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      My ass had gone numb. Considering that I was hanging out in a cave with a bunch of witches and the fae king, I figured it had more to do with the rock I was leaning against than multiple sclerosis.

      “How are you holding up, Maeve?” Becca, the white witch who was leading the circle, called out.

      “Fine.” The word came out through gritted teeth. I liked Becca. We’d been friends since we were in elementary school and Sibby and I used to go over to her house and watch television, something we hadn’t had access to at home. Magic and tech didn’t mix, so no Duck Tales, She-Ra, or Thundercats for us except when we went to Becca’s. Even so, she wasn’t asking anyone else how they were holding up.

      Across the cave, Alys winked at me. My big sister knew how much it irked me when people babied me. Just because I had a chronic illness didn’t mean I needed to be tended to like Sibby’s infant daughter, Valerie Elaine. Though between the two of us, I probably spent more time in bed.

      Multiple Sclerosis, or as I referred to my degenerative disease, MS Priss, could be a total bitch.

      “How much longer?” Andreas, the fae king, paced the outer edge of our group.

      “It takes however long it takes.” Becca didn’t look up from where she was studying a revitalization spell in her family Grimoire.

      I couldn’t blame Andreas for being impatient. If it had been my husband, Kal, frozen in the supernatural version of carbonite I would have been rabid, too. When Alys and I had first encountered him, we’d promised to do everything in our power to help restore his beloved if he would take up his rightful place as the fae king. After all, Alys, Sibby, and I were the strongest witches in existence. We hadn’t expected to run through every spell and potion in our own family’s library with so little to show for it. Gwen remained in the same place she had when we’d first seen her over a year ago. Nothing we’d tried made a dent.

      “Okay.” Becca cleared her throat and took off her reading glasses. “Everyone back in the circle. Let’s try this again.”

      Though my sisters and I weren’t part of Becca’s official coven, we hung out with them to celebrate the Sabbats and shared knowledge of witchcraft. I looked at Sadie Fitzgibbons-Carter who’d summoned a demon to take care of her cheating ex. She was the most out of place in the cave, dressed in designer skinny jeans encrusted with rhinestones, and a knit tank that tied right above her pierced naval as well as wedged-heeled sandals. Her hair and nails were salon fresh. She looked like a middle-aged horror movie victim.

      Alys wore jeans too, but hers were old carpenter style, the kind she donned whenever we were out tackling demos for our home renovation business. That was the don’t fuck with me side of my big sister, the one that used a sledgehammer for therapy. I was still shocked she was going to give it all up and become a teacher. Well, not exactly a traditional teacher, more of a magical instructor to help the clueless newly empowered magical practitioners find their way in the supernatural world. She would be the guide that we hadn’t had but desperately needed.

      Sibby had on a white tank top and leather pants. Her hair, finally even after over a year of growing out was the color of eggplant, and the jewel in her eyebrow stud matched. Her leather jacket hung off a stalagmite. She’d ridden her motorcycle for the first time since Valerie Elaine had been born, while Alys and I had brought the baby in my minivan. Both of my sisters wore boots.

      The other members of Becca’s coven, Traci, Tully, and Monica, all wore shorts and T-shirts. So did I, but unlike them, I wasn’t shivering from the cavern’s cold. My temperature was a mess. That was standard for summer. Heat and humidity had me wilting like a plucked daisy. At least we weren’t out in the sun, aka my kryptonite. Time spent in the sun usually led to my body betraying me and forcing me into a state of uselessness.

      We formed a seven-person circle around the woman trapped in stone. I stood between my sisters and directly opposite Becca. In the middle of the circle was the woman we were trying to free, Andreas’s Gwen. My gaze stayed fixed on her. Why did some people never catch a break? I knew what it was like to be trapped while the world kept moving. How it felt to be left behind.

      Candle lights flickered on the wet stone walls. Becca’s voice rang off the stone as she called the winds, one from each direction. It wasn’t like when Alys used her mother nature gift to summon a storm. The air didn’t stir so I thought whatever it was that Becca did was more symbolic than magical.

      Unlike myself and my sisters, Becca’s coven didn’t have inborn magic. They could practice craft and do smaller spells, and even pool their resources. But their magic was limited.

