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      “Thanks for sticking up for me, Sis,” Hubert huffed. Marching to the glass exit of Spellbound, he pushed angrily against the weight of the portal. Outside, he paused as the blinds lowered, closing behind him. “Assholes,” he muttered, then stomped across the parking lot to his late model sedan.

      Climbing in, he slammed the door. “Aahhg!” he screamed into the empty space, his fists striking the wheel a few times before he covered his face, sobbing into the pads of flesh.

      Inside the building, his only sibling was—at that moment—probably revealing her deepest, darkest secrets to a group of strangers. His chest heaved, the thought almost more than he could bear. He had known for over two years that she wasn’t related to him by blood, but the appearance of her brother and sister out of the blue still took him by surprise, leaving him little time to prepare for her sudden departure from his life.

      “She isn’t gone, yet,” he consoled himself, swiping at his stained cheeks. Starting the engine, he put the car in gear and spun the tires as he exited onto the street. Gripping the wheel with white knuckles, he recalled his visit to the prison a short time back. “Bastard.”

      Morcant had specified that strangers were coming. He had also tasked Bert with seeing to it that they acquired their target. “He should have said!” he fumed. “He didn’t tell me that it was her they were coming for.” Fresh tears dotted his face.

      It had been pure chance that Hubert became part of Morcant Korrigan’s circle of followers. A delivery to the shop on a quiet day. An innocent discussion of magic and alternate worlds, and Bert had been hooked. Groomed, even; drawn in, little by little. Easy stuff, no harm no foul. “And now Jos is part of his schemes.”

      Pulling up in front of his parents’ house, he inhaled deeply. Calming his frazzled spirit, he closed his eyes and lay his head back against the rest behind it. “It’s going to be fine.”

      Opening the door, he exited the vehicle, pausing again to enjoy the cool air against his exposed skin. With brisk steps, he mounted the porch and knocked loudly on the door before using his key and poking his head inside. “Mom? Dad? You guys still up?”

      “It’s only eight-thirty, we aren’t that old,” his father teased, closing the lid on his laptop to sit up in his recliner.

      “Huey,” his mother sang, joining them from the kitchen. Pulling him down into a firm embrace, she added, “What a pleasant surprise!”

      “Not so pleasant,” Hubert clipped at the dreaded nickname. “And I have asked you how many times?”

      “I’m sorry, Bert dear.” Angela smoothed his collar and button-down shirt. “You look handsome. Do you have a date?”

      “No, I have questions.” His eyes flicked to the image on the wall behind her. “Where did you get her from?”

      “Get who from?” Mark asked, rising from his favorite chair and following his son’s gaze.

      “Cut the crap, Dad. I know you guys faked this somehow.” Indicating the photo, Hubert grunted, “Her real sister and brother showed up at the shop today looking for her. I want to know where she came from and how you ended up with her.”

      Glaring at his wife, Mark looked as if he might play dumb, but Angela slowly shook her head. “It’s time, sweetheart.” She patted her mate on the arm, then indicated the kitchen. “Let’s make some coffee, and I’ll try to explain.”

      “Fuck coffee!” Hubert shouted, thrusting his hands to his hips. “I want some damn answers!”

      “Hey, watch your mouth, young man!” his father hollered back. “Show some respect to your mother or get the hell out.”

      His face flushed, Bert nodded. “Yes, sir.” Holding the rigid posture, he sighed. “I wasn’t that surprised. I’ve known for a couple of years that something was up. It just shocked the hell out of me today when they came into the Broken Match out of the blue.”

      “Where is Joseline now?” his mother asked, nudging him towards the swinging door that hid the next room.

      “She’s at M & J’s. They claim that they’re witches,” he informed them bluntly.

      “Well shit,” Mark cursed. Shoving open the portal, he stomped over to the pot and began the process of making fresh brew.

      “You better let me do that,” his wife offered, “before you break something.”

      “She swore no one would ever know,” he bit back. Turning to his son, he demanded, “How did you find out?”

      “A DNA test,” Hubert explained in the shortest fashion possible. “Why did you hide it? You had to know someone would find out, no matter what the agency promised you.”

      “She didn’t come from an agency,” Angela explained gently. “Madam Matilda Demore helped arrange the adoption.”

