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Cian

Cian winced whenever Lacey called him a kitchen witch. It wasn't exactly a pet name. She said it with affection and a sprinkling of persuasion; a subtle nudge that made him second guess himself. Lacey knew things, after all.

Cian wished he could be so sure of himself.

She squeezed his arms and peeked at the fancy bottles filled with colorful infusions. He had crafted the flavored syrups throughout the week: creamy white coconut lime, classic amber-hued vanilla, rich chocolate, and his favorite—a vibrant strawberry hibiscus blend. Since Valentine's Day approached, it seemed a natural palette for their engagement soiree. 

“This looks amazing!” Lacey said. 

Normally not the sort to obsess over a party, Cian offered to handle most of the details. “I’m glad you like it all.”

“I do! And guess what? My professor said my paper looks great, so no more edits! I wouldn’t have been able to concentrate if you hadn’t offered to handle this.”

Chest swelling, Cian finished arranging his creations on a tray. His fiancée beamed up at him with eyes as sweet as the syrup. He kissed her nose, then her lips, and Lacey giggled as his fingers crept beneath her blue blouse. “Good. I just wanna make you happy.”

"They'll be here any minute," she warned but didn't pull away. "Shouldn't we finish the food?"

"We have thirty more minutes." Her softness melted against his hard features.

"What if they're early?"

Cian nibbled her neck and earlobe, and her squeal aroused him further. A year ago, he likely returned home from a long and lonely day hovering over a hole in the ice. He had spent too much time in a shanty to dull the heartache after Lacey first rejected him. So much had changed.

Lacey Moran, the girl he loved since adolescence, fell in love with him. Him! Shy, anxious Cian O'Connor, who had dropped out of culinary school to dive into the more solitary work of monitoring aquatic populations on the river. Now, apparently, he could add 'novice kitchen witch' to his quirky resume. He never would have given it a passing thought without the magic she wove into his life.

Chuckling to himself, he wondered if Lacey would be receptive to a quickie. He could bend her over the sink and lift the black skirt over her cute butt. "We have time," he panted.

Lacey tittered and might have agreed if the doorbell hadn’t rung.

Cian groaned into her shoulder. "I hate it when you're right."

"You do?" She arched an eyebrow. "I doubt that. I think you've enjoyed several of my predictions." She smirked then scurried into the living room to greet their guests while he composed himself by gulping down a glass of water.

His sister, Margaret, chirped merrily to Lacey.

"Figures," Cian said. She would have to interrupt a moment like that.

Sisterly teasing aside, Cian had bounced around the house all day as he prepared for everyone’s arrival. He anticipated a fun evening with their buddies, even Henry.

Cian's oldest friend and Lacey's ex would soon arrive. They reunited and rekindled their friendship in December, but having him near, even with his new wife, Christine, was a little unnerving. Lacey excused past hurts, as had Cian, but an awkwardness persisted. Despite the heartbreak and growing pains, Cian remained fond of Henry. They shared a complicated history, but he had so few friends as it was. Owing to the internet, they resumed regular chats and gaming sessions which allowed Cian to laugh and blow off steam after work. Let Lacey call him her kitchen witch. Cian silently concocted these syrups while praying that this evening would be a celebration of love and togetherness. They would heal old wounds and take the next steps toward repairing their bond. 

Hopefully. 

Cian wanted Henry in their wedding party but wasn't convinced of his qualifications for best man.

A baritone voice responded to Lacey, so he dashed toward the living room, expecting Henry's mischievous smirk and open arms. Instead, Cian rooted in place at the sight of the man who entered their home.

Anthony lowered his dark eyes as he waited to proceed from the threshold. Lacey sprang to welcomed him, and Cian stared dumbly as the unexpected guest removed his footwear and coat.

"Cian!" Margaret's voice, shrill from having repeated herself several times, snapped the host from his stupor. "What's wrong with you?"

"I'm sorry." Lacey's gentle words were aloe on a burn. "It's just...Well, I knew you were bringing your new boyfriend, but—"

The pieces clicked in Cian's brain. His eyes locked with the other man's as he stalked toward him and snarled, "You're dating my sister?"

Margaret balled her fists and stepped between the two men. "Cian! What the hell? After everything that happened over the summer, I thought you'd be more accepting."

Lacey stroked his back. “Calm down,” she urged. 

"You don't know everything that happened over the summer," he said.

Anthony cleared his throat. "She's aware that I'm doing my damnedest to change and make amends."

"Does she know you bad-mouthed the kitchen she helps run?" Cian spat.

Margaret crossed her arms. "Is that what this is all about? Seriously? Cian, Anthony's made some mistakes and, because you took pity on him, he's turning over a new leaf at our restaurant."

"Lacey pitied him," Cian huffed. "I was merely the messenger."

"Cian!" both women scolded at once.

"No, he's right," Anthony said. Margaret stood beside him and took his hand. "I was an ass to you and the O'Connors. When Lacey told me about the job, I almost let my old pride get in the way, but I decided it was divine justice, so I took it. Best decision I’ve made in months.”

"I didn't expect to see you tonight, but I'm proud of you for working towards redemption. You're welcome here." Lacey fanned her hands. “Right, love?”

Cian squinted down at her. Lacey never mentioned any premonitions about this before. She usually told him everything. 

Does she sense I’m keeping Carl’s request from her? She wouldn’t hide something from me out of spite, right?

She cocked her head when his response didn’t come fast enough. 

"I guess...if Lacey can give you a second chance, I'll trust her judgment. Excuse me."

As he retreated to finalize dinner, Lacey insisted the new couple tell how their relationship started. Cian was glad for the layer of drywall and tiles muffling Margaret's eager reply. The kitchen was Cian's shell. As he looked over his mixology station, realization dawned on him, followed by a sense of shame. He'd wished for healing and togetherness, and now, one of his most significant sources of pain from last year stood in their home, begging for what Cian sought. Margaret, who finally moved on from a breakup, counted on her brother to welcome Anthony the way she had Lacey.

