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      “It’s a little drafty.” As Morgen Keller looked around the main room in what had been a tannery in the late 1800s and early 1900s, her vegetarian mind tried not to think about the building’s shady past. “And not in the core tourist area.”

      Morgen waved toward a large dirty window with broken panes that faced Main Street. She would have to press her cheek to the grimy glass to see the Roaming Elk Inn, with its Go-Kart track and putt-putt course, which marked the north end of downtown. Even then, with rain pounding the pavement and the cracked sidewalk out front, she might have struggled to glimpse it.

      “Your business is making and selling flea-and-tick charms and cat trees for witches’ familiars,” Phoebe, her mentor and self-appointed commercial-real-estate advisor, said. “You don’t need to be in the core tourist area. The people who want such things will know how to find you.”

      “If not via the internet, then through a Ouija board, I suppose.”

      “You’re thinking of ghost hunters. Witches get information from books.”

      “I knew there was a reason you were my people.” Morgen tapped the e-reader sticking out of her purse.

      “Flattery won’t get you more than a ten percent discount at the Crystal Palace, I’m afraid,” Phoebe said, naming her own business. Her shop had a prime location in town.

      “Even if I bulk order?” Morgen had never thought she’d be the type to shop in a store full of geodes, crystal points, and stones sorted by how they affected one’s chakras, but that had been before she’d started making magical charms, some of which required gems and rare stones.

      “I have to make a profit.”

      “Uh huh. Anyway, normal pets can enjoy my charms and Amar’s furniture too,” Morgen said. “Their owners just won’t know there’s legitimate magic about them.”

      “The tannery had quite the stench back when it was used for that purpose.” Martha, a mid-fifties coven member who was here today in a real-estate-agent capacity, spread her arms and smiled. “The denizens of Bellrock insisted it be placed away from the market and meeting hall, but today, it’s vacant and available for your needs. And the rent is very inexpensive.”

      “For a reason,” Phoebe muttered.

      “Because nobody wants to take on the task of cleaning it up?” Morgen wrinkled her nose and sneezed three times. Dust floated around the interior of the cavernous brick building like a haboob in the Arizona desert.

      “Because it’s cursed and possibly haunted.” Phoebe pointed toward a loft filled with old tanning vats and furniture cowering under drop cloths. The broken railing and rickety stairs leading up to it would give a building-code inspector a heart attack. Many things about the place would. “Funny that you mentioned Ouija boards, because there’s supposed to be a ghost that lurks up there, pushing things to the floor.”

      Morgen started to scoff, but Phoebe lowered her finger to point out numerous dark stains on the wide pine floorboards. The poor lighting made it hard to tell what kinds of stains they were. Perhaps that was a blessing.

      She lifted her gaze toward the ceiling. A handful of bare light bulbs dangled on long chains from the rafters, linked by exposed electrical wiring that appeared to be stapled to the beams. They weren’t on, and she wondered if they were burned out or if Martha had deemed it too much of a fire hazard to flip the switch.

      “Are those meat hooks?” Morgen asked, her gaze snagging on at least a dozen rusty hooks hanging from an equally rusty metal bar running vertically along one of the beams. Her stomach twisted with queasiness. She was fairly certain it would have objected to this place even if she hadn’t been a vegetarian. “I thought this was a tannery, not a slaughterhouse.”

      “Maybe they were added later,” Phoebe said. “As decor.”

      “Sure. Nothing says Welcome to my shop like giant hooks capable of impaling a rhinoceros.” Morgen looked at Martha. “Are there any other spaces available for our business?”

      “In your price range?” Martha asked. “No. But look at all that room under the loft. Your hulking werewolf partner could get some real woodworking equipment, like a table saw and a planer. Then he wouldn’t be limited by what he can craft with his chainsaw.”

      Tools to add dust to the air. Great.

      “He does good work with his chainsaw. And he’s not hulking. He’s muscular and fit.” Morgen always felt protective toward Amar, especially when the witches took digs at him.

      As a six-and-a-half-foot-tall werewolf, Amar didn’t need a protector, but he had feelings, the same as everyone else, and the way he growled when people spoke poorly of him or his work made Morgen want to stand up for him. He was a talented woodworker. An artist.

