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Chapter One


          

          Alys

        

      

    

    
      “T’was the week before the solstice and all through the town…my sisters were driving me nuttier than a fruitcake,” I grumbled and snatched the clipboard out of my youngest sister’s hands. “How many times do I need to tell you to stop snooping around my desk?”

      Sibby rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips, emphasizing her protruding pregnancy. “Chillax, Alys. I was only looking at the donation list.”

      To the outside observer, the two of us looked nothing alike. Sibby had dyed and shaved and pierced herself into a truly unique creature. Though the red and gold streaks in her hair were finally even, they still looked bizarre to my straight-laced self.

      And the eyebrow ring…I squinted. “Is that a witch knot?”

      She grinned. “Sebastian found it in the hoard. Pretty nifty, huh?”

      Sibby was one in a billion, for sure.

      The only thing we had in common was our big blue eyes, which we had inherited from our mother, Laney Silver. My hair was nut brown streaked liberally with gray, but I had it trimmed on the fifth of every month to avoid flyaways and split ends. Routine made my world orderly and that was how I liked it.

      There was comfort in predictability. Sibby was the opposite of predictable.

      I set the clipboard on my desk and then reached for my parka. “That’s not the donation list. That’s my shopping list.”

      Sibby frowned. “That’s almost everything on the wish list. Didn’t any of the other business owners offer up anything?”

      I zipped my jacket and then tugged on my leather driving gloves. “It’s fine. I’m not going to let them down.”

      Sibby narrowed her eyes. “Alys, did you even ask any of the other business owners to pitch in?”

      I turned away and busied myself checking the to-dos. As of five pm, Silver Demo and Design was closed for the holiday season.  Still, my task list could choke a donkey.

      “You didn’t, did you.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Maeve usually handles that,” I protested. “We must have gotten our signals crossed.”

      “Mmhmm,” Sibby raised her witch knot a few millimeters. “More likely you told Maeve that I would handle it and then didn’t bother to tell me that it was part of my job. And now it’s too late to go to the other business owners because the hospital is expecting the gifts tomorrow night!” The last came out with a whip crack of temper.

      With Sibby in a snit, I couldn’t afford to get worked up too.

      “What’s done is done,” I said simply. “I can afford it so I’ll play Santa.”

      She stared at me for a long moment and her eyes, the same deep blue as my own seemed to stare into my soul. For a moment, it felt as though she was reading everything in me, all the fear and the restlessness that kept me lying awake at night. They were just free-floating feelings, nothing specific that I could put on a list and tackle. And that lack of control drove me to distraction.

      Which was why the toy drive got missed in the holiday shuffle. I should have thought about it sooner. Maeve’s MS had her dropping down to part-time and lately, all her focus had been on Sibby’s upcoming birth plan.

      More specifically, her lack of one.

      Sibby finally broke eye contact and waddled over to the front door. I could see her reflection in the glass as she stared out at the main street of Eckhart. Evergreen wreaths hung in every window and twinkle lights wrapped every lamppost. I loved the look of our hometown this time of year but the expression on my youngest sister’s face was devoid of holiday cheer.

      “You can’t keep doing this, you know,” Sibby murmured.

      “Doing what?” I paused as I put my purse strap over my shoulder.

      “Taking on everything yourself.” She smoothed her hand over her belly. “I know I haven’t been the most reliable person in the world, but I’m trying, Alys.”

      “I know you are.” And I felt bad that I hadn’t mentioned the toy drive to her. But Sibby was growing a person and was new to adulting, even if she was on the far side of forty. There was only so much a witch could handle at one time.

      Sibby turned to face me and had her arms crossed over her boobs. “I’ve even given up cussing.”

      A crack of laughter escaped me before I could stifle it.

      “What?” she sniped. “Don’t you think I can do this?”

      I folded my lips over my teeth. No wonder she’d been so quiet all afternoon. Probably hedging her bets. I needed to be more supportive and keep my doubts to myself.

      I tugged on my gloves. “Sibby, if there’s one thing I know about you it is that you can do anything you set your mind to.”

      “Then why don’t you trust me to handle the donations?” She waved at the list.