Cian flexed his muscles and relaxed his tall frame. He took a deep breath then released it as Lacey taught him. He thought of River Otter Grove's Imbolc ritual last weekend; it had been a small, indoor gathering in which the Druids lit candles. Though tiny, the flames held the warmth of a hearth or a fresh batch of cookies. He inhaled and exhaled twice more.

I can do this.

The doorbell chimed, and this time, Henry's unmistakable enthusiasm rocked the very foundation of their apartment. He must have leapt from his boots and avoided Lacey altogether, for he materialized in the kitchen.

"There he is!" Henry bounded forward and gave him a burly, fraternal hug. "Jeeze, I keep forgetting you have a beard now! Where's your flannel and ax?"

Cian nudged him off but grinned. "Left 'em at work, I'm afraid."

"Aw, man. Guess we'll save the wood chopping demonstration for next time. So, how's it going?"

Cian shrugged. Having his once estranged friend in the kitchen was surreal, even after all these months of repairing their bond one conversation or game at a time. "Nothing new since we played last night." He jumped at a shadow, then recognized it as his friend's wife.

"Oh! Hi, Christine. We appreciate you coming all the way here."

The woman nodded. "It’s a good excuse for a vacation. You have a lovely home."

"Heh. Thanks. It isn't much." He’d seen photos of Henry and Christine’s place, and it was a picture of sophistication.

Henry gathered Christine against his side. "I wish we got together more. Playing on the Xbox isn’t the same, right?"

The volume in the other room rose with Lidia, Jan, and Arthur's voices. The former sashayed into the kitchen with a bottle of rosé. Lidia wore a hot pink dress to match the highlights in her hair. "For the hosts!" 

She thumped Henry’s shoulder, causing her signature bracelets to rattle from the impact. "Hey, asshole. Who invited you?"

He snorted. "If it isn't her royal bitchiness."

Christine gaped as the old friends hugged. Cian waved it away as normal behavior.

Arthur brought his latest girlfriend, Alana, and Lacey whispered to Cian that her brother seemed serious about this one. Cian's eyes slid to Margaret who laughed at something Henry said while Anthony examined their bookshelves. Cian sighed and prayed the man was treating her well.

How long have they been together?

Arthur strutted over to his future brother-in-law. "You remember Alana," he started, gesturing to the tan woman beside him. They chatted about their college classes and ice fishing. Arthur explained how Alana persuaded him to take scuba lessons this semester in anticipation for diving in Puerto Rico when he would accompany her on a family visit.

The clink of dishes drew Cian's eyes to the kitchen, reminding him that he ought to serve the food.

Cian went over his internal to-do list. Let's see, the lasagna should come out of the oven. The salad has to come out of the fridge. I need to warm the garlic bread...

As he shuffled into the room, Lacey frowned and placed a hand on Anthony's shoulder. While her eyes pinched, she kept space between them but provided comfort. Anthony bowed his head and, at first, Cian figured he was repenting again.

Good. He owes her his life.

Shivering, Cian noticed the edge in Anthony's eyes. He hadn't seen that determination since before the sturgeon mermaid almost drowned him. The former chef's arrogance reappeared for a moment, confident in—what exactly?

"Cian,” Lacey said when she caught him idling. “Anthony offered to help bring the meal out. Isn't that kind of him?"

He got the hint. Lacey often touted the Druid value of hospitality. "Yeah, it’s fine. Thanks."

She brightened and retrieved a stack of plates. "I'll set the table."

Alone, the two men scrutinized each other. Whatever Anthony had been discussing with Lacey to earn her sympathy must have been unrelated to food delivery.

Anthony's eyes flashed with momentary indignation before softening around the edges. "You can hate me all you want, but don't ruin the night for Margaret. She's optimistic that you and Lacey can smooth things over at Easter."

So that was it. Margaret intended to announce her relationship with Anthony during the O'Connor Easter brunch. "We barely survived Lacey's introduction. What does she think we can do?"

He shook his head. "Not sure. Margaret told me what happened, and I vaguely remember some details from Lacey. Margaret only wants your support."

Cian shifted the lasagna from the oven and put it aside while he warmed the garlic bread in its place. "My parents' biggest issue was with Lacey's religion—our religion—and their outdated view of pre-marital everything. I wonder how they'll react to her going out with a convicted poacher. How long have you been together anyway?"

Anthony's eyes wandered around the kitchen, assessing. "Not long. A few weeks."

Mr. and Mrs. O'Connor had only hired him in January after their last fry cook fled New York winters for warmer climates. 

What does Margaret see in him?

"If you wanna help, you can bring the salad out. It's in the fridge."

Anthony took the job wordlessly and walked by Lacey as she returned for cutlery.

She cuddled Cian from behind. "You okay?"

"I'll be fine,” he grunted and turned to take her hands. "What were you two talking about?"

Lacey twiddled with the Brigid cross pendant she wore. Her lips parted to explain, but Henry interrupted to get his wife a refill. The timer beeped, so Cian resolved to focus on the original purpose of the night. He kissed Lacey’s forehead and bent over to retrieve the loaf.

"Tell me later. Go have fun."

Henry backed against the wall as Lacey passed. Once she was out of earshot, he asked, "You sure my being here's okay?"

Cian scoffed. "This is the weirdest engagement party, isn't it?"

"I'm sorry."

He took a long, serrated knife and began slicing the bread. "You've said that already, and it's not...it's not just you. Anthony’s here."

"Margaret's new boyfriend?" Henry moved to lean on the counter beside Cian. "What's the deal with him?"

Cian shook his head. "Where should I start? Remember when I ran into you in Albany? Lacey was at his house. She had her reasons, and they're not what you think! But he...he wanted her."

