So many things had come out about Gran, things I was still having a hard time with. She had been my one constant, the one who I’d thought loved me completely. Maybe she had. I wanted to believe she had. Perhaps, though, she put up with me because she knew a powerful half-fae Cassandra wicche was a boon to the Corey family. She had to keep her weapon grateful and loyal.

      I wrapped my hair up in a drying towel and went back into the bedroom to get dressed. There was movement to my side and I jumped, my fingers flicking, only to realize Declan was sitting on the bed. Luckily, I’d caught the spell before it left my hand.

      “I thought you were going back to work,” I said.

      Nodding, he patted the bed beside him. “I’ll admit, I started stomping out the door, but then I stopped. I went over everything I’d done and said and couldn’t come up with what had set you off, so I decided I needed to calm the fuck down and ask.” He scratched his beard. “So, what did I do?”

      I crawled up on the bed and leaned into him, resting my head on his chest. I felt the tension leave his body as his arm wrapped around me.

      “I was trying to figure that out too,” I told him.

      “Any ideas?” He pulled my hand into his and held it.

      I blew out a breath. “Maybe, but I’m not sure.”

      He kissed my temple. “Walk me through it.”

      I hadn’t worked this all out in my own head yet. “My life has changed a lot in a very short time.”

      After a pause, he said, “Okay.”

      “I’m not sure how to explain this.” I looked up at him and felt like I was tumbling into kind brown eyes. “I’m the badass. The rest of my family might not like me, but they fear me. Or they fear my mother. Regardless, the isolation and contempt from them is familiar. I have my home here, and Cecil and Wilbur, Charlie and Herbert. I have my art. Who cares if Gran is the only one who actually seemed to like me? I have my art and I’m fine.”

      “Ah,” he rumbled.

      “What?”

      He squeezed me tighter. “You’re right. Everything’s been flipped. You’re rarely ever alone anymore. If it’s not me, your great-uncle Bracken is here. Not to mention the detectives always coming by for your help. Even your grief is screwing with you.” He kissed my forehead again. “Do you mourn the woman who felt like the only one you ever had on your side? Or do you tightrope walk between grief and betrayal, now that you know some of that was manipulation so she could keep her sharpest sword at the ready?

      “Your feelings for your mom are new and very confusing. On one hand, she’s been as manipulated as you. On the other, she kept you from ever knowing your father. And now you have your father in your life, so one more person crowding you, wanting something from you.”

      He let go of my hand and palmed my stomach. “And this little one is the neediest and most constant of all of us. You can’t tell her to go and lock up on her way out. Twenty-four-seven, she’s here weighing on you. Especially with the threat of black wicches now.”

      I wiped the tears from my face. “Yeah. That.”

      He nodded. “And instead of being the one whose immense power at least caused others to be distantly respectful, you have a partner reminding you to eat and telling you to take a nap. If you were a wolf, you would have gone for my throat.”

      Closing my eyes, I wrapped my arm around him. Was this what it felt like to be known? “You didn’t mean to verbally pat me on the head, but I felt it and it pissed me off. I’m Arwyn fucking Corey. You’ve been to crime scenes with me. Those cops might sneer when they see me coming, but there’s fear in their eyes. I see it and they know it.”

      “I’ve seen it,” he grumbled.

      “People, especially men, are weird about pregnancy. I can work with fear. Depending on the person, I kind of like it. Condescension? Jokes about waddling and naps? I’m going to be punching and hexing assholes right and left.”

      He slid his fingers over mine. “I can punch them for you so you don’t hurt your hand,” he offered.

      I nodded against his chest. “That’d be good. I’m better with spell work than hand-to-hand combat.”

      Rubbing my scalp through the towel, he asked, “Do we need to worry about your hair getting flat on one side and you having to do all that work again?”

      Grinning, I had to hand it to him. The man paid attention. “Yes, unfortunately. Now that I’m here, though, I wouldn’t mind a nap.” Growling, I rolled off the bed and went to my closet while pulling the towel off. “Gran was a stickler about dressing up for these Council meetings. I’m not sure if Mom cares. I mean, she always made a stink about what I wore, but I think that was because Gran cared.”

      “Wear that purple top she gave you,” he suggested. “That’ll make her happy.”

      “Oh, you’re a tricksy one. Wear the top she likes, then I can put on yoga pants and sneakers. Smart.”

