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Bam! Bam! Bam!

Startled awake, I rolled off my loveseat and dashed through the dark to the front door. The porch lit up when I flipped the inside switch. A quick look through the peep hole showed me a shiny gold badge and nothing else. 

Jerking back, I blinked sleep from my eyes and tried to read the time on the old wall clock. It was blurry without my glasses, but I thought it was just before two in the morning. I peeked out again to see if the scenery had changed. It hadn’t. 

A cop at this time of night...er, morning? Had to be bad news, although everyone I cared about was dead if not exactly gone.

Conceal what’s real. 
My disguising veil spell now firmly in place, I flipped on the foyer light and opened the door. A tall policeman with a wet face and soaked clothing stood there. His left hand gripped the handle of a baby carrier with a rain-slick nylon jacket draped and fastened over it. I’m pretty sure my mouth fell open. 
“Hello.” He offered me his wet right hand. “I’m Captain Declan Walsh with the Mather Fire Department.” 

I took, shook, and released it, automatically swiping my hand down my leggings to dry them. “Camryn—” 

“Jacobs. I know.” His gaze swept me and then the shadows beyond. “Sorry if I woke you. You’re alone?” 

I must’ve tensed. “Why do you ask?” 

“It’s okay.” He’d clearly read my body language and now hastily reassured me. “I’m just needing a small favor.” 

“From me?” Who was this guy? 

“Yeah. Okay if I come in?” 

Only then did I really register the bitter wind tossing the strings of Christmas lights and the sound of sleet like icy nails striking the frozen ground. Captain Declan Walsh might as well be standing unprotected in the yard. 

I stepped back so he could enter the house. He set the carrier just inside. Water instantly began puddling on the parquet floor my several-greats Uncle Clement Jacobs had laid in 1893. It was immaculate thanks to his wife, Madelyn, who’d cursed it so that something horrible would happen to any descendent who didn’t preserve it. 

At least that was the story. They’d both passed centuries ago, but he’d hung around to keep an eye on things. He was like the Grinch and Ebenezer Scrooge rolled into one grumpy ghost.

My visitor took a breath to speak. I stopped him. It was a half-minute walk to the laundry niche and a stack of neatly folded towels. Another half later, I handed him a fluffy blue one.

“Thanks.” He began toweling his face and hair, his eyes avoiding mine. I tried to not stare, but the guy’s muscled arms made that impossible. With those guns, he’d surely been featured in past Mather’s Hot Firemen fundraiser calendars. Maybe I’d buy one this year. 

“What’s the favor, Cap’n?” 

“It’s Declan. Are you familiar with the Mather Safe Shelter Ordinance?” 

“Is that the baby box thing?”

“Yes. So you know all about it?” 

“Not really.” Where was he going with this? “I mean I know that anyone with a baby they don’t want for any reason can give it up anonymously. No questions. No blame. No arrest. A new home will be found for it.” 

“Exactly. Well, this little one was surrendered a few minutes ago.” He squatted to lift off the jacket. I saw a sleeping baby, warm and dry. “I came straight here.” 

“Why on earth?” 

He stopped what he was doing and stood, putting my eyes level with the gold MFD logo imprinted on his clinging navy-blue t-shirt. “You don’t see it?” 

“See what?” I dragged my gaze back to the baby. 

“The reason we can’t follow protocol on this one.” He raised the carrier so I could get a better look. “I think you’ll agree that this little guy can’t go to grumans.” 

As in gross humans? 

“Maybe you could brainstorm with your coven? Figure out what to do next?” I took a closer look at the bundle in the carrier. This time I saw not just the baby, but the tiny bursts of magic encircling his head. 

If Declan saw them, too, he was a preternatural like me. Naturally, I looked him in the eye, an infallible trick to discern species. What I saw raised the hair on the nape of my neck. Gasping softly, I took a step back. Not dangerous, eh? 

“You’re lycan.” Not that I’d ever met one before. I’d simply seen that his pupils weren’t quite round and had a frosty white rim no human would notice, maybe not even an eye doctor. 