"And now he’s with your sister. Awkward."

"Hand me that basket." Cian took it and arranged the slices. "Yeah. He's a jerk with an ego the size of Mount Marcy. Basically, you on steroids with less of a funny bone."

"Ouch." Henry quickly recovered. He twisted backward to peek through the doorway. "Lacey's friendly with him. Not that I think she'd stray!"

"You'd know all about straying."

"I thought we were shitting on him, not me. But fine. I deserve that. Still...was it as bad as you think? You said nothing happened between them, right?"

"Nothing happened! Not like that. I just...I don't like him."

"Well, like him or not, he's moved on with your sister now." The corners of Henry's lips pricked up like little devil horns. "You forgave me for much worse. I'm not saying you gotta be best friends, but, you know. Give him a chance."

Cian stewed in the fog of his discontent until Lacey reminded him that he hadn't presented his mixology selection. She trailed him to the kitchen, and they wheeled out his minibar trolley. Their friends oohed and ahhed at the elegant bottles with their vivid contents. Even if the attention came from his companions, Cian fidgeted beside the cart as he suggested flavor combinations. He demonstrated by preparing Lacey a Valentine's themed margarita he'd practiced while she attended her night class last week. Cian held it to her lips, and, for a moment, the rest of the company faded into the background.

"To my future wife," he said. A bubble of emotion expanded in his lungs. Everyone cooed at his sentimental display, making his face tingle with heat, but Lacey's wide smile made everything worth it. She sipped the fruity beverage and moaned with approval.

"I want one, too!" Lidia called.

Lacey stood beside him. "Of course! Let me help. I have something special for some of you. Here Lidia." The glass she gave her bore a wine charm, which Lidia read aloud.

"’Maid of honor.’ Are you asking? Oh, honey, hell yeah!" Lidia vaulted into Lacey's arms.

"Babe, you're choking her!" Jan chuckled and pulled her girlfriend back to the chair. 

"And this one's for you, Jan! We haven't known each other as long, but you've become one of my best friends."

Jan shimmered in a yellow sweater dress flecked with golden threads that matched the sun beads in her box braids. She put a hand to her face and glowed. "Oh, Lacey! Come here!"

While the women embraced, Cian produced a whiskey tumbler. His hand hovered over the charms he’d purchased at Lacey’s behest. She raised her eyebrows in question when he plucked 'groomsman,' but she helped him attach it with a ribbon. Henry's mouth fell open when Cian handed it to him, and the man’s usual goofiness and sarcasm faded behind glassy eyes. 

"I dunno what to say," Henry stammered.

Lidia chortled. "You? At a loss for words?"

"Just accept," Lacey said.

Henry smiled, and Lacey managed to return the expression. Something rested within Cian, like a house settling into its foundations.

Arthur and Margaret accepted their appointments as groomsman and bridesmaid. While Margaret sampled her own cocktail, Cian speculated Anthony would be her plus one. Except for when she spoke to him, the man was stoic throughout the entire presentation.

"So," his sister began, "Who's your best man?"

"I um...I haven't decided."

Lacey flapped her hands toward Henry. "Yeah, uh...we've been talking about it, making lists, and we came to the conclusion Cian needs someone local to help out."

Henry bounced his shoulders but sunk in his chair. "No worries. I'm not sure I even deserve to be a groomsman."

Christine rubbed his forearm.

Margaret snickered. "Be honest, Lace. Cian couldn't name any other close friends besides Henry and you!"

His eyes went skyward, but she wasn't too far off. Mark was in the process of moving out of state with his partner, Rory, and didn't need the extra stress. Cian considered his grovemates more acquaintances at this point, though he had the most in common with Rick if he had to choose. And then there was Carl. The environmental conservation police officer often coordinated with Cian's agency, but he never felt he could be himself with the man. Carl lacked a filter when it came to certain issues.

Anthony's presence was another reminder of Carl's worrying request the other day. Cian wondered if the universe conspired against him by thrusting the chef and more supernatural drama back in his life.

"So, about that drink," Lidia pressed.

After a rocky start, the rest of the evening leveled out like an easy trail through the woods. Lacey bubbled on about their marriage plans while Cian refilled everyone’s beverages. Lubricated by alcohol, they quickly fell into an absurd card game. Before it got too late, Cian performed his third act of kitchen magic for the night—chocolate cupcakes topped with luscious, red cherries. This earned squeals of delight from Lidia and Jan. His heart flipped like an otter in the wave of praise.

Before leaving, Henry lifted Cian off the floor in a hug. "We should get together again soon. This was great!" He turned to Lacey. In December, they settled on tense smiles and polite nods, but Henry spread his arms to invite and give permission. Lacey leaned in for a quick, loose hug. When she pulled back, she attached to Cian like a magnet. 

Cian's sister and her new boyfriend waited until everyone else left.

"We should head out, too," Margaret began. "Anthony's gotta drop me off home. Hey, I realize you're surprised, but he makes me really happy. I hope I can count on your support when we tell Mom and Dad next month."

"Yes, thank you for having me. I'll see you around." Anthony gave Lacey a pointed look then left with his date.

"That went better than I hoped." Lacey folded a tablecloth.

Cian moved mismatched chairs back to their homes at computer desks or the kitchen, then asked, "Did you know about Margaret and Anthony?"

"Well...I did have a feeling they'd get along well!"

"Really? Is that why you asked me to put in a good word?"

"Not entirely." Lacey popped into the laundry room then continued. "I felt bad for him, and you were the one who told him to start from the bottom again. I mean, he's not a dishwasher or busboy, but he's not working in a prestigious hotel restaurant, either. And he's a trained chef just like Margaret.”

Cian grumbled in agreement.

Lacey put the cards on the game shelf. "Oh, about what he and I discussed earlier. Well, remember when we rescued him?" Cian nodded, worried about where this was going. "The sleeping pills made him believe it was a bad dream or hallucination, but he doesn't think that anymore."