      I laid my hands on her shoulders. “You’re going to be somebody’s mom soon. That’s the most important job in the world. After watching Maeve, I know it takes enormous amounts of energy.  Especially since the poor kid is going to have a deadbeat dad.”

      Sibby glared at me, exactly as intended. Defending Sebastian would pull her from the pool of self-pity and doubt. “You know that’s not true. Sebastian has been there for me every step of the way.”

      My lips pressed tightly together so I didn’t say what I was thinking. Sibby loved the dark fae bastard. I would get nowhere by pointing out that his being confined to the convergence—the magical meeting place of several ley lines which was a safe space for those who were mystically hunted—was about as useful as a jawless Nutcracker.

      “Will you at least let me help you wrap the presents?” she asked.

      “Sure.” Sibby wrapped presents about as well as a blind T-Rex, but I would leave a couple of things for her if it made her feel better. “Now go home and get some rest. Do you have Lamaze class tonight?”

      She nodded. I wasn’t at all sorry that Sibby had asked Maeve to be her Lamaze coach backup. In a former life, Maeve had been an RN. Since Sebastian was stuck at home, the two of them attended the classes together and then brought the baby-daddy up to speed.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow at the paint and sip,” I said.

      “Fabulous, I can sip water while you and Maeve get your mulled wine on.” She nodded and then a moment later, she vanished. Literally. Traveling was Sibby’s gift. Unlike my own witchy powers, she embraced her destiny with both arms.

      Of course, she couldn’t create a hurricane or a blizzard when she lost control.

      I scowled out into the night. It wasn’t like Sibby to sound so bitter. Maybe I had upset her with the toy drive thing.

      After making a mental note to find something special just for her, I shut off the lights, picked up my clipboard, and headed out into the deep purple twilight.

      Three hours later, my SUV was loaded down with gifts and wrapping paper. I’d found a silver necklace shaped like a crescent moon for Sibby, which I would give her tomorrow night. My headlights cut through the darkened pines as I headed around the lake toward Brock’s place. Fatigue was setting in. Shopping always drained me and the crowds scurrying about this time of year just added to my exhaustion. With any luck, there would be a few dozen werewolves hanging around the pack house to help me unload.

      Brock’s sanctuary for wayward werewolves was beautiful.  The day after Thanksgiving he and a few of the other pack members had spent the afternoon stringing lights. Over three thousand square feet of home and every gable and window was lit with multicolored LED bulbs. Some wiseass had found an inflatable wolf with a Santa hat and it howled in my general direction as I emerged from the womblike interior of the car and out into the frigid night.

      Since becoming a fully sanctioned witch, I contemplated using my mother nature gifts to ease the harsh mountain winter. Wouldn’t it be better for everyone if the roads were less icy? Or if the air didn’t steal your breath on every inhale? But what would that do to the global climate? I didn’t want to mess with forces I didn’t fully understand. Better to just deal with winter the way I had for the past half-century. By hiking up my big witch britches.

      Brock must have heard me coming because he emerged from the house, wearing a linen shirt that was rolled to the elbows and faded blue jeans. Cold didn’t bother the werewolves, even when they were in human form. Something about the faster metabolism required for the change. He ran to me and picked me up the way he always did. The joy he expressed whenever I showed up hadn’t faded in the past fifteen months that we’d been together. I was beginning to believe it never would.

      “I missed you, Lys,” he murmured as he nuzzled my hair.

      “You’re so warm.” No need for an electric blanket with a hot werewolf boyfriend to heat my blood.

      He rubbed my arms to warm me up. “Come inside.” His offer was pure invitation to sin.

      “I have to unload first.” I chucked a thumb at the SUV.

      Brock let out a low whistle when he spied my haul. “You’ve been busy.”

      “It’s for the children’s hospital. I have to get this all wrapped and over there by tomorrow night.” The pressure was developing between my eyebrows and in a band around the back of my skull. If left unchecked it would morph into a full-tilt migraine. Something I didn’t have time for.

      “Get inside before you freeze. I’ll take care of this.” His Australian accent was brisker than I had ever heard it.

      I would have argued out of principle because though he may be the pack’s alpha, Brock was not the boss of me. The wind was cutting right at the point where my jacket rode up, making me shiver though. Sense was sense. And even I could admit when someone else was right.