      “That crazy lady who tells fortunes? Who the hell adopts a baby from a gypsy, Mother?”

      “I didn’t go to her asking, if that’s what you mean.” His mother sniffed, switching on the pot and turning to the cabinet for mugs. “I used to visit her once in a while. I was looking for answers, and she helped me cope.”

      “Cope with what?” Hubert sneered. “I never knew you were acquainted with the craft.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic,” his father implored while taking a seat at their kitchen table. “We were having a hard time back then. We had been married a few years. Things were generally going well for us.”

      “Not everything, though,” Angela added, taking a seat next to him. “We wanted a baby but weren’t having any luck conceiving. And the doctors couldn’t help.”

      “So, you turned to witchcraft,” Bert accused.

      “Not at all.” She laughed at his simplification of such a complicated issue. “I visited Madam Demore a few times for readings. Matilda doesn’t perform voodoo or cast spells. She simply guides the lost. Those who want answers they can’t get anywhere else. Astrologers. Tarot readers. Millions of people trust their guidance,” she defended.

      “And they deliver babies, apparently,” her son grunted. Choosing a mug, he poured his cup, then took the chair opposite them. “So why didn’t you just tell Jos and me that she was adopted.”

      “That was our decision,” Mark replied with a shrug. “I wasn’t really for taking her in at the time, but your mother wanted a baby so desperately. When Matilda told us she knew of a child who needed a stable home, it was a big decision. But Joseline quickly grew on me. Once she was settled, and we realized that she was ours to keep, we decided we would never reveal that she had been adopted. We thought it would be better that way, especially after you were conceived.”

      “It was such a surprise, after all those years of trying.” Angela grinned, leaning back in her chair with a wistful expression. “We didn’t want Jos to feel less than. We loved her the same, no matter what came after.”

      “Well, what’s coming now may test that theory. Didn’t you at least ask where she came from?” Hubert took a noisy sip, his raw nerves calmed by their openness.

      “We decided it was better if we didn’t know too much about that,” Mark confirmed. “Matilda said she had a dark history. One that might cloud her future if she were discovered. Secrecy was paramount, and we were willing to do our part.”

      “But how could you think she would never find out?” his son gasped, opening a disbelieving palm towards him. “One little DNA test, and it was all over but the crying.”

      “Well, how were we supposed to know of such things?” Angela snapped. “She’s been part of our lives over thirty years. Who would have guessed people would one day have their backgrounds so deeply scrutinized. Why was Joseline having a DNA test done in the first place?”

      Her face had grown red as she spoke, and Hubert swallowed, bothered by her disturbed appearance. “It was a surprise,” he whispered. “We were going to put together a family tree for you guys.”

      Mark blinked at him, stunned at how easily their façade had been shattered. “I’m sorry, son. We should have told you. I’ll call Joseline tomorrow and straighten all of this out.”

      “You can call, but I doubt she’ll talk to you. She just found out the two of you have lied to her for her entire life. It may be a long time before she cares what either of you have to say.” Standing, Hubert didn’t wait for their reply as he pushed through the swinging door and exited the way he had come in only a short time before.
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      Pulling out of the prison parking lot, Blake’s heart beat heavily within his chest. His mission had been a success, but he felt anything but good about it. Stopping at a red light, his mind drifted back, recalling key events of the last few months and slowly turning them in his mind.

      He fondly considered the day Merideth Monroe and Rider Bradshaw had shown up at his shop. A crooked grin twisted his lips as he recalled how he enjoyed sparring with the other man. “Just like his old man.” The smile faded. “Before he stabbed me in the back.” His brother’s words leapt to the front of his thoughts. “Damn him.”

      Blake had helped the couple locate their secret sibling, and things had unraveled from there. “At least we saved Ezamay,” he mused, pressing on the gas when the light changed. “And they’re all part of my coven. Or at least they will be once they have settled their affairs and can return.”

      He nestled back into his seat more comfortably, the idea of growing his supporters giving him strength, and his thoughts turned to Joseline. “She will definitely make a fine addition, once we get her out from under Morcant’s influence.” He considered the cursed necklace they needed to remove for a moment, then became sidetracked by images of her brother. Laughing to himself, he jeered, “Hubert Tipton.” The man wasn’t a witch as far as Blake could tell, but he certainly carried the scent of the craft on him. “Probably from being around Josee all this time.”