      Ours wasn’t. I didn’t understand the why of it, not the way Sibby did, but according to her research, the Silver family line was what was referred to as a legacy in the magical world. That meant we were born with innate mystical gifts and able to have a greater effect on those around us.

      “Envision our end goal, everyone,” Becca instructed softly. “Imagine the stone cracking and falling away.”

      “Manifestation,” Alys grumbled.

      Sibby snorted and I felt my lips twitch. Alys loathed the more woo-woo parts of spell work, like manifestation. She liked practical things that she could see and hear and didn’t believe the universe was just sitting around waiting to gift her with her heart’s desire. Alys worked to achieve her goals.

      I focused on the stone. Imagined light breaking through as our magic cut its way to the woman trapped inside. Pictured it crumbling away from Gwen’s pregnant body.

      Nothing happened. I shut my eyes and focused on the image, hoping to hear the telltale crack. Time passed. Water dripped. I heard the others breathing but no matter how sharply I fixed the image in my mind, no crack in the stone.

      “Enough,” Becca sighed.

      “It didn’t work.” Andreas’s tone was flat.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to the fae king. “Maybe I can get my daughter and we can try again. She’s part of our coven too. It could be we just need more power.”

      Andreas held up his hand. “No. This is enough. Leave me with her.”

      Sibby bristled at his dismissive tone.

      I curled my fingers around her arm in a subtle warning. “He needs space.” Disappointed yet again, the fae king had a right to sulk.

      Her lips parted and I could see she was spoiling for a fight. Sibby didn’t care how powerful a being was. If she had something to say to him, she said it. Plus, we were all frustrated and feeling magically impotent after the latest failure.

      Valerie Elaine began to fuss, distracting her mother from chewing on the fae king about being rude to witches who were only trying to help him.

      We trooped out of the cave, me leaning on Alys and my cane for support on the uneven terrain. We wound our way up through the tunnel that led to the outside world. The brightness of the sun was a blinding contrast after the dank cave.

      “So now what?” Alys asked.

      “Now, I have to go meet Kal.” I rubbed my temples. “We’re looking at another rental.”

      Sibby had gotten the baby out of her sling and was leaning on a small outcropping of stone to nurse. “You don’t sound enthusiastic about it.”

      “I’m not. It’s on the far side of the mountain from Eckhart.” Plus, I could use a nap, but some things couldn’t be put off.

      “Well, it’s a good thing that you have a sister who can travel much faster,” Sibby winked.

      I forced a smile. Sibby seemed to think that it didn’t matter where I was because she could be there in an instant. But she was a new mother with a business and a sinfully sexy baby-daddy. Her days of popping by whenever the mood struck were behind her.

      When the baby was fed and strapped into her car seat we headed back to town. “Where should I drop you?” I asked Alys.

      “Brock’s going to pick us up at the office.” She cut me a look. “Unless you want me to come with you?”

      I loved my big sister. But she had a habit of taking over any project she got involved in. This temporary house hunt was for my family. We needed to make the call.

      “Thanks, but Kal and I have this.”

      I hoped it wasn’t a lie.
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      “It’s perfect.”

      I turned from the dilapidated structure that dared to call itself a farmhouse to face my husband. At six foot four inches, Kal tended to loom over people. He was thickly built, rocking the dad bod now that we’d both reached middle-age. His dark hair was tied back at the nape of his neck in a loose ponytail and his eyes were lit up like a kid on Christmas morning.

      Had he lost his ever-loving mind? “Are you looking at the same house as I am? Because this my friend is a lot of things but perfect isn’t one of them.”

      Kal wasn’t focused on the house though with the sagging front porch and peeling paint that had probably been white once upon a time but now resembled a weathered gray. No, his gaze was on the mountain behind it, the open fields everywhere. Kal had been born in Alaska and loved nature and open space.

      He sidled closer to me and wrapped an arm around my waist, using the other to gesture to the view. “Think about it, Evie. Nature everywhere you look.”

      “We’re not exactly city dwellers, Kal,” I pointed out.