      While I pulled out clothes, Declan remained on the bed. Pausing, I turned back to him. “Are you going to watch me get dressed?”

      “I was planning on it, yeah.”

      “How about instead you go get the doors now and I’ll help hold them up for you,” I said. “I’d assume it’s easier to do that with two people.”

      Eyes twinkling, he got up and strolled over to me before pulling me into a very hot and extremely thorough kiss. “Why are you taking my naked fun away from me?”

      “I’m mean. I thought you knew that.”

      He kissed down my neck and shoulders. “No, you’re not. You just like to pretend you are.”

      His beard tickled and I felt a clutch low in my belly. “How about naked fun later, after the Council meeting? Last time we fooled around before one, Mom and Gran caught bits and pieces as we were going into the vision.”

      Declan laughed, giving me a squeeze. “Okay. That did it. We’re not exposing your teenaged niece to dirty pictures of us.” He kissed my forehead. “I’ll go get the doors and be right back.”

      I dressed while he was gone and was hit by a tidal wave of nausea. Thankfully, I had a claw clip on the bathroom counter and was able to grab it while I flipped up the toilet lid. I was considering no vomit in my hair to be a win.

      As I brushed my teeth, I thought about a spiral croissant filled with pistachio paste. I wondered if I had time to make a batch before Declan drove me to my mom’s because I was suddenly ravenous.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Arwyn’s New Favorite Get Out of Jail Free Card

          

        

      

    

    
      Declan had outdone himself with the doors. They were eight feet tall—mostly, because the top wasn’t a straight edge. He’d given them an undulating design that echoed my tentacles. They looked perfectly organic to the space, and I loved them.

      He’d backed his truck right up to the deck so it wouldn’t be obvious that he was lifting five-hundred-pound gates by himself. Once he’d taken the first one out and propped it against the wall of the gallery, I hugged him hard and went up on my tiptoes to kiss his chin.

      “They’re perfect! I love them. Thank you so much.” I hummed into his kiss when he leaned down to meet me halfway.

      He ran his hand over the wood. “I’m glad you like them. They’ll block stalkers while being an extension of your aesthetic.”

      “Perfect,” I said again, looking between him and the gate. “You don’t actually need my help to do this, do you?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve got it. Is there something else you want to do?”

      “Yeah, eat.”

      “But we—no, yeah. You should eat if you’re hungry.” He looked confused but clearly wasn’t interested in discouraging me from food.

      “Yes, I know we already ate, but then I got sick and lost it. My stomach has decided it’s starving.” I detoured to the railing, not remembering if I’d already said hello to my friends. “Charlie, Herbert, you’re both a glorious orange today.” My starfish friends never responded, but I was pretty sure each of them mentally waved a point at me. It was implied.

      “Hello, Cecil! I hope you, Poppy, and the eggs are doing well.” One of Cecil’s tentacles rose above the surface and slapped down on the water. “It’s good to see you too.” I glanced around the deck for the waterlogged tennis ball and found it in Declan’s hand.

      “I’ll throw it. Which direction?”

      I pointed over the ocean. “That way.”

      He reached back, using his werewolf strength, and sent it flying over the waves. With a bark, Wilbur, my gray speckled harbor seal friend, shot out from under the deck and streaked across the water to retrieve the ball.

      I’d learned recently that the seal I’d been playing fetch with for over a year was actually a selkie and one of my father’s guards who was keeping an eye on me for him. I’d only recently met my father too. Lots of changes that sometimes felt like too many changes.

      Declan was getting started on the gate, so I headed in. “Do you want anything?” I called over my shoulder.

      “I’m good, but thanks.” His deep growly voice made me feel safe and happy. I found a French bread pizza in the freezer and set it to cook in the oven. I had fifteen minutes, so I went into the hot room to close the doors and make sure everything was properly stowed for the day.

      Walking back, I was hit by a wave of darkness and the stench of death. I felt myself starting to go down and reached for the wall or something to keep me upright. Strong arms wrapped around me, picked me up, and carried me into the studio, laying me down on the couch.

      Declan’s hand was on my face, his thumb caressing my cheek. “Sweetheart? Are you okay?”

      I didn’t know. Was I? “I don’t recall agreeing to sweetheart.” I blinked my eyes open and met his concerned ones. “I don’t know what that was. I didn’t have a vision or anything. It went dark and I felt a pressure—like I was being crushed. The smell of death was suffocating.” I shook my head. “It was horrible.”