      “Of course,” Martha murmured. “Do you want to see the back room? There are some counters and built-in cabinets with plenty of storage. I thought it might work for your crafting space.”

      Morgen wasn’t sure she could imagine creating jewelry—technically, magic-infused amulets, talismans, and charms—in an old tannery. Though Grandma’s root cellar with the pentagram painted on the packed dirt floor wasn’t exactly a Bohemian artist’s loft in Manhattan’s Upper East Side, it didn’t have a spiritual reek of animal death.

      More dust crept up Morgen’s nose, prompting several additional sneezes. Spiritual reeks weren’t the only ones of concern. At least the place no longer smelled of animal hides, lye, and whatever else had been used in the industry. As a former database programmer and current app developer and jeweler, Morgen hadn’t spent a lot of time researching it and didn’t plan to.

      At least Amar wouldn’t object to the building, not when he turned into a wolf and hunted prey numerous times a week. Suspicious stains and meat hooks wouldn’t faze him. He might even approve of the decor.

      “Come, come.” Martha waved for them to follow her toward the promised crafting room.

      The old floorboards creaked as they walked, and damp air swept in through the broken panes. Morgen counted how many windows they would have to replace in order to make this place serviceable for customers. It might not turn out to be quite the bargain that Martha kept promising.

      When they stepped into the back room and turned on a light, a rat or something else dark and furry scurried under a counter.

      “Look, a customer.” Phoebe smirked and pointed.

      “As a fellow entrepreneur,” Morgen said, “you should have more sympathy for my predicament.”

      “Why don’t you just sell online? You helped me get the Crystal Parlor into the twenty-first century, and more than half my business is coming through the website now.”

      “I know, and I’m sure we’ll set something up, but if customers can’t feel the power of my charms and trinkets, they might not realize what they’re worth. Your goods are lovely, but they’re not truly magical.”

      “Some of the powders in the back room are, but it’s true that witches looking for potion and crafting ingredients already know the properties of the various herbs and essences. You’ll have to establish a reputation before strangers in other states and countries believe they can order your charms and get something genuinely effective.”

      “Yeah,” Morgen said glumly, then frowned at a dusty corner. “Is that the chalk outline of a body on the floor?”

      “Ah.” Martha pursed her lips as she studied it. “I believe it’s another decoration. The last tenant was an artist and rather whimsical from what I remember.”

      “Are you sure?” Morgen couldn’t take her gaze from the outline—or the dark stain in the middle of it. The dark bloodstain? “That looks like a crime scene.”

      “I’m sure it’s just art. There hasn’t been a crime here in decades.”

      How reassuring.

      “And the authorities no longer use chalk outlines.” Martha chuckled, though she sounded uneasy. “You can ask Deputy Franklin.”

      “Oh sure. He loves when I call him.”

      “Here you go. Lots of counter space.” Martha turned her back to the outline and patted a paint-stained wooden counter, though she jerked her hand back when she realized it had come down close to a mouse trap. At least it didn’t have an occupant. “There are the built-in cabinets I mentioned, and that doorway leads to the bathroom. I guess you’ll have to put a new door on it if you’re concerned about privacy.”

      “I hear customers like it.” Against her better judgment, Morgen peered through the doorway. She’d seen outhouses with more modern features.

      Sighing, Morgen wondered if she could talk the Lobo pack into helping her clean and remodel this place. She’d already made Talismans of Imperviousness for them, magical jewelry that protected them from werewolf-control spells, but maybe they could use something else? Did werewolves also suffer from fleas and ticks in the summer?

      “It looks like some of the previous tenants left tools behind.” Martha pointed at pegboards on the wall to either side of the bathroom entrance. “Maybe some would be useful in your work.”

      Since she’d mentioned an artist, Morgen expected paint brushes, but all manner of axes and fleshing knives hung from the board, collecting dust.

      “Those are included, you say?” Phoebe asked. “That’s a handy bonus.”

      “Yes,” Morgen said. “I can’t tell you how often I’ve been making jewelry and thought if only I had a good fleshing knife.”

      “Perhaps your woodworking werewolf can use them,” Phoebe offered.

      Morgen’s doubts about the place increased with every passing minute. It might be better to simply use the barn back at the house, but as an introvert, she hated the idea of having customers driving up to her home to browse the goods or pick up pet furniture. And her sister Sian—an even more hardcore introvert—might never come to visit if she risked running into strangers. Besides, as Martha had pointed out, there was a lot more room here. Maybe Amar would like some professional woodworking tools.