      While Eckhart was a small town, it still represented civilization. Even the cottage where my sisters and I grew up on Witch Way was only a dozen miles from the library, the pizza parlor, and Silver Demo and Design, the business I’d started with Alys. The business we were in the process of selling. The thought of that gave me a pang. So much change after so many years of stability. Would I ever get my bearings?

      This place was on the far side of the mountain from Eckhart. A solid thirty minutes from my sisters, pizza, or books. “Does it even have internet?”

      Somehow, I doubted it. The house didn’t look as though anyone had bothered with twenty-first-century updates.

      “We can use hotspots on our phones.” Kal came up behind me and put his arms around me. “Come on, Evie. You know there’s nothing closer.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The North Carolina high country did a booming tourist business. Fixer-uppers were often snapped up by investors who would superficially nice the places up before renting them out to the highest bidder. Alys was forever ranting about the lack of ethics that was the opposite of our business model. The rental market was especially tight in the summer and during leaf-peeping season.

      “Maybe it’s better inside?” I offered.

      “Let’s check it out. Wait here a minute.” Kal went up the steps. He bounced on his toes to make sure the porch really wouldn’t cave in. My husband was a solid man. I did not doubt that if the old boards could hold his weight, I would probably be all right. There was creaking and groaning but nothing gave way.

      Kal bounded back to me like an over-enthusiastic puppy and offered me an arm. I had my cane, a purple metal one that had four rubber-covered feet. It could stand by itself on a level surface and was more than I typically needed for support, but I appreciated his considerate gesture.

      Even before I’d been diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis, Kal had anticipated my needs before I could even voice them. It was one of the many reasons why I loved him.

      The porch creaked as we ascended, slowly, so I could be sure of my footing. One of the reasons we were looking at rentals in the first place was because our current home didn’t suit my needs. We’d considered renovating, but it would just end up being too much house for me to take care of. I wanted one-level living, though I could appreciate the view from the porch over the rolling countryside.

      “There’s even a swing,” Kal gestured to the thing at the corner that had been propped up. “The chains look rusty, but I could get new ones and hang it for you. A good place to sit and watch over the kids and the dogs.”

      I made a face at the mention of the corgis. “There’s no fence. We’ll have to leash walk Gimli and Grogu every time they need to go out.”

      “Evie, the road is over a mile away and straight up.” Kal’s lips twitched. “They know who feeds them.”

      He was seriously underestimating the level of stupid that those dogs could achieve. They found mud when it hadn’t rained in a week.

      “Come on, let’s check it out.” Kal reached for the doorknob.

      My eyebrows shot up to my hairline. “It’s not even locked?”

      “You and your sisters don’t lock the cottage out on Witch Way,” he countered.

      “That’s different. We’re witches.”

      Kal didn’t respond since he was busy crossing the threshold.

      If anything, the farmhouse looked worse on the inside. What shades there were over the foggy windows were ripped and hanging like droopy eyelids. Dust tickled my nose along with a whiff of mildew, probably coming from the basement door. I shut it on my way past to inspect the kitchen.

      The fridge was dated but the light came on when I opened the door to inspect. The cabinets were wormy chestnut, a rarity since the chestnut tree was extinct. These looked as though they’d been cobbled together by remnants. There was no island and minimal counter space, but a large wooden shaker table sat in the middle of the hardwood floor. We could make do.

      The thought depressed me. Our house, a Federal style in an area that was within walking distance to a park as well as the school, was already under contract. I’d been hoping to drag the process out, at least get Bella and Phillip through the school year before we had to move, but we needed the money liquid to build the one-level dream home that was our end goal. The buyer had come in almost twenty thousand over asking if we moved out by June 1st.

      That extra money would cover this place for well over a year, and the cost of both moves. Even knowing that I still wanted to find a legitimate reason to refuse the farmhouse. Something more concrete than it gave me the willies.

      We sidled through what had probably been the formal dining room, and a decent-sized mudroom. No washer or dryer, but we needed to buy new anyway for the new house. I wasn’t sure if this place could handle modern appliances, but the thought of lugging all the laundry my family of four plus two dogs produced thirty miles to the town laundromat exhausted me to contemplate.

      “I can use the laundry room at the resort,” Kal said when I voiced this objection. “Do it midweek and bring it home for you to fold.”