      Declan looked like he was getting ready to panic. “Should I contact your Uncle Robert or your Uncle John? Do you need a healer?”

      I pulled his face down and gave him a kiss. “I’m fine now.” I patted his broad chest. “You knew this was the deal when you signed up. You’ve seen me do much weirder stuff than this. Why are you upset?”

      He got off his knees and sat on the coffee table, my hand caught tight in his. He blew out a breath. “Your heart was racing. I heard it outside and I scented your fear. I kind of lost it.” He shook his head. “Everything feels bigger and more precarious right now. Was that a vision, or is there something wrong with the baby?”

      I thought about that a moment. “It felt like it was coming from somewhere else. It was outside of me, not inside. I’m sure she’s fine.”

      He nodded, looking unsure. “But should we check?”

      The timer went off and Declan stood. “I’ll get it.”

      I sat up on a stomach growl. My head had cleared and I was back to being hungry.

      Declan returned with my second lunch, a glass of iced tea, and a napkin. “If you’re sure you’re okay, I’ll be right outside the door. Call if you need anything.”

      I nodded, and he kissed the top of my head before going back out to work on the gates.

      By the time we needed to go, I was feeling more myself. Second lunch had stayed down, which put me in a better mood. Declan had installed the gates on both sides of the deck. My Great-Uncle Bracken had heard the drill and so came out to help Declan install the second one.

      I wasn’t sure how much he helped Declan, but he was a lot of help to me. He’d created a spell that mirrored the wards I had on the gallery. We didn’t need to spend the time and magical energy to build strong new wards. The spell coaxed the existing wards to extend their protection over the gates and enclosed deck.

      Declan, who’d been listening to Bracken and me, scratched his cheek. “Coax? Do wards have a mind of their own? Can they refuse?”

      Bracken nodded, sitting on the bench by the newly installed gate. “Of course they can. Magic is alive, sentient, and all around us. As wicches, we have the power to tap into that magic, to make it malleable enough to fuel our wishes.”

      “And for those like the Swans,” I cut in, “who don’t have the innate power, they try to augment it by twisting the magic through blood and sacrifice.”

      Bracken turned, his brow furrowed, no doubt wondering how the Swans had ended up in this magic lesson. I told him about our visit earlier from Detective Hernández and the cloud of black magic over the Swan house.

      Bracken slumped back on the bench. “Yes. There are, unfortunately, those of us who allow bitterness and envy to take something as pure and beautiful as a communion with the magical world and corrupt it, turning that gift into rot. They get their boost of power, but at what cost?”

      “They don’t care,” I muttered.

      “More’s the pity.” Bracing his hands on his knees, he stood. “Enough about that. How are you feeling today, my dear?” he asked me. “Any morning sickness?”

      I stood and nodded, feeling a brief wave of lightheadedness. “But my second lunch is staying down. For now.”

      Declan got up. “I’ll pack up the truck, then we can go.”

      “Sounds good.” I turned back to my great-uncle.

      Bracken pulled a small dropper bottle from his pocket and handed it to me. “I made you an herbal tincture that you can add to your tea. It should help settle your stomach.”

      “Thank you. That’s really helpful.” I slid the vial into my hip pocket. “I’ll take it with me. Declan’s driving me to Mom’s for a Council meeting.”

      “Send my regards to your mother and cousin, please.” He turned back toward the gate, either to go back to sleep or begin his work. Bracken usually slept during the day and worked all night.

      “Can I get you something for breakfast before you go?”

      He stepped back and squeezed my hand. “Nonsense. You have to go, and I have a full refrigerator. You take good care of me, and I appreciate it very much.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek, surprising both of us, I think.

      “Are you going to try to get more sleep now that the noise has stopped?”

      He shook his head. “I’m setting my alarm a little earlier every day. A few minutes at a time.”

      A big wind came and pushed my curls out of my face. “Why? I thought you liked working at night.”

      He smiled, but his eyes were sad. “I do. I think, though, that has more to do with retreating from the world.” He scratched his nose, staring down the long deck at Declan who was putting his tools away. “If I’m choosing to be up when the rest of the world sleeps, I can hardly blame people for never visiting or calling.” He tapped his pockets. “And the solitude helps calm my brain. It’s far less likely to spin out of control in the dark and quiet.”

      I nodded, understanding. “But then why are you making yourself wake up earlier?”

      When he smiled this time, it reached his eyes. “I need to be ready for babysitting opportunities.”