      Either way, the girls didn’t like having him around and had run him off the first night she had joined them at Spellbound. Bert would still be helping with the Broken Match, which he and Joseline owned together, but Blake doubted he would ever be of much use to them otherwise.

      His thoughts back on his visit to the prison, he sighed. An idea had come to him the week before. The group had narrowly escaped, or more precisely postponed, Morcant’s plans for them, and it occurred to him that having a guard inside the prison watch his brother and report back on him could prove extremely useful.

      He scouted the prison for a few days, watching the shifts change as guards went into the building, and a short time later those getting off came out. Deciding on a few contenders from each shift, he set about finding out what he could about them. He quickly realized that corruption ran rampant within the system. It was highly likely his brother already owned most, if not all, of the likely candidates.

      Unwilling to give up, Blake decided he needed a closer look, but the only way to do that would be an actual visit to the prison. Of course, he couldn’t show up simply to interview the staff, and that meant at least a short sit down with his older sibling.

      Planning exactly what he wanted to say, he would go in, make his threats, and then leave. He didn’t really care about speaking to Morcant and hoped going through processing would give him what he needed, but by the time he reached the visitation cell, he felt defeated.

      The guard who had taken him through and shown him to the large room had appeared friendly. Emboldened, Blake noted the nametag and had dared to ask, “So Jason, do you guys ever do favors for the prisoners?” He grinned at the guard’s raised eyebrows. “Or their families?”

      “Pfft,” the dark-haired man had grunted. “Your brother is well connected, if that’s what you mean.”

      Blake’s heart sank, wiping the smile away. “I figured as much. Thanks anyways.”

      Their encounter brief, Morcant had delivered more disturbing news. If it were true and Sarah was expecting, things would only become more complicated. Selecting a space in front of a local drugstore, Blake shoved the gearstick into park and shut off the engine. Continuing the memory, he contemplated the dankness of the prison’s visitation chamber.

      The pandemic still limiting interaction, he had been alone in the room for several minutes before his brother arrived—long enough to grow a few doubts about what he was doing there. Jason had stood by the door while they waited and made no effort at further conversation. His shoulders broad, he stood stiffly with his hands folded in front of him and clasped across his belly. Defined muscles lay beneath the light blue button-down shirt; he definitely spent time in the gym.

      When two more guards arrived, Morcant in tow, no pleasantries were exchanged with Jason. These two, however, were obvious friends as their banter flowed easily while they performed their duties.

      As soon as Morcant took his seat, Blake felt ill. He punched up his bravado and said what he came to say, but his brother had twisted it against him, and the threat tossed after him as he left had made him regret the whole idea.

      “It doesn’t sound like your brother likes you very much,” Jason observed, taking his time as he led Blake away from the visitor center.

      “No, he doesn’t.” Blake ran his fingers through his dark waves, deep in thought. So deep, he almost missed it. “When I asked earlier, I wasn’t wanting any favors for him.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that.” Jason grinned at him. “What did you have in mind?”

      “I just need someone who can watch him,” Blake dared in a quiet tone, his eyes keeping watch around them. “I’ll make it well worth your while if you pass along any news.”

      Jason nodded at him, the end of the hallway looming before them. “We could discuss my rate. How about a beer tonight?”

      “Absolutely.”

      They had agreed on a location and would meet later at a local bar. Returning to his car with his purchase a few minutes later, Blake considered what he might tell the girls to hide the nature of his meeting. Unable to decide, he tabled his scheming for later and focused on the box in the seat beside him as he drove the last few miles to the shop.

      Arriving at the familiar building, he smiled at the number of cars in the parking lot, noting happy people exiting Spellbound. Business had grown daily since their reopening; a welcome sign that things were looking up for them despite his brother’s interference in their lives. Parking on the side, he grasped his package firmly to crumple the top and hide the contents until he was ready to present it to his girlfriend.

      Entering, Blake’s gaze swung the arc of the sales floor. A few patrons were looking over their new selection of crystals. Others were shopping the bookshelves, and a couple were at the register where Karen rang up their purchases. “Where’s Sarah?” he asked when she finished the transaction.