      Though she doubted she wanted to see whatever had been left in the cabinets, eight-foot-high metal double doors drew her eye. It looked more like the entrance to a swimming pool’s mechanical room than a storage locker.

      Bracing herself, she tugged open the doors. Whatever she’d expected, a giant metal statue wasn’t it. The hulking bipedal… creation had a cylindrical tin-can torso and towered almost as tall as the doors. It looked vaguely like a robot from a turn-of-the-century comic book. The turn of the last century.

      “Which former occupant was responsible for this?” Morgen asked, memories of the original Wizard of Oz and the Tin Man coming to mind. This thing was a lot larger than the Tin Man, though, and there was nothing human about its blunt face.

      “Hm.” Martha peered over her shoulder. “It’s before my time, but I’ve heard that a mechanic who fancied himself a tinkerer owned the place in the forties and fifties and used it as a workshop. He reputedly came back from the war a little strange in the head, so he didn’t have a lot of customers.”

      “You mean there wasn’t a big market for giant robots?” Morgen couldn’t imagine the technology of the time had allowed the thing to move or actually do anything, so what was the point? Like having a suit of medieval armor as a wall decoration?

      “As a woman about to go into business making pet charms,” Phoebe said, “you probably shouldn’t mock someone else’s niche.”

      “Ha ha.”

      Morgen shook her head and closed the doors.

      “I can take another two hundred a month off the rent,” Martha said, “if you’ll sign a two-year lease.”

      “I should talk to Amar first.”

      A creak came from the front room, and Morgen peered warily through the doorway. Deputy Franklin walked in with Mayor Ungar, and her stomach sank.

      The pot-bellied deputy didn’t bother her, but the brawny lumberjack of a man, Ungar, had personally escorted the county tax assessor to her property a couple of months earlier to make sure she would be charged her fair share this fall. Worse, he’d been turned into a werewolf by one of the Loups Laflamme long before Morgen came to Bellrock, and he was presumably loyal to their pack. She believed he had been among those werewolves who’d attacked her home the night she and Amar had battled the rougarou.

      “Hello, Deputy Franklin.” Morgen smiled at him and willed the expression to stick as she nodded at Ungar. “And Mayor. Are you here to see Phoebe?”

      She waved to her mentor, aware that they had a relationship of sorts. Booty calls, the vet, Dr. Valderas, had called it.

      “No,” Phoebe said quickly. “He’s not.”

      When confronted, Phoebe had reluctantly admitted to the booty calls, and that Ungar got her motor running, but she’d been embarrassed about it.

      Ungar smirked at her. He was handsome, in a Paul Bunyan kind of way, but Morgen’s mind still boggled at the thought of them together, especially after Phoebe had objected to Morgen having a relationship with Amar because he was a werewolf.

      “Phoebe only invites me to visit after dark,” Ungar said. “She likes it when I growl for her.”

      “I most certainly do not.” Phoebe lifted her chin, her cheeks growing pink.

      “Doesn’t this qualify as dark?” Franklin grumbled, shaking water droplets from his raincoat and nodding toward the gray sky beyond the windows. “We were having lunch at the Timber Wolf when a concerned citizen reported that there were cars here and someone poking around inside. I thought hooligans might have broken in.” Franklin raised his bushy eyebrows toward Morgen, as if he suspected she had done just that, even though a real-estate agent stood at her side.

      “To steal the copious valuables left here?” Morgen waved at the meat hooks.

      “Teenagers have graffitied the place in the past,” Franklin said. “The owner is out of state and doesn’t pay enough attention to it.”

      “I’m here representing the owner and have permission to do so.” Martha jangled a keychain. “Morgen is a prospective tenant.”

      “Yeah?” Ungar eyed Morgen. “You pay your taxes yet?”

      “They’re not due yet.”

      “One month.” Ungar smiled at her—it wasn’t a friendly and encouraging smile. “It would be a shame if the county had to foreclose on your property.”

      Morgen clenched her jaw for a long moment before managing to say, “I’ll take the place,” to Martha.

      Amar was handy. They could clean it up together, and once they turned it into an appealing showroom for his furnishings and her charms, the business would flow in. Paying the taxes would be a simple matter then.