      I offered a tight smile as we entered the living room. The walls were a faded buttercup yellow, the flooring scuffed, which was probably why the owner had listed the place as pet friendly. There was a large fieldstone fireplace that dominated the north wall as well as more foggy windows.

      I shivered. “Does it feel colder in here than it did in the kitchen?”

      Kal shrugged. “The flue might be open. I’ll check.”

      After extracting his phone from his back pocket, he turned on the flashlight app and knelt on the hearth. And swore.

      “What?” I barked. My nerves were on edge.

      “There’s something stuck in there.”

      “Something like what?” My heart raced and my left hand covered my chest even as my right gripped my cane.

      He shook his head and rose. “Not sure. Might just be leaves or something that blew down the open chimney. We’ll have to have it inspected and cleaned before we use it.”

      He was talking like this was a done deal, like I’d already agreed to abandon my lovely home and take up residence in this creepy place.

      We moved back into the hall, and I frowned at the whiff of mildew. The basement door stood ajar. “Didn’t I close that?”

      Kal stepped forward and shut the door again. “The knob wiggles. The plate might be dented. We can block it off with something.”

      At least he wasn’t trying to convince me that the basement would make good storage. Anything we put down there would stink of mildew.

      The three bedrooms were all on the second floor. I left my cane standing in the entryway and leaned on Kal as we ventured upstairs. The rooms were dusty but serviceable. Two full baths, which was nice. The main bedroom was smaller than our current one, but I’d been meaning to donate a few pieces of furniture anyway, so that wasn’t a problem.

      The clincher was the built-in bookshelves that lined the wall opposite the bed. I’d always wanted built-ins so I could get rid of the hodge-podge of shelving units that stored my paper hoard. “Be still my heart.”

      Kal laughed. “So, are you convinced?”

      I thought about all the reasons we had. Financial, sure but also so Kal would have more time and energy to spend on me and the kids instead of working two jobs and wearing himself down.

      “We could still stay with Sibby and Sebastian,” I offered.

      Kal gave me a flat look. “Evie, they have a newborn. Besides, it takes forty minutes for me to get from the cottage to the resort. That’s over an hour a day just on the commute.”

      I knew that. I also knew that even though this place wasn’t my dream home, it was only temporary. Alys and I already had plans for the new house, and we would get to work as soon as possible.

      I sighed. “Okay, call the agent and tell her we’ll take it.”

      It’s just temporary. I told myself as we left the house. Nothing permanent.

      So why did I regret the decision already?
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      “There’s got to be something I’m missing,” I murmured as I turned pages in my mother’s grimoire. “Some spell I overlooked…?”

      There had to be a reason why we couldn’t break Gwendolyn free from the enchantment. We were supposed to be the most badass witches of our generation. And since that generation was Gen X, we’re talking epic badassery complete with the killer soundtrack to back us up.

      I was reviewing Aunt Jess’s Grimoire again. Though the heavy tome contained recipes for all sorts of healing brews and enchantments, there wasn’t anything about reverting a person who’d been turned to stone to their natural state.

      Beside the grimoire was my notebook full of facts we knew, ideas, and possible spells to try. Fact One: We knew the baby Gwendolyn carried was alive. That child was Andreas’s anchor to the mortal plane. The reason he could pop back and forth between the fae realm and our world.

      Supposition: Gwendolyn must be alive and in some sort of stasis. Otherwise, the child wouldn’t continue to thrive.

      We’d tried potions, magical clouds of dust, incantations, and our powers. I tried to travel, aka, teleport inside the stone to see if I could snag the entombed woman and drag her free. Alys had hit the statue with fire and bolts of lightning. Maeve had attempted to enchant Gwendolyn and convince her to emerge. Hell, I’d even given the statue a whack with Maeve’s cane, just to see if anything would happen.

      Nothing worked.

      “This fucking spell is going down,” I muttered.

      “It’s a curse done by a witch-turned-fae queen,” Sebastian said from the greenhouse doorway. “There are no easy solutions.”

      I jumped and a hand covered my pounding heart. “You scared me.”