      My eyes flooded and I hugged him, again surprising us both.

      He gently patted my back. “Is this okay?”

      I backed up and ran my gloved fingers under my eyes, waving away his concern. “Declan kissed me and I haven’t rebooted yet. I’m fine.”

      “Oh. Good. I still need to look for that gestation question you asked me.” With a vague wave, he went through the fence and back to his RV.

      Declan met me halfway across the deck, my backpack on his shoulder. “Everything okay?”

      “Yep.” I put my gloved hand in his and went with him to his truck.

      “Let me know if Elizabeth can’t bring you home, okay?” He squeezed my hand. “It’s no problem to pick you up.” He opened the passenger door, waited for me to climb in, and then handed me my backpack.

      I stowed it between my feet while he closed the door and rounded the front of the truck. I’d started carrying a backpack with me when I began working with the detectives. I carried a sketch pad, charcoals, a water bottle, and snacks. Visions could exhaust me, and detectives often were stuck at crime scenes for long periods of time, so I needed supplies. The most important item in my backpack, though, was a little plastic bottle in the shape of an octopus that held seawater from deep in the ocean. Being half water fae, it helped clear and center my mind. It also reset my abilities after my magical null of a boyfriend short-circuited me.

      I wore the gloves, the long sleeves, and long pants because in addition to being a Cassandra wicche who had visions in her blood, I was also a clairvoyant whose gift was psychometry. Gift or curse depended on the day. Suffice to say, if I touched someone or something, I usually saw far more than most people wanted me to. Except with Declan, thank goodness. It was how I knew—or was pretty sure—the Goddess had sent him for me.

      Declan’s thoughts must have been running parallel to mine because he said, “Did you see anything you didn’t want to when your great-uncle kissed your cheek?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. He misses his son and is struggling with whether or not he should fly to Boston to introduce himself. He’s only been on a plane once and almost ended up on the no-fly list from the panic attack he had.”

      “He’s getting better,” Declan said, turning off the main street, up a long windy, tree-covered road leading to Mom’s. “I think being around you is helping him. His eyes don’t jitter anymore. It feels like he’s incorporated your gallery into his safe space.”

      I nodded slowly, considering. “He holds a lot of guilt for not being strong enough for his wife and son. He considers it a failure, a weakness, on his part. He’s too hard on himself. She didn’t understand him. Neither was at fault. It was an untenable situation and when she left, she took their baby.” I glanced over at Declan. “He’s retraining his internal clock⁠—”

      “I heard him say that.” Declan took my hand again. “That’s not easy, especially as he’s been nocturnal for decades. I guess that’s how much he wants to be a part of our daughter’s life.”

      I had to blink back tears again. Damn these hormones. “He’s struggling between excitement over the baby and maybe a second chance to help—even on the periphery—raise a child, but a darker voice in his head is reminding him of all the ways he failed his own son.”

      Declan turned in to Mom’s hidden courtyard and gave me an incredulous look. “But you didn’t get much from his touch.”

      He stopped by her front door. “Listen. Private planes exist. A chartered flight will be easier, with far less chaos for him. And from what he’s said, it sounds like he makes good money with his writing. You and I can go with him.” He shrugged a beefy shoulder. “I’ve never been to Boston.”

      I watched the trees sway in the wind a moment. “You’re right. There are ways around the roadblocks.” I gripped his hand tighter. “You’ll go too?”

      He nodded. “Absolutely. While Bracken is meeting with his son, you and I can do some sightseeing. And if Bracken’s son doesn’t want to meet with him, we can be there to help.”

      I released my seat belt and leaned into Declan, my heart in my kiss. “I love you, you know?” I whispered.

      Grinning, he kissed me back. “I know.”

      Laughing, I grabbed my backpack and slid out of the truck.

      “Hey, don’t forget to let me know if your Aunt Elizabeth is giving you a ride,” he called through the open window.

      I nodded and waved goodbye. When Mom opened the front door, Declan turned the truck around, waved to us both, and drove back out onto the winding road.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Darling, are those exercise pants?” Mom was wearing a blue linen dress and heels.

      I looked down at myself. “Huh. I guess they are. Sometimes shared visions put us on the ground. I wanted to make sure I could move easily so I didn’t jar the little one.”

      Mom raised a brow at that. “Is this the kind of sloppy, casual attire we can expect for the entirety of your pregnancy?”