      “Alys,” I was greeted by Devon, Brock’s right-hand man when it came to all things pack. He had shaggy dark hair and a beard that almost reached his navel. He was a sound engineer for a local band and only spent about half the year at the pack house. “Long time no see.”

      “I was just here the other night,” I laughed up at him.

      He winked at me. His dark eyes filled with humor. “After a full day of watching Brock mope because you aren’t available to pet him, you’re a sight for sore eyes.”

      “Go make yourself useful,” Brock grunted as he carried a stack of video game consoles through the great room and into the dining room.

      Devon winked at me and then cupped his hands around his mouth. “Alys is here!”

      “Thank god.” Simone, the werewolf who was roughly my age, appeared on the catwalk above, wearing a loose bohemian-style dress. “That boy’s been like a weasel with a head cold all day.”

      “Ignore them,” Brock returned and took my hand. “Let me get you something hot to drink. Cider or tea or coffee?”

      “Cider sounds wonderful, but I probably need the caffeine more. I still have to wrap all this stuff.”

      “You need to sit and have a hot meal,” Brock argued as he guided me toward the fireplace. “You’ve been burning it at both ends.”

      “I’m fine,” I shrugged off my coat and his touch. “Really.  It’s just a hectic time of year. There’s a lot to do.”

      One golden brow shot up. “And no one else can do it?”

      I frowned. It wasn’t like Brock to challenge me. “Why should they when I’m perfectly capable?”

      “You’re an amazingly powerful witch, Alys. But you’re only one woman. It’s okay to ask for help from time to time.”

      “If I needed it I would ask for it.” I was beginning to regret coming to the pack house. Werewolves had excellent hearing and I didn’t want to fight with Brock in front of them.

      “Dude,” a female voice hissed from overhead. “Back off, already.”

      I glanced up to see Debbie’s red hair beside Simone’s salt-and-pepper curls.

      “Need some help?” She gestured to the growing pile of presents.

      “That would be wonderful, thank you.” I raised both eyebrows to look at Brock.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll be in the kitchen if anyone needs anything.”

      “What’s his damage?” I muttered to Simone and Debbie as we settled down at the dining room table.

      “Brock hates the holidays,” Simone reached for a doll and a gift bag. “He lost his mom on Christmas Eve five years ago.”

      My lips parted. “How did I not know this?”

      Debbie shrugged. “It’s not something he likes to talk about. He puts on a good show for the rest of us. All the decorations and the food. But his heart isn’t in it.”

      “He wasn’t like this last year,” I frowned and curled my cold hands around the steaming mug of coffee that Devon had deposited at my elbow.

      Debbie paused in folding shiny candy cane paper over a horse book. “Last year the two of you spent most of the holidays in bed.”

      My face flamed. She was right. Our relationship had still been in the honeymoon phase. After the chaos of becoming a newly empowered witch and ditching the deadweight of my two-decade marriage, I hadn’t been up to traditional celebrating. We’d spent a few days at the cottage on Witch Way, indulging in carnal treats instead of the more traditionally festive ones.

      The band around my head grew tighter. I fumbled in my shoulder bag for my migraine medicine.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said to Debbie and Simone and then headed into the kitchen.

      Brock was chopping vegetables with undue force and taking divots out of the cutting board. He glanced up when I entered the room but didn’t say anything as I got a glass and filled it with water from the tap. One of the benefits of having a house in the middle of nowhere, well water was the absolute best.

      I watched him for a time, his stiff posture, and the brooding cloud that hovered over him. On the surface, the two of us were not very alike. Not only was he part of a different generation, he was normally so laid back. I was the uptight one. Sibby had once commented that I could make coffee nervous. It hurt seeing him so out of his element. My werewolf needed me. After all he had done for me and for my sisters, it was only right that I help him rediscover some joy and magic in the season.

      I stepped up behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my cheek against his back.

      The knife hit the cutting board with a dull thunk. “Do you need something?”

      “Just you.” I squeezed a little and he let out an uneven breath.

      A warm hand covered mine. “That’s good to know.”

      “The ladies told me about your mom. I’m so sorry, Brock.”

      He made a soft sound. “Nothing feels right without her. Not ever. But it’s worse this time of year. There is a missing piece I can’t ignore. I feel like I’m just going through the motions, you know?”