A chill ran through Cian. "So...what does he intend to do about it?"

"About the sturgeon spirit? Nothing. He stays as far away from the river as possible."

"Dad complained he wouldn't even handle fish." Cian hummed. "Maybe he and Margaret bonded over that?”

“Could be! Anyway, he's going through a rough time. And, well...he started to suspect the reality of the mermaid after some strange encounters he's had at his mom's house. Actually, he's hoping I can help him with that."

The frost in Cian’s veins grew to an icy blast. 

Anthony Russo was cooking up trouble again.
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Anthony

Five Weeks Ago

The New Year brought a new opportunity. Once again, Lacey was Anthony's savior, and he didn't know whether he should laugh or cry. Somehow, she convinced her perpetually grumpy recluse of a fiancé to suggest his parents hire Anthony at the family restaurant.

He decided it was Cian's ultimate revenge for attempting to woo Lacey during their brief breakup. How delicious to employ a desperate cook who once called their son a dropout and disparaged the very establishment employing him!

What Cian hadn't anticipated was the way Margaret smiled at Anthony whenever their eyes met.

At first, he couldn't get over the similarity she bore to her brother. Anthony turned from her friendly, blue eyes, and winced. Avoidance was impossible in a kitchen, and he soon found her to be an engaging conversationalist who was as passionate about cooking and local eating as him.

"Get the hockey pucks out," Amy crowed and pinned an order. "The veg-heads are here."

The waitress collected a tray of food and strolled through the swinging doors. Anthony recalled his distaste for her when she used to work at The Willow Tree, but he kept his head down while he sneered. He was of the belief (and he had many) that kitchen staff shouldn't disparage a person's diet. Decry their attitude or stinginess, sure, but never speak ill of their preferences. He’d become especially adamant of this since swearing off fish.

Margaret rolled her eyes. Another chef looked up from the hamburgers on the grill and snickered. She pointed at him. "Eh! Don't say a word."

Anthony's focus bounced between the two. A middle-aged woman with her arms full of clean dishes winked at him. "You'll figure it out. Just like Amy. Though it'll be more embarrassing for her!"

Margaret put her hands on her hips. Clearly, she agreed Amy was in the wrong, but there was more to it. Margaret changed her gloves then vanished to fetch veggie burgers from the freezer. Hardly the mass-produced discs in vacuum seals he saw elsewhere; these were plump in their cling wrap. The man cooking the meat slid over to give Margaret access to another, smaller grill that Anthony overlooked before.  

"You're a vegetarian!" 

She glanced over her shoulder. "Yay. You figured it out. Gold star for you."

Since she was the owner's daughter and set to inherit O'Connor's, Margaret enjoyed the privilege of not having to touch meat nor put up with anyone's teasing.

Anthony smirked when Amy came back for the plant-based patties. 

"Sure looks like meat to me. Do you think they'd even notice?" The waitress scowled when she caught him staring. Her ponytail whipped as she marched away.

"Don't worry," Margaret said. She changed gloves again and returned to chop eggplants. "She'll learn soon enough."

"Do you make the veggie burgers?" he asked.

She peeled purple skin from white flesh. Anthony would later fry them for eggplant parmesan. "Every other week. It’s a pet project of mine.”

During winter's many weekday lulls, they chatted about the pros and cons of the alternative, plant-based, and gluten-free menus she developed. She had convinced her parents to experiment with the addition. While they never had lunch or dinner simultaneously, Anthony and Margaret took at least one break together each day. Margaret wanted a respite from all the heat. She stepped out to the back stoop and sucked in the fresh, river air. Even on a cold day, she donned her winter coat and dragged him out with her.

"You need to clear the grease from your lungs, fry cook," she said on a particularly frigid day.

During such a break, in the natural light, Anthony noticed the physical differences between her and Cian. Her freckled skin was a touch paler than her brother's, undoubtedly a result of an indoor job, and she bore similar blue eyes, but the divine jeweler set them in a feminine bezel topped with the longest eyelashes Anthony had ever seen. Her hair was a lighter shade of red than Cian's dark auburn. On those rare winter days when the sun transformed Rock Bay into a diamond-encrusted landscape, Margaret's hair shimmered like a copper tiara. Lacey often wore a bun too, but she favored a messier, wilder look which suited her. Margaret twisted hers tight like a ballerina. While Anthony appreciated her tidy upkeep, a primal, hungry part of him wanted to free her hair and see it splayed out like a halo.

Flowing locks transported him to a darker time and a memory of algae-colored hair floating, swaying hypnotically like gorgon snakes. The carnal thoughts dissolved to guilt. Though his mother wasn't one for organized religion, the Russo family were casual Catholics who had attended church most weekends until his father passed away. He hadn't given a thought to his childhood religion's propensity for shame, but it sizzled over his skin like fatty bubbles in the fry basket.

Anthony was sure he didn't deserve Margaret.

It started innocently enough as he maintained a professional disposition with the boss’ daughter. Margaret's punctuality and tidy work area encouraged his attention. He quietly admired her efficiency and eye for presentation. The elder O'Connors gave her more freedom to experiment. It was everything Anthony had desired at the cafe—everything he could have had with enough time at The Frontenac Hotel. Margaret executed her creativity with a zest Anthony longed to taste.

One particular night in January, they were alone while Mr. and Mrs. O'Connor took care of bookkeeping in their office. It was a slow evening in which guests wanted simple food like pizza and fries. Considering the restaurant's origin as an Irish-American pub, Anthony found their menu odd, but he kept this criticism to himself these days.

Margaret took a recess from pizza to fuss with an experiment. The dough looked similar, so he first thought she was making calzones. She filled them with chopped potatoes, carrots, and peas cooked in a mushroom gravy sauce before crimping the edges of each half-moon.

"What are those?"