      “Apologies, Annwyl.” He leaned against the doorframe looking sinful and sexy with his lean runner’s build and those amethyst eyes that glittered like polished stones. His dark blond hair was growing out and fell over his eyebrows giving him a sinful seductive air. Valerie Elaine was asleep. Maybe we could sneak in a quicky.

      All thoughts of sex vanished when he asked, “Did you run that background check on the goblin who wanted the enchanted serving dish yet?” Sebastian moved to the cradle where our daughter lay sound asleep.

      Mental forehead smack. “I forgot.”

      He sighed. “Siobhan—”

      “I’ll do it right now.” Reluctantly, I shut the book and then grabbed my laptop. “I’ll just pop into town and—”

      He caught my arm before I could travel. “Wait a moment, Annwyl. We need to talk.”

      “Ru rho.” I winced theatrically.

      Amethyst eyes searched my face. “Why don’t you come into the kitchen and make some of that tea you are so fond of?”

      So, it was going to be one of those talks. One that required me to have a hot mug to wrap my palms around for comfort while I absorbed whatever Sebastian had to say. I moved around the small space automatically, laying things out, even as my mind fretted over the conversation that lay ahead. My heart pounded and not for the first time, I regretted that I was still breastfeeding because I didn’t want tea unless it was 80 proof.

      When we were both settled with steaming mugs of Jasmine tea in front of us, Sebastian stared down into the liquid as though it held all the answers he sought.

      I decided to take the fae by the horns. “Look, I know I haven’t been much help with the business lately. I’m sorry and I swear I’ll try to do better.”

      He lifted his chin, and I swore it looked like he was preparing for a hit. “Is it me you’re avoiding?”

      I blinked. “What? How could you think that?”

      “You said you liked this idea,” Sebastian insisted. “That you wanted to rent these magical objects out to the community.”

      “I do like it,” I said but when he narrowed his eyes, I added, “Well, in theory anyway.”

      He let go of his mug and clasped my hand. “Talk to me, Annwyl. Tell me what it is that I’m missing.”

      I looked down at our interlaced fingers, feeling like the most selfish witch on the face of the planet. “I’m bored.”

      He didn’t say anything, so I felt the need to explain so he’d understand.

      “What we’re doing, renting those enchanted objects out, it’s solid work. It helps us build connections in the community while it puts all that stuff to good use. So that’s good. And it makes us awesome money. But the reality of doing the work, running the background checks, and doing inventory....” I waved my hand, trying to conjure understanding out of thin air.

      “It’s drudgery.” Sebastian released my hand to scrub his over his face. He cast me a rueful glance. “Why didn’t you tell me you felt this way?”

      “Because I didn’t. At least not in the beginning. I wanted us to do something together. And I haven’t hated all of it. I liked the setup. Meeting people, getting out into the magical community, and spreading the word. Creating spells that will keep everyone honest and safe. The witchy parts involved creativity and magic. That’s where I shine. But being stuck behind a counter all day working on a computer makes me feel…trapped.”

      “Me too.”

      My mouth fell open. Sebastian reached out and used his index finger to guide it shut. “Don’t look so surprised, Siobhan. I was a magic hunter for centuries yet none of those skills I had carefully honed are being utilized.”

      “Oh, dear sweet dark chocolate, what the hell are we even doing?” I threw my hands up, though I kept my voice down so I wouldn’t wake the baby.

      Sebastian shrugged. “Trying to be responsible adults? To set good examples for our little one?”

      As if on cue, Valerie Elaine began to stir. Sometimes I could swear that child knew when either Sebastian or I needed to hold her soothing weight in our arms. We were supposed to bring her comfort, but it often felt as though it worked the other way.

      “I’ll get her,” Sebastian murmured.

      I put my head in my hands. He was such a good dad.

      Truth was, I’d picked up on his restlessness. It had fed my own. And though I had changed a lot since our daughter had been born, I was still Siobhan Eloise Silver and I still avoided conflict with those I loved.

      Sebastian returned, the baby in his arms. “I think someone’s hungry.”

      “She’s like her mom. Never wants to miss a meal.” I rose and headed for the rocking chair in the living room before undoing the button-front shirt and nursing bra. Sebastian leaned down and placed her in my arms and we both watched, enthralled as she latched on.

