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            Donna

          

        

      

    

    
      Some days I had the adulting thing down. Then there were days I spit toothpaste in my own hair.

      “What the shit?”

      Shifting my binder, phone, shoulder bag, and umbrella to my left side, I fumbled with the keys, wondering if I had used the wrong one. Why else wouldn’t it fit in the lock?  I’d color-coded each bow with different nail polish to keep exactly that from happening. Mysterious Purple for the garage, Crimson Skies for the office I never used for anything but storage, and Golden Sands for the storage locker that held my surplus projects. It had been a very long day and my mind was back at the college campus where I’d just left my son for the start of his freshman fall semester.

      I squinted at the key, already on the verge of panic. I lost things. Important things. More often than I wanted to admit. Nope, that was the key with Sea-foam painted on the flat. The binder with all the fabric samples fell out of my hand and landed face-down in a puddle as I attempted to reinsert the key. Frustration made tears mingle with the rain.

      Okay, self, deep breath. Focus. All I wanted was to get out of these wet clothes, pour a glass of wine, and sit in my oversized bathtub until I thawed out. Why, today of all days, did everything have to be so frigging difficult?

      “Because you have ADHD,” I muttered the answer to my own question. “Because your frigging brain makes everything more frigging difficult, Donna.”

      The brain I’d had for forty-four years was neurodivergent. The diagnosis was relatively new. I hadn’t been a disruptive child who bounced off the walls during class. I didn’t make scenes and didn’t disrupt the other students. Even if my mother would have listened to conventional advice, there had been no need to go to a doctor or try out a prescription. No, I just quietly read what I wanted to read instead of the things I was supposed to be reading.  I quietly developed my ways to cope with hyperfocus, tuning out, and time blindness. I quietly slipped through the cracks.

      In its own way, my wonky brain had done me a solid. It forced me to develop coping strategies to function. My key method hadn’t failed me before so clearly, something else was amiss.

      Warm rain beat down on my umbrella and ran in rivulets around me as I crouched down to study the doorknob. The brass doorknob. I stared at it for a long moment, trying to reconcile what I was seeing. The knob was new. As in brand-spanking new. No gouges or scratches from fumbling with keys. It was also ugly and didn’t quite cover the unpainted section the previous oil-rubbed bronze had because it had been oval, not circular.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Could there have been some sort of accident? A tree fell through the front door, smashing the old handle and lock set. Yeah, I could picture that. If so, why hadn’t Lewis called me to let me know what had happened?

      After shifting a load of stuff to one hand, I tried my husband’s cell. Straight to voicemail. He’d left the campus early, stating he had things to do for work. I had wanted to lean on him on the day that had tied my insides into anxious knots, sending my lone chick out to fly from the nest. But Lewis wasn’t the strong supportive type of husband. Most of the time I had to work around him. Better for everyone that he’d left.

      A gust of wind almost ripped my umbrella from my hands. Ridiculous. I could just go in through the garage door. The mystery of the changed lock could wait until I had a big glass of sweet red coursing through my system. Glaring at the shitty door knob one last time, I slogged my way down the concrete steps and over the garden path to the garage door. All the fine hairs stood up on my neck when I saw the twin to the front door lock with an accompanying deadbolt barring my way.

      I tried Lewis again. When his voicemail picked up right away, I left a terse message. “It’s Donna. I’m locked out of the house. Call me as soon as you get this.”

      Thunder rumbled overhead and I shivered. Water had soaked through my sneakers and my socks were soggy. No one was out on our street so at least no one was witnessing my humiliation. Then again, it would be nice if one of my neighbors invited me out of the storm to wait.

      I could sit in my car. The little silver Impala had heat. Or I could drive into town, maybe go to the coffee shop and wait for Lewis to turn on his damn phone. But my wine and bathtub were on the other side of those accursed locks. This was my home, damn it. My refuge from the world. Something I badly needed.

      If I’d been younger, less stressed, or had less of a wonky brain, I might have made another decision. But I was cold and wet and sad and just done.

      Fuck it, I would break into my own house.