She twisted the pastry shell and brushed it with milk. "Um...they're my take on pasties. Kind of like a handheld veggie pie? They're traditional in Cornwall, but I read some Irish pubs serve them, too. Usually with meat, of course, but, you know."

"Never heard of those before. Pasties? I'll buy one for dinner if you let me."

She flashed him a smile. "My treat, guinea pig."

Even without meat, it was delicious. The vegetables were moist and flavorful in their savory, brown sauce. It was different from the usual slice of pizza he forced down his throat. "I love it," he said once he returned from break.

Margaret's teeth dazzled him. At closing time, she enlisted his help in convincing her parents to try the hand pies. Their customers went crazy for traditional food from Ireland and the British Isles in March, and she hoped to introduce pasties on a limited basis.

"Everyone’ll still want pizza, but if we don't offer corned beef and cabbage or shepherd's pie, I'm pretty sure people will boycott us." She managed a chuckle. "I wanna include something for people like me, too. People who are proud of their heritage but not interested in so much meat. I could make small batches of these, freeze them until desired..."

He nodded. "If you let me take one home, I'll chill it and have it for lunch this weekend. I wouldn't bake it all the way, though. Take it out before it gets golden brown. I'll tell you if I think it would work."

Margaret smirked at him. "I'm a trained chef, too. Cian warned me you have a know-it-all side."

It was as if her brother jumped out of a hiding place and punched him in the gut. Anthony opened and closed his mouth.

Before he could respond, she threw her head back and laughed. "Relax! That dork would probably say the same about me."

When Anthony saw her next, he reported that the pasty remained delicious even after freezing and thawing. "Better fresh, of course, but quite enjoyable."

She started opening up to him more which reminded Anthony of the easy banter he once shared with Lacey at the cafe. He missed those conversations, but, somehow, the back and forth with Margaret was more pleasurable. Sometimes, especially on those slow winter days, they talked for hours about food. Margaret remained present with him and never spaced out to pluck omens from the river.

She also ignored the glares Amy sent his way.

Margaret must have guessed Anthony lacked a social life much as herself because he never complained about working weekends, and he seldom checked his cell phone when they were on breaks. Despite her strong opinions on matters, Mrs. O'Connor was a kind woman. She asked her employees several weeks in advance if they anticipated Valentine's plans, so she could try to accommodate, and Anthony quickly volunteered to work.

"Nobody special for Valentine's Day?" Margaret asked that night.

Having sanitized their stations, the rest of the cooks had already left. She often lingered longer than the other kitchen staff out of a sense of familial duty and a need to fold linens.

Anthony shook his head as he replaced the mop. He didn't want to return home, so he volunteered.

"I find that hard to believe."

He cocked a dark eyebrow at her but decided to play along. "Why?"

She added another square of cloth to the basket. "You just seem like a good catch."

Usually, that phrase would have sent a bolt of electricity through his veins and encouraged a flirty comeback, but he cringed at the fishing metaphor.

"I'm not really. Too much baggage."

She was quiet for some time. The elder O'Connors emerged from their office.

"I'm counting on you to lock up tonight," her father said. "Mom’s pushing me home early."

"He’s overworked himself again," Mrs. O'Connor insisted. "We'll see you back at the house, sweet pea!"

Margaret consulted the checklist hanging from a clipboard then went to the back lounge. Anthony washed his hands and followed. It was a tight space with a small table, two chairs, a mini-fridge, and cubbies for the staff. She got her coat and purse.

"You didn't have to stay," she told him, her voice low and tentative.

Anthony shrugged into his wool outerwear. "I don't mind. It's not like I have anywhere exciting to go."

They trudged through the now empty parking lot and realized their vehicles were parked beside each other: both hatchbacks—his cherry red and hers black.

Margaret paused in front of her car. "You know, I think I'd like to hear more about your baggage sometimes if you're comfortable."

Anthony's brows rose at her forward request. Her azure eyes twinkled between the cozy border of her matching hat and scarf. He peeked at her lips then realized she caught him in the act when they curved into a pleased smirk. Big poofs of snow fell on her red hair like pale blossoms.

Heart thumping, he cleared his throat. "I'll tell you anything you want."

She stepped closer to him. "Tell me why you haven't asked me out yet."

A puff of laughter, then she closed the space between them. It was brief, soft, experimental. Anthony hadn't kissed anyone in over a year, but those occasions were forgettable compared to the intense heat drawing him to her. It had been too long—far too long. His body woke after an extended slumber, and he had to step back to avoid giving her the wrong idea. To make up for it, he leaned in and rested his forehead against hers.

"I can't believe that happened," he gasped.

Margaret giggled and wrapped her hands behind his back.

For a moment, January melted into the warm June of their embrace.

Then a breeze as sharp as a cleaver sliced into them from across the river.

"I guess I better go," Margaret shivered. She tucked a wave of hair behind an ear. "If I linger, Mom and Dad will wonder if something happened."

He nodded. "We're on the dinner shift again. Can I treat you to lunch tomorrow?"

***
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THE NEXT DAY, ANTHONY decided to take her to Penny's. The pancake house opened over the summer and had quickly become a favorite among the locals. Anthony and Margaret took one of the coveted window seats facing the river. He hadn't been this close to it since June, and his pulse quickened under the glare of ice.

"You okay?"

He turned back to Margaret and forced a smile. "How much do you know about my...baggage?"

She sipped her coffee and looked out at the lifeblood of their community. When she lowered her mug, her eyes dipped into the dark beverage. "Just what I read in the paper."

Every muscle tensed. Anthony looked out on the St. Lawrence and wondered if the mermaid lurked nearby. Margaret didn't know about her, so Cian must have kept that to himself. For once, Anthony felt a twisted bond with the man. They'd both witnessed something magnificent yet deadly, like sailors of old on the edge of a map. Only it was right outside their own town of Rock Bay. Their only witness was a modern Druid who could hear otherworldly voices in and out of dreams. The medium, the conservationist, and the poacher, all drawn together by a cord of fate. They kept their secret close, unwilling to appear insane to the uninitiated.