      “We’re good at this,” he murmured, stroking the puff of wispy dark hair by her small ear. “That’s important.”

      “It’s most important.” I leaned my head back against the chair and shut my eyes.

      “What does it say about us that the path we chose bores us to tears?”

      “That maybe we don’t know ourselves very well?” Sebastian suggested. “That we’ve spent all of our lives surviving. Finding a way to endure hell.  We’re still operating in survival mode, and we never stopped to consider if what we were doing was what we should be doing.”

      I swallowed and nodded. “You’re right.”

      “It’s bound to happen every few centuries,” he quipped.

      “What do we do now? What’s the adult, responsible next step?”

      He rose and paced the room. “Hire someone to run the place for us perhaps?”

      That made sense. “Do you have anyone in mind?”

      “Nate,” he said at once, naming the teenage werewolf that lived at the pack house. “He’s trustworthy, knows computers, and I’ve had him cover when I needed to leave. Plus, since he’s a werewolf, no one will try to bully him for fear they’ll have Brock’s whole pack to deal with.”

      “You have given this some thought.” Nate was a solid choice to run the rental company for all the reasons he listed. Plus, if he had any trouble and couldn’t reach Sebastian or me, his next call would be to his alpha. who was mated to Alys and who could handle anything.

      “Okay,” I agreed. “We train Nate as a manager. What’s next?”
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      Sebastian lay awake most of the night pondering Siobhan’s question. What next? He didn’t know. Always in his life before Siobhan, he’d had something to do. A sense of purpose.  Another target to track, research, and eventually capture. It hadn’t been a good life in any sense, but it had provided him with structure.

      It seemed that the only thing that gave him structure now was his daughter. Seeing to it that her needs were met. Valerie Elaine and Siobhan were his everything. They were the focus of his life and his heart. His reason for being.

      Siobhan shifted in her sleep, and he turned so he could drink in her features, bathed in the pale moonlight. She was so lovely, this witch who had helped him find his heart.

      Siobhan had been correct. The initial phase of getting the business up and running had been thrilling. It was the day-to-day drudgery he abhorred. After a time, the daily conversations all blended until his mind felt dull, like a blade that had been left out in the elements to rust.

      He had liked practicing the mortal’s law. He was good at finding loopholes in contracts and advocating for his clients. Twisting the truth was second nature to a dark fae. That was a solid option.

      But he wanted to be with Siobhan. To protect her. Because he knew without a doubt that the path, she chose would lead her into danger. She was impulsive and often lept before she thought. An adrenaline junkie who was trying to temper her true nature because she was a mother now. Sebastian may not know himself, but he knew her.

      The child fussed in her cradle, and he rose from bed to fetch her. Another female who’d wrapped him around her tiny finger.

      Sebastian changed her diaper and then took her into the living room and walked with her, crooning a Welsh lullaby that he’d often sung to himself in the dark days of his youth.

      His gaze landed on the DNA kit that Maeve had given him for a Yule gift. He hadn’t used it. In truth, he was afraid to open the door to his past and reveal what slithered out. He was the child that had been left for the fae. A changeling who’d been an anchor for a fae prince and molded in his image, their life forces intertwined.  What followed was over a century of abuse and anguish.

      When he lost himself in Valerie Elaine’s bright blue gaze, Sebastian couldn’t understand how anyone could ever give away a child. Surely there was nothing more precious.

      His mortal parents were long dead. He would never get answers from them. So, what was the point of looking back, of poking at the bruise? There were times when the helpless rage threatened to overwhelm him when he worried that his fear would get the better of him.

      He had so many good things, right here in his arms, and in his bed. They were what mattered, not the fact that he had been considered defective by long-dead humans.

      But then there were moments when looking at his daughter, he wondered where her snub nose had come from. It was unlike his or Siobhan’s. Was there a mortal out there somewhere who shared the feature with his beloved daughter?

      Sebastian had never thought of himself as indecisive. Then again, nothing had ever mattered before his cherished females had taken over his life.

      Sebastian held his daughter until the sun began to lighten the eastern sky. Then he laid her to sleep and curled himself around his witch. He had no answers and had made no choices. But for now, this was enough.
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