      I shrugged. “Prolly.” When Mom opened her mouth to complain, I said, “Stop and think. Do we actually have to dress up for these meetings, or is that what Gran preferred? You’re the head of this family now, Mom. You set the rules. If you say I have to dress up, I will. I want you to decide what’s important to you, though, not Gran or Great-Gran.”

      She pursed her lips and said, “I’ll think about it.”
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      My cousin Faith was already sitting in the living room in the chair I usually took. I’d always taken it because it gave me distance from Mom and Gran, who often seemed to direct their complaints toward me. I understood wanting distance, but I didn’t want Faith to feel herself an outsider.

      She was sixteen and quietly gorgeous. She had dewy, glowing, light brown skin—a perfect combination of her parents—with bright green eyes and shoulder-length micro braids. She was my Aunt Elizabeth’s youngest. Her older brother Frank was getting ready to begin his senior year in high school, and the two of them worked a couple of days a week for me in the gallery.

      If I hadn’t already known my Aunt Elizabeth and Uncle Robert were kind, loving people, their children would have tipped me off. Of all my cousins, Faith and her brother were my favorites.

      “Mom, I’m rearranging your furniture.” I motioned for Faith to stand up and then picked up the chair, moving it closer to the couch.

      Mom rolled the tea cart in. “Arwyn! No heavy lifting,” she scolded. “What are you doing?” She poured three cups of tea while she watched me.

      I slid over the other club chair as well, so both were across the coffee table from the couch. “You’re not Gran, Mom. This room was arranged to put Gran at the center. She always sat in the rocking chair by the fire, away from us. She sat higher in her rocker than the rest of us on couches and chairs, allowing her to look ever so slightly down on us. And I always sat where Faith was, a chair so far away from the heart of the room, I might as well have been in the kitchen.”

      Brow furrowed, Mom’s gaze traveled around the room as I spoke, handing first Faith then me a teacup.

      “It reinforced that I was the outcast,” I told her. “On the periphery at best, and I should remember that.”

      Mom shook her head. “No, darling. Your grandmother loved you.”

      I shrugged, plopping down in one of the chairs while motioning to Faith to take the other. “Maybe. If she did, though, it was in spite of their plans for me.”

      “Their?” Mom hadn’t moved, her hands clutched tightly in front of her.

      “Great-Gran, Gran’s sister Margaret. I don’t know, but I felt suspicion and hostility when I got close to them. The calculation in Great-Gran’s eyes was hard to miss. I was the family’s secret weapon, and she was trying to decide how best to train and use me.”

      I stood again, putting my teacup on the table, and pulled my mom to the couch and her own teacup. “That’s not you, Mom. Great-Aunt Margaret might like to throw her weight around, but she was never as powerful as Gran, or you for that matter, so she can fuck right off.”

      Faith made the quietest of gasps.

      I turned as I sat back down. “Am I wrong?”

      Faith looked back and forth between Mom and me. “She was one of the most vocal about my mom marrying my dad.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I heard Mom and Dad talking late one night after a family party.” She glanced at me. “You know my dad treats humans because the family didn’t want a Black healer helping them.”

      My mom started to protest, but I nodded and Mom’s eyes went wide.

      “Great-Aunt Margaret was the ringleader on that. Dad loves what he does. He says no patients or parents are as desperate or as grateful as the ones he works with in pediatric neurology. And the family has Uncle John as a healer. It’s fine.” She glanced at me again. “But I’ve felt that hostility too. So has Frank.”

      I took a sip of the tea. “So I’m rearranging furniture, Mom. This is a new Corey Council. We are the Three, equal in our footing in this triad. We’re not playing power games. Right?”

      Mom nodded decisively. “Correct.” She picked up an embossed leather notebook from the coffee table and opened it. “We have some family business, some requests for help and advice, to deal with first.”

      At the gallery, Faith often deferred to her older brother. She was soft-spoken but observant. As our discussion went, she opened up, and we saw more of the real Faith. Her insights were proving to be invaluable. Most family members knew to straighten up and behave when Mom was around. Faith, though, flew under the radar and she therefore knew things neither Mom nor I did.

      “I think the real question is what we do with the Queen Anne in Pacific Grove,” Mom said. The grand yellow house was across the street from the ocean. It had been in the family for at least a hundred years before it eventually went to Mom and me. It had been way too big for the two of us, but I’d liked my turret room with the view of the back garden.