      Since I had lost my mother when I was a teenager I did know. “Can I tell you a secret? Part of the reason that I do all the charity work and town committees and everything is because there was a hole in my heart after mom died. In the first few years, I did everything for Maeve and Sibby. But they grew up and left and I was just…there. With this big, bloody chunk missing when everyone around me was happy and celebrating. It feels terrible to drag other people down. I threw all of my energy into doing what I could for others.”

      He turned and I stepped back, giving him space. Those golden eyes searched my face. “Did it help fill the void?”

      I shook my head. “No. That’s what you do. You and the pack. Maeve and Sibby. Kal and the kids and even that rat bastard Sebastian.”

      He chuckled. “Come on, Lys. He’s growing on you.”

      “Like a fungus, maybe.”  I threaded my fingers through his. “There’s no replacing the people we’ve lost. So the only thing that helps is appreciating the ones that I’m lucky enough to still have in my life.”

      He swallowed and pulled me in close. “Wise beyond your years, Alys Stevens.”

      “No, just wise beyond your years. Because you have to admit I have a few on you.”

      Devon poked his head around the corner and caught our intimate embrace. “Hey, uh. Sorry. But when’s dinner?”

      “Make it yourself,” Brock grunted, and then a moment later I was slung over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

      “Hey.” I tried to sound stern but it was more of a laugh. He never failed to surprise and delight. “What are you doing?”

      Devon snorted. “And what should I tell the others?”

      A hand slid up my leg and cupped my backside. “That my woman has a headache and needs a little TLC.”

      My werewolf didn’t miss a trick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Siobhan

        

      

    

    
      “Frrrrriiiiiidddggggeee,” I tried the word as an epithet. It was nowhere near as satisfying as the one I wanted to say. I needed to pee…again. Sigh. Getting up off the couch was near impossible.

      Sebastian poked his head in from the kitchen where I could tell his latest attempt at cooking was burnt to a cinder. “Did you say something, Annwyl?”

      I flailed an arm at him. “Need to get up.”

      He hurried over to my side, all long-limbed athletic grace. There was a time when his ease of movement and the play of well-developed muscle turned me on. These days it just made me jealous.

      Or burst into tears.

      Pregnancy hormones weren’t for the faint of heart.

      He pulled, I pushed, and the couch eventually released its greedy grip on my backside.

      I huffed out a breath. “Remind me not to sit on that thing until the baby comes. And whatever dish you are torturing in there needs to be put to rest.”

      Sebastian grimaced. “I thought I had it this time.”

      I shook my head and made for the downstairs bathroom. Sebastian and I had temporarily taken over the ground-floor suite. Since my center of gravity had shifted, stairs and I didn’t get along. Alys hadn’t said anything about being banished to the top floor. I still held out hope that she would move in with Brock after the baby was born. He’d offered, but for whatever reason, she was stalling.

      I loved my big sister but living and working with her took more patience than I currently had.

      Finished in the bathroom, I wound my way past the mess of magical artifacts that had taken up residence in the cottage. At first, it had been fascinating seeing what sort of items showed up at the cottage and what they could do. Unlike Alys and Maeve, I loved magic. Discovering all the different ways it had been incorporated into everyday objects rocked. But after seven months of living around it the clutter was getting to me.

      I’d heard pregnant women wanted to nest, but what was I supposed to do with a Viking dragon boat that rowed itself? Or a chest full of pewter cups that turned any liquid into wine?The space wasn’t exactly child friendly. I couldn’t imagine how poor Sebastian felt, being stuck there, day after day, unable to leave and buried neck-deep in a faery hoard.

      I wished he would complain about the mess. Was he swallowing his resentment of being trapped with me?

      At first, being stuck together, knowing we had a child on the way had been exciting. Of course where else would either of us want to go? But as my waistline disappeared and the early delight of pregnancy faded, I started to fret.

      Sebastian hadn’t made the same choice I had. To be a father. He sort of got sucked in my desire. And I worried that someday soon, he was going to despise his lack of choice.

      And us.

      “We’ve really got to get this place sorted out,” I grumbled as I squeezed past a stack of dusty leather-bound books. “It looks almost as awful as that B&B in the Outer Banks.”