      The patio door that overlooked the backyard was a slider. The natural choice. It would be a pain in the ass to replace. But I’d spring for the double French doors I’d always wanted and Lewis would just have to suck up the cost.

      Clutching my umbrella in one hand, I went to the paver walkway I’d started putting in a few months ago and hadn’t gotten around to finishing. The bricks were stacked in a heap and I snagged one off the top, knocking several others into a mud puddle. Because of the work that I did moving boxes and bins and furniture, I was stronger than I looked for a plus-sized middle-aged mom. A healthy shot of annoyance helped to fuel my throw. The brick sailed through the air like a missile and hit the sliding glass door dead center. Glass exploded inwards, pebbling the way it was supposed to do for the sake of safety instead of breaking into massive shards.

      The alarm started blaring.

      Pleased with the result, I hurried forward to shut it off. Once I punched in the code that let our security company know that all was well, I’d cover the hole. There should still be some plywood in the garage. I would just get it and drill it into the door frame….

      My thoughts stopped dead in their tracks when I spotted them. Lewis, pants around his ankles, was staring at me. As was the whip cream-covered tart who had her bare ass perched on my granite countertops.

      We all just looked at each other for a long moment.

      “Are you crazy?” Lewis’s thick dark eyebrows drew together as he broke the silence.

      “My key didn’t work.” It was a stupid thing to say. To shout actually since the alarm was still going off.

      The woman smirked at me. “And you didn’t take the hint?”

      The sound of her voice, so familiar even though I had never met her in person, burst the surreal bubble. “So, this is what was so important, Lewis? This is what you had to do instead of spending the day with your son. You had to bang your frigging secretary in my frigging kitchen? What’s the rush, Lewis? The Viagra gonna wear off?”

      Lewis flushed to his receding hairline and struggled to fasten his trousers even as he jabbed a finger at me. “It’s over, Donna. You might as well just leave.”

      “Leave?” I stared at him blankly. “Why should I leave? This is my house. I decorated it. I picked out every stick of furniture and painting in every room. I hand-selected every rug and curtain and unlike some people, I make sure mine always match.” This last was directed at the bottle blonde with a pointed look at her crotch.

      She huffed and crossed her arms, opened her mouth to retort. I wasn’t interested in anything Mindy had to say. Especially when someone started pounding on the front door.

      “Shit,” Lewis muttered and then headed for the hallway, tucking in his shirt as he went. The whip cream-covered tart reached for a purple halter dress and slid it on. I stood there, dripping on the pebbled glass, glaring daggers at her and feeling….

      Old. Tired. But not even a little bit surprised. I’d seen the signs for months. The late nights at the office, the sudden business trips. The not-so-subtle ways he’d shut the door to his home office to make phone calls. Maybe other men were better at hiding their affairs, but not Lewis. Or maybe it was my wonky brain making me more aware of his emotions. In retrospect, I wondered if he’d wanted to be caught. Deep down we both knew he was a coward. He avoided conflict. Hell, the passive-aggressive little stain had changed the locks to my freaking house instead of admitting he didn’t want to be married any longer. I was the hothead, the ballbuster. The one with the temper who threw bricks.

      There was a steady sound of beeping and then finally, the alarm shut off. My pulse pounded in my ears.

      “That’s her,” Lewis said.

      Glancing up I saw that he was pointing his stubby index finger at me. “She’s the one who broke in.”

      My jaw dropped. “This is my house!”

      The cops, two young men who didn’t appear much older than my son, exchanged a look. One picked up the brick. “Did you break this door, ma’am?”

      Ma’am. Insult to injury. “Yes, but—”

      “You’re coming with us,” the taller of the two said as his partner moved behind me.

      “You have the right to remain silent.”

      I was being read my rights. Handcuffs closed shut around my wrists. Holy hell, this was actually happening.

      “Lewis,” I begged. “Tell them who I am!”

      He folded his arms over his chest and said nothing. The smug little toad.

      The rain had stopped by the time I was perp-marched out of my beloved home. All my neighbors were by their windows, watching as I was loaded into the back of a squad car and taken downtown.
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      I couldn’t hold a thought. Not when I was fingerprinted or when the admitting officer took my photo. Not when my purse was searched or when I was told to strip down out of my wet jeans, sneakers, and t-shirt and given a stiff polyester jumpsuit to change into.