      “Excellent. I’ve got the paperwork right here, and these are for you.” Martha waved a stack of papers and handed her the keys.

      Ungar’s smile only turned smug, as if he was certain she would fail to start a successful business and pay her taxes. Maybe he was already envisioning the Loup pack hunting in Wolf Wood and lounging afterward on the deck and in the hot tub at Grandma’s house.

      That wasn’t going to happen. Morgen would make her new business work, one way or another.
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      As Morgen stepped out of her car in the parking lot of the vegan bakery, a twinge of nausea came over her. Lucky was in the back seat, so she assumed he wasn’t sending her a vision, but maybe something was happening back at the house and Zorro was. She braced herself with a hand to the hood, rain pattering on her head, and waited. But the expected vision didn’t come.

      Lucky stuck his head out the back window and barked at a dog in another parked car. His whip of a tail smacked the seats with the vigor of a drummer performing a rock solo.

      “Put your head back inside and be good,” Morgen told him, “or I won’t bring you anything.”

      Lucky tilted his copper short-furred head, long ears cocking, and looked at her. Since she’d inadvertently made him a familiar, he seemed to understand her better. Whether or not he would obey was another matter.

      “I know how you feel about scones.” She pointed at the steaming mug of coffee and frosted scones painted on the window of the bakery.

      Lucky sniffed the air, then looked across the street to a fifties-style drive-in restaurant that served burgers and battered chicken drenched in fryer oil.

      “Don’t push it,” Morgen said. “No self-respecting vegetarian would go to that place. A scone is the best you’re going to get, and only if you’re good.”

      Lucky wagged cheerfully.

      Willing the nausea to abate, Morgen went inside, telling herself she would only get a couple of scones, make coffee at home, and keep her order to five dollars. Until the business took off, she couldn’t afford to make extravagant pastry purchases.

      But when she spotted the fall line-up in the display case, complete with a mouth-watering vegan pumpkin cheesecake, she couldn’t refrain from getting a couple of pieces. They would be her reward for cleaning up the tannery—the jewelry and woodworking shop, she amended. She and Amar would have to brainstorm a name for it, one that didn’t bring to mind its unappealing past.

      Her phone rang as she was heading out of the bakery.

      “Hello, Sian,” Morgen answered, always worried when her idle-chit-chat-hating sister called. Usually, little short of an emergency could prompt her to pick up a phone.

      “I called to issue a warning,” Sian said without preamble.

      Monkeys hooted in the background. Presumably she was at work, her new laboratory research job at the university in Seattle.

      “Is everything okay?” Morgen asked warily.

      “Caden called to pump me for information. Gavin and Rhett were with him.”

      “Information on what?” Morgen hadn’t heard from their brothers since early in the summer and wondered what they’d wanted and why they’d called Sian and not her. Were they still grumpy because Grandma had left the estate to Morgen and nothing to any of them? If they’d had any idea how much trouble inheriting the old farmhouse and Wolf Wood had turned out to be, they wouldn’t have wanted anything to do with it.

      “They were attempting to be subtle, but I gathered they are worried about your new witch lifestyle.”

      “How did they hear about it?”

      “How much have you been talking to Cousin Zoe lately?”

      Morgen’s stomach sank. “She came up a few weekends back to scope out the hot men of Bellrock, as she called it, and I… may have mentioned a few things.”

      “What prompted you to open up to the family gossip?”

      “Zoe gave herself a tour of the house and wanted to see the root cellar. The potions, cauldrons, and pentagram tend to require explanations.”

      “Well, she’s your snitch.”

      Morgen continued to the car, feeling the need to lean against it for support. It wasn’t that she was ashamed or embarrassed about the witchcraft she was learning—if anything, she was starting to feel like she fit in somewhere for the first time in her life; many of the witches in the coven were book-loving, quirky, and struggled to connect with normal people. She now considered the nineteen-year-old witch Wendy a good friend, and Phoebe had been invaluable in giving advice on mastering the power Morgen had never known existed within her until that summer.

      All that said, she had no desire to explain any of that to her extremely normal brothers. Before coming up to Bellrock, Morgen hadn’t known magic existed, and she was positive they didn’t either. They would never believe her if she spoke of it, nor would they think witches and werewolves were real. They would think she was a kook. Sian was learning witchcraft on the weekends, had seen men turn into furry predators, and was quasi dating the werewolf Dr. Valderas, but even she was skeptical of half the things Morgen told her.