      “She’s not feeling well today,” Joseline informed him, joining them from the back. “I’ve got her on the couch in the office with a cold compress.”

      “And what are you doing here?” Blake teased. “Oh, let me guess. Here for your mid-day visit?”

      The two women played along, exchanging a quick kiss before Josee informed him tartly, “No, silly. I’m here to set up that display we talked about.”

      “Oh, right. The candles.” He chuckled. “Ok, go tinker with it and I’ll go check on my girl.” He crinkled the packaging as he strolled to the back, rehearsing how he would present it to her.

      Opening the door quietly, the darkness of the room enveloped him. “Baby, are you ok?” Genuine concern thickened his voice.

      “I ate something horrible,” she whined as he cut on the desk lamp, which bathed her in soft light. Her back to him, she faced the cushioned seat, her knees drawn up in an awkward fetal position. “I’ve thrown up twice since we got here this morning. Once in the trash can.”

      “Aw, honey,” he soothed, taking a knee to lean over her. “I brought you something.”

      “You knew I was sick?” She sniffed, squirming to face him.

      “Not exactly. I had a hunch.” He kissed her forehead, checking for fever. “Here. Go pee on this and let’s find out if I’m right.” Judging from her condition, he strongly suspected his brother had not been lying.

      “What’s this?” she asked, sitting up to accept the package.

      “It’s a test,” he explained. “Take it in the bathroom and open it. The box says you pee on the stick and we get the results without having to wait.”

      Sarah eyed him doubtfully. “We’ve only been at it a few weeks. You think you have super sperm or something?”

      “Just go pee.” He laughed at her as he stood, then helped hoist her to her feet. “I’ll be out front helping with all those customers.”

      Returning to the floor, Blake gasped. “Where’d everyone go?” Only one of those who had been shopping remained, and she sat in their ring of chairs pouring over one of the spell books.

      “They found what they needed and left.” Karen shrugged. “At least they were here.”

      “And they made purchases,” Joseline added. Stacking her wares on a small square table, she held her breath as if it might knock them over. Holding up her hands, she waited for them to topple over. When they didn’t, she exhaled loudly, then stood up straight. “There. Thanks again for letting me put a few in here. Our place hasn’t really seen any in-person sales since last year.”

      “You’re welcome. We⁠—”

      “How’d you know?” Sarah shouted, stomping in from the back and cutting him off. Waving the stick at him with her right hand, she planted her left firmly on her hip.

      “Know what?” Karen asked, surprised to see Sarah’s obvious rage.

      “He bought me a test.” She presented the device to their co-owner. “I’m pregnant,” she announced flatly.

      “You’re what!” Joseline pivoted to face her. “You guys weren’t using any protection?”

      “No. We…” Sarah fidgeted, not sure she was ready to face this news, especially in the middle of the bookstore.

      “We’ve been trying to conceive,” Blake finished for her, claiming the stick to inspect it.

      “Yes. We’ve decided it’s time,” Sarah agreed. “But I didn’t get sick until after we got here…” She pointed at Blake, “…without you, so how did you know?”

      “And why are you trying to have a baby now?” Joseline demanded. “Your brother is about fifteen steps ahead of us. This can’t possibly be the right time to start a family.”

      “Jos.” Karen caught her hand, tugging at it. “I’m sure this isn’t really our business.”

      “We’re a coven, aren’t we?” Josee scowled at her. “That makes it our business.”

      Sarah tapped her foot, crossing her arms over her chest. “How did you know, Blake?”

      His eyes flicking between the three of them, Blake suddenly felt relieved most of the customers had gone. “My brother told me,” he confessed, the words tumbling out in a rush.

      “Your brother? And how did he do that? Telepathy?” Sarah bit angrily.

      “That’s the errand I had to run this morning. I went to visit him,” their magister explained.

      “You went to visit him!” Joseline and Karen shouted in unison.

      “What kind of stupid are you?” Josee added. “The man is after us, and you go pay him a social call?”

      “Hey, I had my reasons,” Blake shot back, his voice rising to meet her irate tones. “And I don’t have to explain myself to you. I’m in charge here.”