In the past, Anthony was jealous of Lacey's love for Cian, but now he was merely envious they had each other as confidants.

"Why did you kiss me?" Anthony asked. "Why...why me? I did something awful to animals. You should hate me."

Margaret's slender hand wrapped around his. She could have been a pianist with her long fingers, but instead, she used them to chop vegetables and roll dough. Now she held the hand of a failure and welcomed him back to society.

"You made a mistake, but you went along with your brother to help your family, right?"

His throat tightened. Though he knew the Watertown paper published something, he never brought himself to read the article. He never imagined they would include details to give his transgressions a sympathetic spin.

"I can tell you're trying to be a better person. A little bird told me you don't eat fish anymore." She smirked. "Besides, if Lacey recommended you, then that means something."

Anthony's shoulders rose and fell. He wondered what Margaret would say if she knew the whole story, including his initial attraction to Lacey. Telling her about the mermaid and his fear of the river's vengeance would remove weight from his tired bones, but he couldn't take that chance yet. Margaret was creative, intelligent, and kind. Beautiful inside and out. Anthony doubted he would ever get an opportunity to be with someone like her again, and he didn't want to scare her away with the most outlandish fish tale she ever heard.

To reach that level of intimacy, he needed Lacey's support.

And Cian's.

***
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MOVING BACK HOME WITH his mother was emasculating. She didn't baby him; it was merely a blow to his pride after supporting himself for years with his own two hands. Despite this, she refused any help with bills. Though he balked at her too generous nature, Anthony was secretly relieved to save money and put it toward paying off the state fines he owed for illegal poaching, his court fees, and the painful hospital bill.

Anthony discovered part of the comfort he experienced around Margaret was their shared living circumstances after several years of relative independence in New York City. Though the O'Connors didn't know, she had rented an apartment with her then-boyfriend until moving back in with her parents after graduation. Margaret claimed she and Jeremy grew apart and wanted different things in life, and she dutifully returned to her family restaurant. Anthony learned of Cian's decisions not to follow the O'Connor legacy, and how it had strained their relationship for a time because of the added weight on her shoulders, yet she had labored to calm her parents' concerns about her brother's romance, thus healing their bond.

"They're Catholic. They believe in abstinence and not living together until you're married," she explained with embarrassment. "They gave Cian a super hard time. Everything's okay now, but it helped that he clearly wanted to marry her. I dunno. But...I'm worried Mom and Dad will act just as bad with me."

The new couple met in Watertown for lunch and a movie. It was sunny after the matinee, so Margaret suggested they take a short drive to the village of Sackets Harbor.

"We could park near the old battlefield and look out at Lake Ontario," she said. "It's quiet and peaceful in the winter. And far from prying eyes."

Her ulterior motives crystallized when they reached their destination. Nobody was around the War of 1812 relic in the cold of January, so she jumped in the backseat and grinned at Anthony. If he hadn't already been in trouble with the law, he wouldn't have been so on edge. Margaret slid out of her coat and sat so her dress hiked up her thighs. He joined her in the back, shaking slightly from cold and nerves, and allowed her to unzip his jacket and envelop him. After several minutes of wet kisses, he wiped the foggy windows to check the roads.

"Nobody's coming," she soothed and slid onto his lap.

Anthony gasped. Margaret was something else. She kissed him deeper and pressed her pelvis against his erection, so he groaned and bucked against her. Hands roved, and the world outside could have been on fire for all Anthony cared.

There was a loud thump and Margaret squawked with pain. She rubbed her crown, laughed at herself, then rested her forehead on his shoulder. He stroked her back as they caught their breaths. When she sat up, her face was red as a strawberry, and she pouted when he chuckled at her.

"I hate this," she muttered.

"I'm sorry."

"I mean...I like this." She gestured between the two of them. The corner of his mouth slid up in delight. "I wish we had more privacy."

"Me too. I think everyone would give us space, but my place is honestly a mess. Mom wasn't taking care of things the way she should have been. Can you wait a little longer?"

Margaret sighed but cuddled against him. "Okay. I really like you, Anthony."

"I don't know why, but I'm glad. I really like you, too." He kissed her crown.

She let out a long breath. "I gotta tell my family about you. I hope they'll be more accepting after everything they put Cian through. I don't want you to feel uncomfortable..."

"I'm used to being uncomfortable these days. Are you sure you want to be a part of this?"

She hugged him tighter. "Stop talking that way about yourself. You're getting back on your feet. I'm not giving up on you, and I don't want you to, either."

"Okay. We should probably head back to Rock Bay."

They bundled up, returned to their seats, and buckled.

"So, about introducing you to my parents," Margaret started. "I have an idea. I think we should tell Cian and Lacey first."

"Cian hates me," Anthony muttered.

Margaret snorted. "Don't worry about my little brother. Between Lacey and me, he doesn't stand a chance!"

***
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THEY PARTED WAYS AFTER another deep kiss in the mall parking lot. Anthony's thoughts remained on the hot tension between them and their predicament. He first learned of Cian when Lacey said he had gone away to take a job, and she didn't want to hold him back if that's what he desired. Getting away from his family must have been incredibly liberating for Cian.

Anthony pulled into his mother's driveway. Summer's forgotten debris littered the porch: Matteo's toys, three bags of unopened mulch, and Mom's beloved terracotta gnome statue from Germany. Vince had accidentally backed into it one-night last year. He decided to visit her after a fruitless chartered fishing run. The clients blamed him for their bad luck, and it put him in a foul mood. Breaking the stone figure sent him over and was one of his last interactions with their mother. The displaced head's vacant eyes stared back at Anthony through a pile of snow. His mother loved that statue, but its disrepair remained one last reminder of Vince's short and chaotic life.