      “I thought she was too busy ogling werewolves to pay attention to the witch stuff,” Morgen muttered when she realized her sister wouldn’t go on without being prompted—or maybe Sian had been distracted by some experiment that required her attention. “As I recall, she hooked up with Juan Martín.”

      “I have no interest in hook-ups,” Sian said. “I merely called to warn you that you can expect a visit.”

      “From Caden?” Morgen groaned.

      “I believe from all of them. Again, they weren’t blunt, but I believe they feel the need to show up en masse to stage an intervention.”

      Morgen groaned again, the nausea returning to her stomach. She slumped against the car and rested a hand on her abdomen, glad for the cool rain moistening her cheeks.

      Lucky stuck his head out the window, looked at the bakery bag in her hand, and whined. He peered at the German shepherd he’d been barking at earlier, as if to point out that he’d been a good boy.

      She made herself walk over to pet him, but that nausea continued, and she wondered if she would have to run back in to use the restroom. She wasn’t getting sick, was she? The flu?

      With that thought, inspiration struck.

      “Tell them they can’t come,” Morgen blurted. “I’m sick.”

      “Sick?” Sian asked.

      “I’ve had some nausea start up. I’d hate to give the flu to all of our brothers.”

      “Maybe you’re pregnant.”

      “I’m not pregnant.” At least, Morgen didn’t see how she could be. Since she’d never had kids, she wasn’t positive what the experience would feel like, but it was far too early to think that could be the reason for her illness. So far, this felt similar to the nausea she got from her visions, so she was more inclined to blame the witch world. “Amar and I have only been sleeping together for a month.”

      Technically, more like six weeks. Hell, when had her period been due? Was she late? She’d been so busy working on the witch database app and charms so she could open her business that she’d lost track of time.

      “It only takes once, genius,” Sian said.

      “I know that, but that’s when you’re young and fertile. I’m forty.”

      “True, and you do eat all that soy.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Morgen eyed her bakery bag, suspecting the cheese in the pumpkin cheesecake was made from soy.

      “The isoflavones in it mimic estrogen, and animal studies suggest that eating large amounts of them may reduce fertility in women.”

      Morgen rolled her eyes but also said, “See? I can’t possibly be pregnant.”

      “Perhaps your strapping werewolf lover has virility that overrode your reduced fertility. I trust he doesn’t eat soy.”

      “No, he devours wild elk whole and uses the antlers to clean his teeth afterward.”

      “If he enjoys an organic snout-to-tail diet, he could indeed have substantial virility. Numerous researchers have found that such eating habits have been linked to higher-quality sperm, including overall count, motility, and morphology.”

      “Have I mentioned how delightful it is to have an encyclopedia for a sister?”

      “Not as often as you should, and I’m quoting scientific journals, not encyclopedias.”

      “So very different.”

      “They’re peer-reviewed, thus superior resources. For your information, such beliefs about the benefits of eating the whole animal predate the modern era. In medieval times, infertile men were advised to consume ground-up pig testicles in wine.”

      “I’m getting nauseated again,” Morgen said.

      “Perhaps you should take a pregnancy test.”

      “Perhaps I should stop talking to my sister about testicles.”

      “You can do both. Good-bye.”

      Morgen put her phone away and tore off a piece of scone for Lucky. He chomped it down, his wagging tail hitting the back of the seat again.

      “I may need to stop at the pharmacy, buddy,” she said.

      He cocked his head, as if to ask what she would bring him from there.

      “Nothing good,” she mumbled, hoping flu medicine was all she needed, but maybe it would be best to pick up a pregnancy test too.

      If she somehow was pregnant… what would she tell Amar?
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      Morgen stared at the result on the pregnancy test in disbelief. She hadn’t expected a positive result, especially since she hadn’t waited until the recommended first-thing-in-the-morning to take it, but there it was.

      Her fingers shook as she pulled up her calendar on her phone to double check the weeks. Had it truly been long enough for this?

      “Damn,” she whispered, staring at the calendar. She must have gotten pregnant the first time they’d slept together.