      Staring at the instrument, Karen sighed. “I have to agree with Jos, this is bad timing.”

      “Well, I didn’t think it would happen this fast,” Sarah lamented, recalling they had talked about it the night they had arrived in Virginia scarcely a few weeks before. “I mean, who succeeds at getting pregnant the first month they try?”

      “Apparently, you do,” Joseline bit, displeasure radiating from her. “What did Morc say?”

      “He asked when she was due.”

      “No, about us. About the shop. The coven. The curse we transferred from Ezamay to Garrett,” she pressed.

      “We didn’t really talk about any of that,” Blake pushed back. “I wanted to tell him that we saved May, but he didn’t seem to care. Then he told me about the baby.” And he had threatened him as he was leaving, but Blake made sure to skip that part.

      “And that’s it?” Karen asked doubtfully.

      “That’s it.” Blake shrugged, confused by Sarah’s reaction. “I thought you would be happy.”

      “Why would I be happy?” Sarah exploded. “Josee’s right! You are an idiot, going in there like that. What did you expect to gain from it?”

      “I had my reasons. And again, I’m not inclined to share them with you.” Across the room, the bell on the door rang as a couple entered the shop. “We have customers. Let’s talk about this tonight, after I get home. Right now, I’ve got some paperwork to take care of, and then I have a meeting with an old friend.”

      “That’s great,” Sarah fumed. “You run off while we run the store.”

      “Yeah, you run the store.” He stood at full height, towering above her. “You guys are part owners. What did you think, it would run itself?”

      “Maybe we should hire a cashier or two,” Karen suggested, her voice quivering at their argument. “Right now, we need to cool it. We can’t afford to run people off with the bickering.”

      “Exactly.” Blake pushed past his girlfriend and stomped back to his office, slamming the door behind him. Staring at the pliable surface she had vacated, he grimaced. “I’m sorry, Baby,” he muttered to the empty room. He wasn’t sure what he had expected from the moment they learned of their success, but what had happened today certainly wasn’t it.
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      Blake hid in his office until three, then ventured out front. Thankfully, another lull had settled in, and the two women busied themselves cleaning and restoring order to the disheveled sales floor. “Wow. That must have been some rush.” His voice carried across the open space but neither girl responded. “I guess Josee is back at the Broken Match?”

      “Yup,” Karen clipped as she adjusted their display of crystals and amulets. “We need an espresso machine and a coffee pot.”

      “What for?” Blake demanded. “You want people to actually hang out here?”

      “Yes,” both responded in unison.

      “We discussed it while you were sulking,” Sarah informed him tartly. “We voted, two to one. We want to set up a little coffee bar and sell drinks so people will feel more comfortable here.” She still hadn’t looked at him.

      “I guess you’re still mad,” Blake observed more quietly. “I get it. I think we’ll need a permit to sell food items, but we can make it work.” He looked around the room, noting their new additions since taking over. The only real space remaining was the seating area, and without that, what would be the point of a coffee bar? “What were you thinking as far as placement? We don’t have a lot of room left. And we will need someone to man that counter unless you want to go self-serve.”

      Sarah straightened from her book sorting to glare at him. “I figured you would put up more of a fight.”

      He sauntered a few steps closer to her. “I feel like shit, Baby.” He held his palms up, as if to surrender. “I don’t want to argue. This is supposed to be a happy day for us.”

      “Then don’t play games with me,” she snapped, returning to the shelf of tomes she had been tending. “Go have your meeting and we’ll talk about it when you get back.”

      “I’ll be late, so you guys will have to lock up. Leave the till in the safe and I’ll count it for you in the morning. I’ll see you at home.” Deciding against a parting kiss, he let the order fall flat as he pivoted for a hasty exit. Outside, he paused, the afternoon sun beating down on his upturned face. “Women.”

      In his car, he blasted the radio as he drove across town, using his fingers to drum on the wheel to release his tension. Cutting it off as he pulled up out front of Madam Demore’s place, he grimaced at the sign over her door. Hesitating in his seat, he briefly considered how long he had known the woman and how many times he had actually asked for a reading. He’d probably be able to count them on one hand. He could pretend he was there to collect his key to the shop, but he knew better. If anyone could help him make sense of the chaos, he
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