      Sebastian’s aristocratic nose wrinkled as he scraped what looked to be fried pudding into the trash. “Brock offered to bring the pack over to help us move it. I’ve been cataloging what’s shown up so sorting it all out will be straightforward. The move itself will only take a few hours. The question is, what is the final destination?”

      “My vote is still for a storage unit.” Something with lots of space that was a few miles away.

      Sebastian gave me a patient look. “Siobhan, this is a fae hoard we’re talking about. Many of these objects are enchanted. Can you imagine the chaos if they fell into the wrong hands?”

      “Um, can you imagine the chaos when our little half-witch, half-dark fae offspring starts crawling around in this mess?” I raised a brow. “I found a knife that can cut through anything in the bathroom yesterday. Do you know how I know that? It cut through the toilet tank. And what about the baby’s cradle?”

      I had to give him credit, he was doing his best not to look amused. “What about it?”

      “We don’t know what it does. And there’s no way to test if it will rock the baby to sleep with magic or transport her to another dimension!” I put my hands on my lower back and shook my head. “We need to find a secure location and get this…stuff out of here before the baby comes.”

      His sensual mouth quirked up. “Still determined to clean up your language?”

      “Yes.” I headed to the enchanted refrigerator that was always full, no matter how much we ate. “And I will succeed too, no matter what you and Alys believe.”

      “You know I believe in you,” Sebastian said in a quiet tone.

      “It’s just hard.” Surveying the fridge’s offerings, I pulled out chicken and mushrooms. “I know there’s a bottle of Marsala wine around here somewhere. If I can’t knock back a stiff drink, at least I can still flavor a dish with it.”

      Sebastian retrieved the unopened bottle from a high cupboard. “You’re giving up so much for this child. For me.”

      I set the mushrooms in a colander and ran water over them before turning to face him. “You’re worth it. Both of you. And I’m getting a heck of a lot more than I’m losing.”

      Sebastian smirked. Ugh, I was not the sort of woman who could pull off a heck without sounding like a dweeb.

      I refocused on the mushrooms. “Stop laughing at me. You know I’m doing this for the baby. I don’t want to have the kid that teaches all the other kids the bad words. We’ll be called into school weekly for teacher meetings. The least you could do is support me.”

      Strong arms circled what, once upon a time, had been my waist. “I think you’re perfect the way you are, Siobhan. But if you need anything from me all you’ve got to do is ask.”

      “Good, you can start by cutting these up.” The running water urged me to pee again.

      By the time I wended my way through the magical mess to the bathroom and returned I’d lost what little composure I had. “This stuff has got to go before the baby shows up. Isn’t there a dimension I can magic it into or something?”

      Sebastian was mangling the mushrooms. His knife skills were on par with his sautéing, so I headed for the pan before the second attempt at dinner was ruined. “Unfortunately, no.”

      “There’s got to be someone somewhere who needs a blender that runs on wind. Or those jewels that make the wearer irresistible to her worst enemy.”

      Sebastian moved out of my way as I tackled the chicken. “Oh, there are plenty who would covet the items. But who could you trust to use them?”

      I thought about it as I dredged the chicken in flour. “Not all magic users are awful. Becca and her daughter are pretty nifty and they know better than to use magic for personal gain.”

      My friend Becca was a white witch who’d used her magic to create a little spare room in her jeans last Halloween. The decision had temporarily cost her good witch status.

      The chicken sizzled as I added it to the pan with melted butter and extra virgin olive oil. “We’d have to vet the person first. You know, like a background check. Create a database of who is cleared to use what.” The thought of all that work was overwhelming. How could I oversee such a large project and work with Alys and figure out how to parent my mini?

      That was why the stuff was still taking up residence in the cottage. An easy answer didn’t exist.

      Sebastian’s blond brows were drawn down, his gaze focused inward. I touched his arm. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Just thinking.” He blinked and then refocused on me. “What do you want for Yule?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sebastian, we’re trying to get rid of stuff, not bring in more.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a material item.”

      “Well, it’s not like we can go anywhere.”

      He stiffened and I winced. Shoot that was insensitive, even for me. I was gonna blame pregnancy brain. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “It’s fine,” he said, but it wasn’t.