      That had been spur-of-the-moment and in a cave, but they’d used condoms. After all, they’d been dating for a while at that point. She’d been prepared.

      Chainsaw noises wafted in through the bathroom window. Morgen shook her head. What would she say to Amar? They had spoken about children before, and how she sometimes regretted that she’d never had them with her ex-husband. And Amar had mentioned that knowing the rougarou was out there hunting him had kept him from settling down and letting himself get that involved with someone. The rougarou was dead and no longer a threat, but did that mean he would be eager to have children now?

      They’d only known each other for a few months. Morgen cared about him—no, she loved him—but were they ready for this?

      “It looks like it doesn’t matter if you’re ready,” she mumbled, eyeing the test. “It could be wrong though. I’ll have to see my doctor.”

      Her doctor who was back in Seattle. She hadn’t been in Bellrock long enough to think about getting set up with local service providers. She didn’t even think the little tourist town had a doctor, unless one counted Dr. Valderas. He did treat all the werewolves, but she wasn’t going to go to the vet for a pregnancy test.

      Morgen headed downstairs, intending to go out and talk to Amar. The sooner she told him, the better.

      Wendy was in the living room with a tape measure, and Morgen paused. Chittering came from the wood box on the raised hearth, the ferret Napoleon rooting around in the kindling. Lucky was outside, else he would have been in here barking and trying to get Napoleon to play.

      “What are you doing?” Morgen asked.

      “Seeing how big of a TV could fit in here.”

      Morgen arched her eyebrows. There wasn’t currently a television in the living room or anywhere else in the house. Apparently, Grandma hadn’t felt the need to keep up on the latest soaps or sitcoms, and since Morgen preferred books to TV, or used her laptop to stream things, she hadn’t bothered hunting one down.

      “The monitor in my van isn’t very large,” Wendy said, “and since you paid me for the graphics work on your app, I have money to spend on important purchases.”

      “Such as a TV for my living room? You don’t even spend that much time in here.”

      “Well, I would if there was a giant gaming monitor here.” Wendy smiled and spread her arms toward the wall. “Or maybe here.” She moved to stand in front of the fireplace, waving at the bricks above it.

      Napoleon chittered, hopped down from the hearth, and jumped onto the couch. He flopped onto his back and rolled about, little ferret legs in the air. Preparing to make this his new home?

      “You have mentioned that we’re welcome inside,” Wendy said.

      “You are, but I thought you were heading off to art school when the new semester starts.” Morgen didn’t look forward to losing her jewelry instructor—Wendy, who had been crafting charms and trinkets for years, had been sharing her knowledge—but it seemed proper to encourage a young woman to go to school.

      “I am, but I can come back on the weekends to visit.”

      “To visit me or a giant TV?”

      Wendy smiled wider, her arms still spread, as if she were hugging that future TV.

      Well, at least Morgen would have a babysitter if she needed one. Admittedly, a somewhat distracted babysitter.

      The buzz of the chainsaw started up again, reminding Morgen of her mission. After rubbing Napoleon’s belly, she headed outside. Lucky was snuffling at a hole he’d dug under one of the garden beds, his tail wagging excitedly as he tried to lure out whatever had made a home down there.

      The rain had stopped, and twilight was approaching. The exterior barn lamps shed light on Amar and the stump where he carved his sculptures from logs, but he would have to call it a night soon.

      Even though fall had fully come, and the leaves on the deciduous trees in Wolf Wood were turning color, Amar hadn’t made any changes to his wardrobe. He still roamed around in boots, jeans, and a black leather vest that left his muscular arms—and a good portion of his chest—on display. This evening, he wasn’t even wearing that. The piece he was working on, a bear standing upright among boulders and clumps of grass while holding a mailbox, must have been taxing, for he was vestless, his skin gleaming with sweat.

      Morgen couldn’t help but pause and admire him, bedroom thoughts encroaching on her mind. Sian’s words about Amar’s virility popped into her head, and she snorted. Still, Morgen couldn’t deny that he was virile. Oh, she had no idea about sperm counts and the like, but he was the most exciting romantic partner she’d ever had. Her ex-husband had been staid and unimaginative in comparison. Admittedly, she’d always considered herself to have similar tastes in the bedroom… until she’d fallen for a wild werewolf who’d taught her to howl.