      I turned to Faith. “Do you think your family would like to move in?”

      She shook her head. “No way. Mom has her greenhouses in the back of ours and Dad said that house gave him the creeps.” Her eyes went wide when she realized what she’d said. “Sorry, Aunt Sybil. It wasn’t⁠—”

      Mom grinned and waved away the explanation. “Your father is right. It is a creepy house. It’s a showpiece, but it has a dark heart.” She glanced around the living room with the huge windows out to the patio and cliff over the ocean. “This one is better. It still has darkness, which might be residual from the dark spells Calliope and her demon used to try to get at your Gran or… Well, regardless, I want to do a cleansing today, if we can.”

      Faith and I nodded.

      “Good,” Mom responded. “As for the yellow house, Great-Aunt Margaret wants it for herself and her children. I’m not sure which ones. She contends that since Gran and Martha are gone now, the house should go to her.”

      “Maybe Bracken wants it,” I suggested.

      Mom glanced up and gave me a look.

      “Okay. No, he doesn’t. He didn’t have a happy childhood in that house. From what he’s mentioned, it sounded like Great-Great-Gran was even worse than Great-Gran and they all lived in that house together.” I tapped the chair’s arm. “Did I ever tell you that Bracken had my bedroom before me?”

      Mom shook her head. “I didn’t know that, though I suppose it makes sense. Your great-great grandmother and grandfather had the first-floor suite. Marion and Charles—your great-grandparents—had the large bedroom at the end of the second floor, with Mary, Margaret, and Martha taking the rest of the rooms. I hadn’t considered where they’d put Bracken.”

      Mom tapped her pen against the open page of her notebook. “It was probably for the best, considering how my Great-Gran and Gran treated him. Well, anyway, Aunt Margaret wants the house.”

      “No,” I said.

      I saw Faith shake her head out of the corner of my eye.

      Mom looked between us and said, “We’ll table that for now.”

      “If Margaret tries to give you a hard time, you let her know why you’re the head of the family and not her. Age doesn’t mean anything. It’s power. That’s the Corey way. Does Margaret have powerful children or grandchildren?” I asked. What I remembered from family get-togethers was that her side of the family was even shittier than my own.

      Mom’s head tipped to the side, considering. “Her daughter Joan is probably the most powerful of that line.”

      “Derek,” Faith added. “Aunt Joan’s son Derek is pretty powerful. He can influence people.”

      I watched her a moment. She looked quite uncomfortable. “Did he do something to you?”

      She shook her head. “Not me.”

      “Frank, then?” I guessed.

      “Wait a minute.” She took out her phone and texted, receiving a response right away. She texted again and waited for a reply once more. When it came, she pocketed her phone and said, “Yes. Derek and Frank are in the same grade. Derek pretends to be a nice guy around adults, but he’s a secret bully. Frank stopped him from harassing this asthmatic kid who was wheezing, running the mile in middle school PE. Derek and his friends were running behind the kid, breathing heavy and mocking him. Frank said the kid was really having a hard time breathing and looked like he was going to cry.

      “Frank shoved Derek out of the way and walked the kid to the teacher. I guess it was a substitute that day who didn’t know this kid wasn’t supposed to be running and the kid was too embarrassed to make a big deal about it. Anyway, Frank ended up having to run extra laps. The sub saw Frank shove Derek, but he didn’t notice what Derek was doing, which Frank thinks was because Derek spelled the teacher. He said the way they were running right up on top of the kid made it obvious, but Derek walked away free and Frank had to run extra laps.

      “The thing is, though, Frank wrecking Derek’s fun pissed him off, so he went out of his way to spell others around Frank. Not Frank directly. Corey Curse and all that.” Faith looked between Mom and me, no doubt taking in our disgusted expressions.

      The Corey Curse was created hundreds of years ago to discourage us from killing each other as we schemed and clawed our way to the top. Seriously, we’re a family of assholes and always have been.

      Faith continued, “Like, Frank tried out for basketball when they got to high school, but at the tryout, this other big kid tripped on nothing, slamming hard into Frank. They both hit the floor and Frank broke his elbow.” She glanced at me. “You know how smart Frank is. Somehow, though, whenever he shares a class with Derek, Frank gets low grades on his tests and essays. It’s always the same. Frank takes the paper up to the teacher after class. The teacher looks over his work and apologizes, not understanding how she could have made such a mistake.”