      I added the Marsala wine, the closest to booze I’d come in eight and a half months, and sighed as the alcohol evaporated. I had my man and my baby on the way. But Sebastian was still stuck in the convergence, along with the magical hoard. This wasn’t exactly the happily ever after I’d had in mind.

      By the time we finished dinner in uncomfortable silence, I was overheated and cranky. “I need to get going.”

      Sebastian nodded and I shut my eyes. A moment later, I had traveled to the spare room where I’d stayed when I’d first returned to Eckhart. Maeve kept it empty so I could come and go as I pleased. I opened the door and sniffed. The house smelled of cinnamon and sugar. Kal must have been baking Christmas cookies.

      “Bella, I said no.” Maeve’s voice floated up the stairs.

      “But Mom. Every other girl in my class can wear makeup.”

      “I’m not the mother of every other girl in your class. You’re too young. End of discussion.”

      The sound of feet running up the stairs and a moment later Bella appeared. She didn’t acknowledge my presence as she rushed past me. A door slammed hard enough to make the windows rattle.

      “Maeve?” I called out.

      “Hey, Sib.” My sister sounded defeated. “I’m in the kitchen.”

      I made my way down, bypassing the brown and white furry beasts that Maeve was still trying to convince me were dogs. The corgis were each chewing y-shaped bones under a Christmas tree with ornaments clumped together in the middle on the left side.

      “What’s up with the tree?” I asked as I joined Maeve at the counter. The backless barstools were uncomfortable and my center of gravity shifted which made clambering up a challenge, but after a moment I persevered.

      “Tea?” Maeve asked.

      “Do we have enough time before class?”

      Maeve glanced at the clock then nodded. “Kal will be at least twenty minutes. He’s working with Becca today. I’ve got orange clove or cinnamon apple.”

      “Orange, please.” Even if I would need to pee again during class, I could use the comfort.

      “The tree is courtesy of Bella and Philip who wanted to do something nice for me. They had Kal set it up and decorated it themselves.” She rolled her eyes heavenward. “I never thought I had OCD but I can’t even sit in the living room without wanting to fix it. Alys would blow a gasket.” Maeve offered me a tin that was brimming with molasses raisin cookies.

      “Why don’t you just spread them out?” The cookies were still warm and I snagged three before pushing the tin away.

      “Because they would know I did it and I don’t want to hurt their feelings.” Maeve blew on the rim of her mug. “Of course, I’m starting to think that this was less a sweet gesture from my offspring and more a tactic in Bella’s ongoing campaign to be allowed to wear makeup. And Philip, as usual, was dragged along for the ride.”

      “Girls are devious,” I agreed. “What’s the big deal with the makeup?”

      “Sarah Palmer started it. Her daughter Anna had a dress-up party for her birthday last weekend. All the girls in their class got little gift bags so they’ve been wearing the stuff to school. Imagine, a bunch of second graders donning makeup. It looks like clown college.”

      I snorted. “Did you take Bella’s away from her or something?”

      Maeve nodded. “I have no problem with her playing dress-up when she’s here, but this everyone else is doing it malarky needs to stop. Next, it will be everyone else has a cell phone, then everyone else can wear a short skirt, then everyone else has a boyfriend and we’re right in the throes of teenage comparisonitis hell. I want a few more years with my sweet daughter before it’s all keeping up with the Joneses.”

      I smoothed my hand over my midsection. “This is what I have to look forward to, huh?”

      Maeve put her hand on my belly.  As if in response there was a push against her palm as though the baby was reaching for my sister.

      Maeve smiled as the bulge shifted. “Not for a few years. Though it does seem like they’re growing up much faster than we did.”

      I snorted. “We were not exactly running with the in-crowd out on Witch Way.”

      “True.” Maeve searched my face. “So, what’s new in your world?”

      “Nothing. That’s kinda the problem.” I let the warmth of the mug seep into my hands. “Sebastian is still confined to the convergence. He’s still sulking about it. The cottage is still full to the rafters. Alys still won’t let me do anything at work and I still want to cuss a blue streak almost every second of every day but can’t.”

      “Why not?” Maeve frowned.

      “Because good mothers don’t talk like sailors on leave?” Depressed I reached for the cookie tin. Last one, stinky pinky swear.