“Technically, I’m fáelad, not quite the same thing, but it’s hard to say so...” 

“Fay-la.” I said it the way he did, even though I’d read about them in Irish folk tales and knew the spelling was as complicated as most Gaelic words.

“And you’re a witch, which is why I brought this baby to you. I have no experience with witch babies. So I’ll leave now and you two can get acquainted.” Declan set the carrier down again and turned toward the door. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I grabbed his arm or tried to. My fingers slipped off his bulging biceps. “You can’t leave him here. I have no experience with babies, either.” 

“Aren’t all witches naturally zen, Mother Earth, Gaia sorts?” 

I snorted. “No more than all lyc—I mean fáelad—are vicious carnivores.” 

His gaze narrowed. “But we are vicious carnivores.”

“Oh really?” I huffed an incredulous laugh. “You just saved a baby, Declan. Some big, bad wolf you are.”  

His face flushed. He started to retort. 

I didn’t let him. “The truth is I’ve never watched a pret infant. So not only do I lack skills, I have no diapers, bottles, or formula. This little dude is your responsibility. Take him home with you.” 

“I wouldn’t trust my roommate around a goldfish, much less a baby.” Roommate as in another fáelad? I had a vague idea about them but really needed to research it. For now, my lycan knowledge would do, and one of those in Massachusetts was as rare as a Sasquatch at the beach. 

As for two of them... Where did they go when they shifted? 

“Well, he can’t stay here.” 

Captain Declan Walsh thought about that for a split second. “What if I stick around and help until you get some advice? This is a B&B, right? Yet no cars are parked outside. Slow night?” 

“A, Jacobs House isn’t a B&B, it’s a venue, a dream project my mother started but didn’t get to see to completion. B, whether you hang around or not, this baby will need sustenance we don’t have. And C, is this even legal? I mean, he was in a safe, dry box. Yet you bring him here, which probably isn’t what his mother, not to mention City Council, had in mind.” 

“He was never in the box, which is actually more of a vault, and I’d just gotten off shift. I was unlocking my truck when a man walked up and gave him to me.”

“His father?” 

“No idea.” 

“Pret?” 

“Couldn’t see his eyes.” 

“How’d he get there? Car? Truck? Was he alone?” 

“I don’t know, and I guess so.” 

“What did he say to you?” 

“Nothing.” 

“What did you say to him?” 

“Nothing.” He shrugged. “No questions, remember? And it was starting to sleet.” 

I tipped my head back and groaned. Yes, witches could be a little dramatic in certain situations. I was no exception, and this was definitely that situation. “What if this child was stolen from his mother?” 

He frowned at the carrier. “Who’d steal a baby just to give it up?” 

“Meddlers. Or maybe the marriage is mixed and they’re afraid for it. You know how many extremists are out there. And now that little one is with strangers who hopefully won’t hurt him but are still unprepared.”

“Take a breath, would you? He came with accessories.”

“Oh yeah? Where are they?” 

“Truck.” 

“So you have what you need, but no idea how to use any of it? Is that why you brought him here?” 

“No. Yes.” He cleared his throat. “In theory, I know what to do. I mean, I passed the infant care course. But those babies were humans, and the volunteers on our foster call list are, too. Now are you going to let us stay or what? Surely you have a spare bedroom. I mean, this house is ridiculous. He can’t go to just anyone. I know you know that. They won’t—” 

I put my finger on his lips to stop his barrage of words. “I get it.” 

“So...yes?” 

Unbelievably, I gave in with a short nod. “But only one night.” 

Declan visibly relaxed. “Awesome. Perfect. Thank you.” 

I pointed to a nearby brass stand filled with umbrellas. “Use one of those, would you? Leave it on the porch when you come back. You are coming back? I mean, you’d better.” 

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am.” He grabbed a bright red one and ducked out the door.