      My fingers drummed on the arm of the chair. “This is that little shit with blond hair like his dad’s, right?” I tapped my cheek. “A dimple?”

      Faith nodded while my mother said, “Arwyn, no. Let me take care of this.”

      “I can wait my turn,” I told her, which didn’t seem to be what she wanted to hear.

      She gave me a look while she put her notebook on the table and stood. “We have someone to welcome into the Three. Let’s go outside so we can be closer to the Goddess.”

      I gave Faith a look that said I wasn’t forgetting anything. That creep had a comeuppance headed his way. Her conspiratorial grin told me we were on the same page.

      Following Mom, we went out the side door, crossed the slate patio, and situated ourselves in the middle of the lawn, halfway between the house and the cliff. The sound and scent of the nearby roaring ocean made me feel lighter and more content, blowing away my earlier annoyance.

      “Faith and I went over the ceremony before you arrived,” Mom told me. She turned to Faith. “Are you ready, honey?”

      Faith nodded, looking very nervous.

      “Remember,” I told her. “You’re asking the Goddess for her blessing to join us as the Three. It’s what’s in your heart, in your mind, that matters. She won’t be upset if you get a few words mixed up. Clear away those worries and show the Goddess your heart. She’ll accept your gifts as you’ve accepted hers.”

      I took off my gloves as Faith stepped between Mom and me, closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and raised her hands to the heavens, reciting the words she’d been taught.

      “I, Faith Corey Bishop, accept my destiny, maiden to your mother and your crone. I will share the power and the responsibility. I will protect this family and rout out, by whatever means necessary, those who would endanger my people. I offer, without reservation, my power that it might be used for the safety and betterment of the Corey coven.”

      I felt it the moment it happened. My blood sizzled as the connection changed. The Goddess had accepted Faith. I was now the Mother to her Maiden and Mom’s Crone. The Corey Council had reformed. The power was different this time. Faith was an elemental, so the connection felt almost electric, like lightning was running through my veins.

      We stood in a triangle and held out our hands. When I gripped each of theirs in my ungloved hands, darkness descended, and the visions began.
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      A car is barreling down a familiar two-lane road. It’s twilight. It passes a slower-driving tourist, looking at the ocean, going around it on the right and kicking up dirt and rocks. A woman ahead is walking in the grass, along the side of the road. The engine roars as the driver floors it, aiming for her. At the horrible sound of bones breaking and blood spraying across the windshield, the vision goes dark and then…

      Mist covers the ground, swirling around old, rotting cabins. The sun crests overgrown trees. A roar of large machinery breaks the silence. A man, wearing sunglasses and a helmet, drives a bulldozer toward the first cabin, knocking it down and shoving the collapsed roof and walls to the side. When he backs up, changing direction to hit the next, he stops, standing up from his seat. Hanging out the open door, he tries to make sense of what he’s seeing. His tanned face pales as he gets out his cell phone to make a call.

      A man in a suit stands behind a podium, his hands gripping the edges. His eyebrows convey concern, but his eyes say anger. An older man in a uniform stands beside him. His expression is blank as he and a small group watch and listen. The vision goes dark and then…

      Uncle John is sitting in a dim room, the curtains closed against sunlight. A cold cup of coffee sits forgotten at his elbow. His phone buzzes in his pocket, but he doesn’t seem to hear it. His focus is on the family portrait in his hands. Breath shallow, the image consumes him. The vision goes dark and then…

      The moon is shining high above a patio bar. It’s a mild night and patrons have spilled out the back doors, sitting at picnic tables and around a firepit. People are talking and laughing. Music drifts out the doors and windows of the bar. Drink in hand, Colin moves through the crowd toward the beautiful young woman nursing her warm beer. Despite what her fake ID reads, she’s nineteen, home from her first year of college and visiting friends.

      Colin lays it on heavy and the young woman laughs nervously, shaking her head no. Colin moves in, whispering in her ear, while his fingers move at his side. Smiling brightly, her eyes vacant, she follows him from the patio to his car. The vision goes dark and then…

      Light flickers ominously from the fire shooting up sparks in a dank basement. Something bubbles in a pot—no, cauldron. It’s small and modern, but it’s a cauldron. Two sets of hands work together to add ingredients to the potion. Whimpering is heard in the corner. One set of hands tips a shallow bowl of what appears to be blood into the pot, causing the concoction to hiss and smoke. The vision goes dark and then…
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