      “You get a phone call.” The bored-sounding female police officer—who had given me more action with a pat down than Lewis had in the last few years—informed me.

      A phone call. Okay, that was good. Except, whom should I call? Bad enough that gossip would be spreading around our small mountain town that Lewis Allen had his crazy wife arrested. Who would not only bail my wrongfully detained hide from the clink but would help me find a place to stay?

      There was only one name that came to mind. One person I knew who would show up in my hour of need. I really, really didn’t want to make that call. We hadn’t seen each other in almost a year.

      In the end, I didn’t have a choice.

      “Yo,” a male voice answered the phone.

      I rolled my eyes. “Is Bella there?”

      “Who?”

      I huffed out a breath. “Bella Sanders. This is her phone.”

      “No way,” the guy said. “The Bella Sanders? The witch of Shadow Cove?”

      “Just an ugly rumor,” I heard someone say.

      “Snap.” The guy who was holding Bella’s phone and—thereby me—hostage said.

      I gritted out. “May I speak to her, please?”

      On the other end of the line there was the rustling of what I assumed were sheets. Where else would my sister keep Mr. Insightful but chained to her bed?

      “Um, like, who’s calling?” he asked. I couldn’t place his accent. Southern, but not North Carolina. Maybe Texas?

      Where did she find this mensa candidate? “Tell her it’s Donna.”

      “Yo, hot stuff, you wanna talk to a Don?” The phone guy must be high.

      “Donna,” I snarled.

      “I’ve got it,” a familiar female voice murmured. “Hello?”

      “It’s me.” The desk sergeant was giving me an impatient look. I had a bad feeling that he would announce time was up at any moment and march down the hall to take me to my cell.

      “Well hello, sis. Nice of you to call.” Bella sounded the same way she always did. Slightly amused, and as though she harbored a mischievous secret.

      I closed my eyes and forced the words out. “Listen, I need you to come down to the jail and bail me out.”

      “Jail?” I could hear the smugness in her voice. “Virtuous little Donna in jail? What are you in for? Ripping tags off the mattresses?”

      My teeth ground together. “It’s a long story.”

      “I’ve got time,” Bella purred.

      “Time’s up,” the desk sergeant announced.

      My knuckles turned white where they gripped the phone. “Bella, please. I have never asked you for anything since—" I cut myself off, not wanting to admit anything incriminating where we would be overheard. “Please I… need you.”

      Silence on the other end. “Fine, I’ll be there when I can.”

      “Thank you,” I breathed right before the desk sergeant snatched the phone out of my hands and hung it up.

      I was the only person currently in lockup. My knee bounced up and down in my scratchy jumpsuit as I waited. The confrontation wouldn’t be pretty. It was definitely a toothpaste-in-the-hair kinda day.

      I sensed Bella’s arrival before I saw her. It was a twin thing. Sharing our mother’s womb for eight and a half months forged a connection between us. One that’s damn near impossible to break.

      Even though we were identical twins, Bella and I were night and day. I kept my black hair cut to my shoulders and had the white strands colored to hide my real age. As far as I knew, Bella’s never had a haircut. Her hair was so long she could sit on the mermaid tresses. The salt and pepper look had her aging gracefully and beautifully whereas I looked haggard and unkempt when my roots began to show.

      Though we possessed the same small upturned nose, the same vivid green eyes, the same pale skin, and puffy pink lips, Bella’s features combined into a more sensual package. It’s something about the way she presented herself and commanded attention whenever she entered a room.

      Or maybe it was her magic.

      Ten seconds after my twin tingle activated, I saw the desk sergeant try to suck in his gut. Then I heard her voice, husky and melodic. “Is my sister here?”

      “Yes, Ms. Sanders.” His gaze flitted down and I turned away so I didn’t have to see him drooling over her.