Anthony didn't want his new girlfriend to see all this rubbish when she visited. He would buy his mother a new gnome. In a rush of purpose, he hoisted the body from the deck. Thankfully, it wasn't frozen in place as it would be in February. Grunting, he labored to the backyard where the dejected garden met the tree line and flung the limestone corpse into the snowy reeds. The head was easier. He chucked it like a baseball into the overgrown section of the woods they avoided. It brought back memories of playing catch with Vince in the yard after their father died.

Tears stung his eyes. "Why'd you have to be such a fuckup?" he muttered to his brother as much as himself.

Then the strangest thing happened. The head landed at his feet.

The blood drained from Anthony's face and, for a moment, he remained rooted to the spot, staring into the gnome's dead eyes then the woods. After the green died away for winter, one could peer half an acre through the trunks of dormant trees. Nobody was there.

Spinning on his heels, he rushed back to the house. Any reservations he had about surprising Lacey and Cian at their engagement party remained in the snow with the head. Once more, he needed the Druid's help.
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Three
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Cian

The best work days involved time on the river with fish and other aquatic life. Cian's favorite activity was observing and collecting data, and he aspired to enroll in a graduate program next year, so he could do more of that and be less of a grunt. He disliked inputting those numbers, and that's precisely what he had to do today. Winter guaranteed more time indoors with figures.

His eyes strayed from the spreadsheet to the clock in the bottom right of his computer screen.

Only one more hour, he thought and yawned. He couldn’t wait to catch up with his fiancée. 

Seeing Lacey's name brighten his phone, he paused the tedium; this was their afternoon ritual. Since Lacey subbed at the secondary level, she always got out of work before him. As he recalled, she filled in at Rock Bay Middle School today. Reminiscing how his crush originated in that building made his heart extra fuzzy as he leaned back in his office chair and opened her text.

Lacey Moran: Hi! I hope you're having a good day. FYI, I'm stopping at Anthony's mom's house real quick. Don't worry about a thing! Just going to see what I sense. I won't be long. Love you!

Cian grumbled. Him again.

His gnawed fingers began tapping a reply.

"Hey, man! Got a minute?"

The phone lurched from Cian's hands and clattered to the floor.

"Shit!" Cian bent to reach for it.

"Sorry to startle you!" Carl reclined against his desk. “What’s got you so jumpy?”

Cian sat up and brushed a sheen of dust from his device. He slipped it into his pocket with his incomplete response. "I'm fine. What's up?" he asked stiffly.

When the ECP wore his uniform, Carl exuded confidence, and now he'd come to Cian's office to try working that on him. "I wondered if you got my message the other day. About...the thing I saw."

Cian returned to his stats and tried to locate the column he'd left off on. "I did."

The words hung in the air while Cian ran his finger down the notebook beside him. He located the last specimen he'd entered and verified the measurement while Carl hovered.

"And?"

Cian shut his eyes and took a deep breath. "Carl...um...I haven't talked to her about it yet. See, we had a small engagement party with friends this weekend. I was distracted. Sorry."

The other man clicked his tongue. His police boots clomped as he paced the room. "Cian, it would put me at ease if she'd look into it for me. Real informal. I don't know what that would entail, but I'm curious, man. I swear, it was the weirdest looking thing! I've never seen anything like it! My partner thinks I'm crazy. She asked me if the waitress spiked my coffee or something, but I know what I saw."

When Cian opened his eyes, he realized he'd lost his place again. He spun around in his chair and slouched forward, resting his face in his hands.

"I'm sorry, Carl. Been a hectic week." He sat up. "Lacey is always busy. She subs almost every day. Some days she commutes to take her grad classes on top of that. By the time she gets home, she's exhausted and has homework. Then we're planning our wedding! She’s got enough going on."

Carl frowned. "I understand. Hey, how's that going anyway?"

"Pretty good. It just feels like a massive to-do list sometimes."

A to-do list Lacey guarded like a lioness. She sought his input before making any final decisions, but he suspected there were details she kept to herself. It surprised him when she asked about save-the-date designs. He didn't realize that was even a thing.

"You have two big jobs," she had told him when he offered assistance. "Help me choose the bridal party, including your best man, and figure out what you and the other guys will wear."

He hated that. With Henry no longer a contender, he had to weigh his other options. Lately, Carl was not turning out to be the friend he'd hoped for. Their hours were vastly different, so no gaming, and the man only appeared when he wanted something.

Cian glanced at his phone. Lacey hadn't sent any other messages, and his gnashing reaction sat unfinished. The officer’s interruption probably saved Cian from putting his foot in his mouth. He huffed and looked up at Carl, hoping he'd read the room.

Instead, Carl picked up a photo of Cian and Lacey embracing. Shortly after proposing, her mother had treated them to a professional shoot. Cian's stomach had cramped the whole drive there, but the photographer's bubbly chatter about starting a life together relaxed him enough to get some attractive photos. The wedding, with all its fuss, might be an overblown initiation ceremony, but he’d persevere through it for her happiness.

“You got yourself a pretty girl, man. A little weird, but keeps things exciting, right?” Carl set the picture back on the desk with an approving nod. "It's been forever since we got a drink. Let me know when you're not occupied, okay?"

"Sure, Carl. I'd like that." And he meant it. Cian had so few friends. While he much preferred a laid-back fishing trip or a few hours over the XBox to going to a bar, he had enjoyed Carl's company in the past, off-color comments aside. He was laid back with a sense of humor that reminded him of Henry, though sometimes that wasn’t always a good thing.  

"And try to pencil me in with your enchantress. It was so easy when I could just catch her at The Willow Tree. See ya!" He sauntered out of the office whistling The Eagles’ ‘Witchy Woman.’