      Amar must have sensed her watching him, for he turned off the chainsaw and faced her. Morgen attempted to wipe off whatever lustful expression she might have been wearing; they needed to have a serious conversation first.

      But Amar, wood-dust clinging to his bare skin, eyed her up and down, a smile curving his lips, as if he also had lustful thoughts in mind. Maybe they could have the conversation after a night of lovemaking.

      Hoots came from the nesting box in the cedar where Zorro made his home. It must have grown dark enough to stir up his hunting instincts, for he sprang from his perch, wings flapping. Though Zorro could have arrowed off in any direction, he flew directly toward Morgen and Amar.

      Aware of how irreverent her owl was, Morgen stepped back. Amar squinted up and also stepped back. Owl droppings splattered to the ground where he’d been standing.

      “I made him that nesting box,” Amar growled as Zorro continued off toward the woods. “You’d think he would be grateful.”

      “At least he doesn’t go in your barn anymore and defecate on your woodworking projects.”

      “Only because I keep the windows and doors secured. He sneaked in last week and molted on my blanket.” Amar waved toward the loft apartment in the barn, though he usually slept in the house with Morgen now.

      “You mean on that dreadful bear hide you call a blanket?”

      “It’s warm, cozy, and perfect for a werewolf.”

      “It’s scratchy, heavy, and used to be perfect for a bear.”

      “I caught and ate that bear. He was delicious.” He smiled at her, showing off his teeth.

      Since he appeared normal as a human, if extremely athletic and fit, it was only in her imagination that long fangs leered from his gums. Her wild wolf man.

      “I’m glad you weren’t forced to consume a poor-tasting bear to get that hide.”

      “I was not.” Amar set down his chainsaw and walked to her, clasping her hands. “It has been some time since you visited my apartment. Perhaps you’ve forgotten how appealing the hide is.”

      “It’s loathsome, but I haven’t forgotten how appealing you are.”

      “Good,” he rumbled, gripped her waist with both hands, and kissed her.

      Morgen leaned into him, bedroom thoughts returning, and she almost forgot what she’d come out here to talk to him about. In truth, she had a number of things she needed to bring up with him, such as that she’d leased a building without consulting him first. They’d talked about getting such a place, but she should have waited until he had a look at it. The smug Ungar walking in and delivering insinuations had prompted her into an impulsive decision.

      Though reluctant to do so, Morgen made herself break the kiss and put a hand on his chest.

      “I need to, uhm, warn you about a couple of things,” she said.

      “That dinner will be late because we’re going to have hot passionate sex?”

      “That would be true.” She patted him, appreciating the powerful contours under her palm. “But let me give you my news first.”

      “Very well.”

      “First, I’ve leased an old tannery in town. I should have brought you to see it before signing anything, and I apologize for not doing so. I did, at least, get a good deal on it.” Morgen described the building and how much woodworking equipment could fit into it while omitting mention of the chalk outline, the strange metal statue, and the meat hooks. She did feel compelled to admit that cleaning it up would be a lot of work. “Is there any chance your pack would like to help us do a few renovations there?”

      Amar lifted his chin. “It is likely I can handle any necessary renovations by myself, but if you make them something useful for their hunts, they may be inclined to help again. They have decided you are one of the pack.” He smiled and brushed his fingers along her cheek, always pleased that she had helped out the Lobos, even though she was a witch.

      The antagonism between the coven and the Lobos had lessened since they had battled together twice, but Morgen doubted they would ever truly cozy up to each other.

      “You’ll have to let me know if they need flea-and-tick charms. I’m getting good at those.”

      He squinted at her. “Werewolves do not get fleas.”

      “Because no flea would dare bite such a mighty creature?”

      “Because we bathe.” His squint deepened. “But we are mighty.”

      “So I’ve observed.” She smiled and patted his chest again.

      He leaned in, kissing clearly on his mind.

      “Uhm.” She held a finger to his lips, though she was also tempted to let the kissing take over. “That was only the first part of my news. I was just up in the bathroom, and I found out…”

      She met his gaze, his blue eyes content as he continued to hold her waist, his smile promising that they would soon spend the evening enjoying each other’s company. And why shouldn’t he be content? Amar had few worries to concern him now, other than Morgen’s looming tax bill. He’d promised to help her with that, since they were partners now. Partners in life and business. And… soon to be parenting?