      Maeve snorted. “Sibby, being a parent makes you want to cuss more, not less.”

      I crunched on the cookie. “That’s not reassuring.”

      “Look, you need an outlet. You are going to be an amazing mother, no matter what words come tripping off your acerbic tongue.”

      I quirked a brow at her. “Somebody’s been paging through the thesaurus again.”

      Maeve laughed. “At least you still have snide remarks and sarcasm.”

      Raising my mug to hers, I made a toast. “To the things in life we can always count on.”

      Maeve grinned and we clinked mugs.
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      Sebastian stared at the mess, the wheels in his head were spinning. Siobhan needed space. The hoard posed a danger to the baby and was stressing her out. Her idea about a database and magical background checks was sound, but she didn’t know the magical community the way he did.

      There was one other who did. A male who had proven himself trustworthy.

      The number had been programmed into his phone. He hadn’t bothered to use it. He hoped the offer had been sincerely made.

      “Hello?” The thickly accented Welsh voice came through the device.

      Sebastian paused. Maybe this was a mistake.

      “Sebastian?” Robin Goodfellow asked. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes,” Sebastian shut his eyes. “Yes. I was just wondering if you would help me with something. A gift for my pregnant mate.”

      There was a pause as Robin absorbed the news. “When?”

      “Tomorrow night.” Siobhan was going to that painting class with her sisters and we be gone for several hours. “Around six. I need time to prepare.”

      “Text me your address,” Robin instructed. “I’ll make the time.”

      “Thank you.” Not words he had ever thought he would utter to another fae.

      “That didn’t hurt too much, did it?” Robin needled him, his voice threaded with his customary humor. “Until tomorrow then.”

      Another pause followed by a soft click.

      Sebastian clutched the phone and closed his eyes. Then he went into the bedroom and opened his laptop.

      There was much to be done before tomorrow.

      A few hours later, Siobhan’s magic made all the hairs on his body rise as she traveled onto the front porch. He shut the laptop and jumped up to greet her.

      A brisk wind followed her inside. Her cheeks were flushed and he frowned when he realized she wasn’t wearing a coat. “You’ll catch your death.”

      “More likely I’ll overheat.” She shucked her sweater and draped it over the banister. “I haven’t been cold since last spring.”

      He reached for her and pressed his hand against her protruding midsection. “He’s sleeping?”

      “Yes, she is. Getting ready for her grand entrance.”

      He loved her tart tone. There was very little about Siobhan Silver that he didn’t love. He hoped she was right, that she was carrying a girl. He’d love nothing more than a miniature version of her to spoil and dote upon.

      Siobhan was studying him closely. “What have you been up to?”

      “Making plans,” he said.

      Her pierced brow lifted. “Oh?”

      “Robin Goodfellow is coming over tomorrow.” He didn’t know if they would manage everything. He still needed to talk to the werewolves.

      “Really?” she blinked.

      “You sound surprised.”

      “I am surprised. I didn’t think you were ever going to take him up on his offer.” She grinned up at him in a way that never failed to make his pulse pick up the pace. “I’m glad, Sebastian. He’s probably the only person in the world that can understand what you’re going through.”

      He pulled her to him, not bothering to correct her about his reason for reaching out to the former fae prince.

      He only hoped she would like his solution to their clutter problem.

      “How was class?” he asked instead.

      “Lots of breathing,” she sighed and leaned into him. “We were late which stressed Maeve out. She’s as big a time cop as Alys.”

      “Why were you late?” She had left with time to spare.

      “Because Kal got home late.  He’s moonlighting at another bakery in town between his stints at the ski resort to make extra money. Which leaves her alone to deal with the parenting gig and being my coach. It made me really glad that you are here and will be here for me and the mini.”

      He said nothing. As far as punishments went, being confined to the convergence with the woman he loved wasn’t the worst. But Siobhan could and did leave when he couldn’t. The idea of her out there where he couldn’t protect her made him sick to his stomach.

      “Ready for bed?” she turned away from him abruptly.

      “I can see that you are.” He stroked her hair. “Come, Annwyl. And I’ll tell you a bedtime story.”

      “Oh, I hope it starts with once upon a time and then you get naked.”

      “Lady’s choice,” he said with a grin.

      She never failed to make him smile.
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