Solo again, Cian snatched back his phone and hit delete. He didn't want his anger with Anthony to come across as hostility toward his fiancée. Closing his eyes like Lacey had taught him, he took three cleansing breaths. His pulse slowed, though the silent nagging remained.

Cian O'Connor: Everything okay?

Satisfied with his attempt at balancing concern with trust, he resumed with the data. When several minutes passed without an answer, he opened the texting app once more. 

A bouncing ellipses indicated a reply-in-progress. 

He exhaled, and the reasons for her distraction lined up in his mind. Lacey often needed to enter a light trance to tap into her intuition. Dreams were most effective, but percussive beats, the lap of waves, or the gentle whoosh of her own breath could help her achieve that state where the apparent reality and the realm of spirits overlapped like gauze curtains. 

The mermaid had not returned, but Cian couldn’t help but wonder if she’d send reinforcements to monitor or harass the man who had tormented her offspring. He peeked at a naturalist print of a lake sturgeon above his desk and wondered what sort of terrestrial creature would best serve her needs. 

What would warrant bugging Lacey? Probably something explainable. Shadows. Poor insulation. Squirrels in the attic. And what the heck did Carl see, for that matter?

Spreadsheet forgotten, Cian paced and chewed a nail while vengeful phantoms stalked Anthony in his daydreams. He dialed when his imagination became too much, and Lacey ambled into the nightmarish crossfire. 

"Hello!" she chirped on the other end. "I'm just finishing up here."

“Hi. Um, is everything okay?”

“Yeah! Just strange, but nothing dangerous. I’ll tell you about it when I’m back. Love you!”

“Love you, too. Be safe.” 

He lowered his phone and pondered what she had found. Lacey was an intelligent woman who didn’t automatically accept everything at face value. She’d fretted for months over her first encounter with the river spirit, and while Lacey wasn’t a trained scientist, she repeatedly asked for Cian’s perspectives about otherworldly incidents.

Carl hadn’t replaced their engagement photo in the exact position, so Cian straightened the frame. He brushed the image of Lacey’s face with his thumb. I shouldn’t jump to conclusions either. If I saw something unusual, I’d want her help, too.  

Cian hadn't experienced anything supernatural since the mermaid, but nightmares disturbed his sleep once in a while. It had taken him weeks to return to the river, which was a serious issue given his profession. When he did, Cian fretted over how he lacked Lacey’s keen perception. That’s when she started insisting he was a kitchen witch. He possessed some skill baking, but the phrase, half pet name and half genial reminder, often felt like wishful thinking on her part. Cian attended rituals with Lacey, and he dabbled with energy work while cooking, but he didn't study the metaphysical in his free time, nor did he seek magical experiences beyond the Druid grove's formal celebrations. He’d been content with that, but now he worried if he should exercise his psychic muscles to aid Lacey.

What psychic muscles? He scoffed.

Now Anthony, of all people, claimed another paranormal experience. 

The concept of sin was not part of their belief system, but Cian hadn’t escaped his Catholic upbringing entirely. He couldn’t think of a better word to describe what Anthony had done to the spirit realm and the river. Yet, somehow, the poacher might have been tapping into that same world Lacey straddled.

How does that happen? Or maybe there’s mold in Anthony’s home and he’s hallucinating.  

Saving his progress, Cian closed the laptop and prepared to return home. He prayed, whatever new oddity crept into Anthony’s life, Cian could be confident and strong enough to truly help Lacey when she needed it. He wanted to be the kitchen witch she saw.
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Anthony

It had been a month since Olivia Jones last visited. She was stick-thin but indomitable as a wizard's staff in her navy-blue dress suit. Mom contacted the real estate agent on a friend's recommendation. Anthony knew she would agitate them like a twig shoved in an ant hole the moment she walked in the house. Her face was perpetually pinched as she inspected each nook and cranny. While Bella watched Disney Jr. with Matteo, Anthony followed Mom as she tiptoed behind Olivia with her notepad of secrets.

"We're not ready to move just yet," Mom said, shrinking in on herself whenever Ms. Jones scrutinized a corner. "We're hoping for the spring or early summer."

"That would be best," Ms. Jones agreed. She peeked in Matteo's room and scowled at his crayon murals. "You could rush and sell your home as-is, but you'd gain more with some minor, inexpensive fixes. Though, to be perfectly honest, what's really needed is some deep cleaning. Inside and out."

Before Ms. Jones left, she reviewed the contract and presented them with a generic list of tasks to accomplish, then went through her notes and promised to email a typed checklist for their reference.

The folder of paperwork remained on the table, miraculously undisturbed by his nephew's tiny hands. Mom occasionally flipped through it and sighed at the enormity of it all. On her insistence, Ms. Jones emailed everything to Anthony for printing. There were weeks when Mom avoided her inbox because of the memories, yet she refused to erase Vince's old messages or even organize them into an out of sight file. She wore her grief like a poorly-cared-for tattoo.

Anthony approached the list like a recipe. His family first had to clean their workspace and gather the proper ingredients. They would rent storage and declutter, then, as Olivia put it, they had to 'stage' the house, so prospective buyers could visualize themselves thriving there. Because of the snow, she couldn't correctly assess the outside, but she gestured to the mess on the porch.

"I'll come back in spring as soon as all this white nonsense melts," Olivia said. "You'll have made progress on the inside, and you'll have plenty of time to bring in an inspector. An old house like this is bound to need some TLC, right? Trust me. You'll want to know first. I think you should prepare for, based on my initial assessment of the surrounding property, clearing out the back garden some. It looks a bit busy and overgrown, and we want to create an open canvas that a new family can paint however they desire! And I'd trim this tree. Are those thorns? We don't want those near the walkway. Winter will slow us some, but you'll see! We'll get your house on the market come May!"

The most formidable task for Mom would be depersonalizing their decor. To her credit, Olivia knew what she was asking of Mom. She put a bony hand on her arm and
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