      Would he want that? Or would it come too soon and force them into something they weren’t ready for? Force him into something he wasn’t ready for?

      What if he ran off into the woods and didn’t come back, and she found herself a single mother at forty—soon to be forty-one? Trying to figure out everything by herself while struggling to start a business because she’d given up her old, steady life in Seattle, her good-paying career as a database programmer.

      Panic welled up in her, and she froze, fear keeping her from sharing what she wanted—needed—to with Amar.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I…” Morgen told herself that he would understand, that he would be supportive. It wasn’t as if either of them had made a mistake and been careless. He wouldn’t run away. He was loyal. Already, he’d stood at her side countless times in battle. It wasn’t fair of her to think he would run off because she might be pregnant. It would be fine. She took a deep breath to continue, but the words that came out were, “My brothers may be coming up to visit.”

      “Your brothers?” Maybe Amar had read the anxiety in her face, because his brow furrowed, as if he’d expected her to bring up something… bigger.

      “Yes. I didn’t invite them, but apparently, they heard about my new witch life from Zoe—my cousin, remember her?—and they’re concerned.”

      “Becoming a witch is concerning.”

      “Ha ha.” She swatted him on the chest. “Their opinion doesn’t technically matter—I don’t even see them that often—but I’d prefer they not give me a hard time about the choices I’ve made these past months. If they show up, will you do me a favor and be on good behavior? I don’t want to have to listen to them trying to convince me to go back to Seattle and my old life.”

      “Good behavior?”

      “Like don’t growl at them. And maybe wear clothing.” Morgen brushed sawdust off his chest and smiled, though she was already starting to doubt her request. She liked that Amar was who and what he was. Asking him to try to pass himself off as some normal person, just so her relationship with her brothers would be easier, wasn’t right.

      At least he didn’t seem offended. His eyelids drooped, and he caught her hand before it could go far, pressing it against his pecs. “I believe you like it when I don’t wear clothing.”

      “I do, though it does concern me that you wield a chainsaw without wearing any safety equipment. What if you cut off an important part?” She glanced down at his crotch before she caught herself, blushed, then waved her free hand toward his fingers. “Like a thumb.”

      “I am a capable craftsman. My important parts are not in danger.” Amar pulled her closer to him, all of his parts pressing up against hers. “Your family will appreciate that I am a mighty werewolf and am protecting you.”

      Morgen doubted they would, but she did, and when Amar’s lips found hers again, she couldn’t bring herself to pull away. Of their own accord, her hands slid up to grip his shoulders. The rest of what she wanted to discuss could wait until morning. Tonight, they would enjoy each other’s company, especially if she could lure him back to her bedroom and her vegan blanket collection.

      Amar slid a hand around to grab her butt, then hoisted her into his arms, prepared to carry her inside. Unfortunately, that movement awakened the nausea in her stomach. It came on with alarming intensity, and she swatted his shoulder.

      “I need to get down.”

      “What?” His brow furrowed in puzzlement.

      “Please,” she panted, the nausea intensifying. “Let me down.”

      He lowered her to her feet. At first, she took a step toward the house and the bathroom, but her stomach promised she wouldn’t make it that far. Instead, she ran around the corner of the barn, stumbled into the shadows, and threw up.

      Damn it, wasn’t pregnancy supposed to involve morning sickness? She was positive she hadn’t heard accounts from her friends with kids about breaking off in the middle of lovemaking to vomit.

      Hands gripping her knees as she spewed the remains of her lunch into the grass, Morgen was aware of Amar peering around the corner of the barn with concern in his eyes.

      When she finished, she wiped her mouth and staggered toward him, though now, going to the bathroom and grabbing her toothbrush was on her mind instead of kissing.

      “You are sick?” He rested a gentle hand on her shoulder.

      “Sort of.” She looked at his chest, struggling to lift her gaze to his eyes. “I mean, I’m not sure yet.”

      “You’re not sure if you’re sick?” He looked toward the grass that she’d defiled.

      “Not exactly. I’m… going to make an appointment to see my doctor, so I won’t be sure until then, but I took a home test, and there’s a possibility that… you haven’t been eating enough soy.”

      “What?”

      Morgen rolled her eyes at herself. “You could be too virile. And I could be pregnant.”
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