Looking down at the carrier and its occupant, now awake, I was so swamped with misgivings that I went straight to the top. “Mother Hecate, it’s me again. Camryn. I’m in another mess, though it isn’t my fault this time. Can you help me, please?

‘As always there’ll be a price, Mallory Camryn Jacobs,’ came the mother witch’s stern reply. ‘And watch out for that wolf.’ 

I’d heard that before. 

Well, the first part, anyway.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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While Declan made his mad dash to his Ram, I used his damp towel to wipe up the pooled water. Good as new, Uncle Clement. The carrier was heavy, but I still detoured to toss the wet towel into the hamper on my way to the parlor, aka the Constance Room. 

Furniture in the Jacobs House had been passed down and added-to forever. With my mom’s help, I’d painstakingly sorted all of it by periods and named the destination room after the Jacobs witch who’d lived at the time. 

Light be bright. 

A slag glass lamp came on without me touching it, as did the Yule lights on the huge tree I’d dragged inside and decorated last week. I set the carrier next to the mauve empire couch, automatically flexing my aching arm before sitting down on one of the cushions.

The baby, whose dark blue eyes were wide open now and watching me, piqued my curiosity. Was he a newborn? I didn’t think so. He was so alert and definitely had some heft to him, plus his eyes seemed to be focused. 

Okay. All right. I’ll admit I knew more about babies than I’d admitted to Declan, though not much. I simply hated being pressured. As for him, I began a mental list of fáelad facts. 

Truth 1—Fáelad are real and not the same thing as lycans. 

Heavy stomps on the porch told me Declan was already back. I called out to keep him from prowling around for us in his wet shoes. “In here!” 

His answer? “Where’d my towel go?” 

I told him about the clean stack on the dryer down the hall and felt the vibration of every step he took on his way there.

Declan was wiping himself down when he finally came into the room minus his boots and shirt. Clearly at ease with his body, he rolled the shirt up in the towel and twisted it hard to get out excess moisture. 

“Not to alarm you.” I was trying not to stare. “But I think that vein on your biceps is about to burst through the skin.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He rolled his eyes.

I laughed. “Get that a lot, do you? Are all fáelad ripped like you?” 

“Only if they work out three days a week. Do all witches have storm-cloud eyes like yours?” 

“Only if they have Jacobs’ blood. You know, I might have a dry t-shirt you could wear.” As a teen, I’d been self-conscious about my developing curves and worn oversized everything. I knew there should be a box of rejects tucked in a closet somewhere. 

“That’d be great.” 

The moment I stood up, the baby began to fuss. I immediately sat back down but knew that I wasn’t the problem.

Supernatural or not, this little one was hungry and possibly wet. Reading my mind again, Declan picked up the small but weighty tote he’d brought from outside. A glance into it revealed that it probably held everything we needed for this night and a few more. I took out one can of formula and a bottle before handing the bag back. 

“He probably needs changing.”

“Oh, er, right.” He freed the baby from the carrier’s restraints and awkwardly lifted him out. Arms straight in front of him, he pivoted to lay him on the couch I’d just had cleaned at considerable expense because my magic wouldn’t do the trick.

“Not there!” I pointed. “There.” 

Declan walked over to the circular cherry table and laid him right down on it. 

“Not that way! New plan. You do the bottle. I’ll take care of the change. Kitchen’s down the hall from the foyer.” We swapped. Declan left us. 

A moment later, the light came on in there. Holding the baby against my chest—little dude supported his own head, I noticed—I took a blanket from the carrier and one-handedly bunched it for cushioning. He didn’t fuss when I laid him down and began unsnapping his onesie. 

“Er...Declan?” 

“Yeah?” 

I heard the microwave humming so raised my voice. “This baby’s a girl.” 

“What?” 

“This baby is a—” 

Ding! 

A nanosecond later, Declan, who’d put his damp, crumpled shirt back on, came into the room with the bottle. 

I lowered my voice and touched the baby’s nose. “Girl.”

“No shit?” He grinned at her. 

She squirmed in
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