      Some things never changed. Even with my wonky brain, I was the forgettable sister. The one who guys thought of as a buddy who could put in a good word with my sister when we were both in school. The one called on to run the homeowner’s association because I would not only take the thankless job seriously, I would make sure to bring nut-free, gluten-free, dairy-free treats for the Fourth of July block party because I’d had a last-minute impulsive need to up the ante. Better to overcompensate and put up a good front so no one knew I was defective. I may have been forty-five minutes late, but damn it, I came through in a big way.

      Whereas Bella…well, no one had ever invited my sister to take charge of anything. Partly because she was an exotic butterfly that no one wanted to burden with pesky details. And partly because they believed the rumors about our family.

      “Well well, how the mighty have fallen,” Bella murmured from behind me.

      “What’s that supposed to…?” I trailed off as my gaze fell to her belly.

      My sister was heavily pregnant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Bella

          

        

      

    

    
      I could say it didn’t fill me with a grim sort of satisfaction to see high and mighty Donna Sanders-Allen speechless for once in our lives. Or that it didn’t tickle me because even though she had claimed to have no place for me and my witchy weirdness in her life that I was the person she’d called when the chips were down. I could say all that.

      But I’d be lying.

      She looked like hell. Not just because she was wearing prison-issue polyester and her hair had frizzed as it air-dried. No, it was more something in her aura that made her look so sick...so broken as she stared at my baby bump. Then the barrage of questions started.

      “How?”

      “Do I need to draw you a diagram?” I raised an eyebrow. “Or I could make the hand gesture.”

      She shook her head. “Who…? Where…? What…?”

      “Colonel Mustard in the Conservatory with the Lead Pipe,” I waggled my eyebrows at her.

      “Huh?” She shook her head. “You never make any sense.”

      I studied my chipping black sparkle nail polish. “You could just say ‘Congratulations, Bella. I’m so happy for you,’ and call it a day.”

      Her stony green gaze met mine. “Congratulations.”

      It sounded like a curse. My lips curled up in an involuntary smile. Oh, this was delicious.  “And maybe tag on a thank you for coming to bail my cranky carcass out of lock-up? How much is your bail, by the way?”

      “I’ll pay you back.”

      She would but not with money. I kept that tidbit to myself because I didn’t want her to change her mind. Donna was prickly at the best of times and going by the sorry state of her aura, today hadn’t been the best of times.

      I snapped my finger, putting a little extra intention behind the gesture. The officer who had been staring at my ass a moment earlier hopped forward.

      I turned to face the grizzled man, looked him square in the eyes, and pushed my power into his mind. Ephemeral tendrils snaked out from me into him like wisps of smoke, binding him to me.  Reflections on a human brain were a simple matter. In my eyes, which had turned to mirrors, the other party saw what they wanted to see, instead of what was truly there.

      And this chubby, passed-over middle-aged dude whose wife had left him for her dance instructor wanted to be someone’s hero.

      Behind me, Donna made an exasperated sound. “Really, Bells?”

      “Do you want to wait around for a bail hearing?” I asked her without breaking my stare.

      Sure, the peek I took into people’s minds was an invasion of privacy. But I’d been given my gift for a reason. Why bog myself down the way Donna did with moral issues of right vs. wrong?

      Besides, most people were incredibly boring.

      “I need your help.” Adopting the role that would help the spell along, I leaned forward and clutched the officer’s arm. “There’s been a terrible mistake.”

      Donna snorted. I ignored her as I played up my damsel in distress act. “My sister is desperately ill and needs to get to the doctor right away. You’re the only one who can help us!”

      He shook his head. The fog of my influence hung around him like a cloud, blocking out training and rules and procedures that he was supposed to follow. “Well, I …uh….”

      “Please.” I beseeched him with my mirrored eyes. “Please be our hero.”

      That did it. He glanced around and then strode forward with purpose, keys in hand. I sent Donna a smug smile as the lock clicked and the door swung open. Though she didn’t appreciate my using magic on the common folk, I sensed her relief. Our kind didn’t do well locked in a cage.

      Even if it was one of our own making. Like my twin’s.

      Donna collected her soggy belongings. I told the sergeant to erase all evidence that Donna had ever been there, and then we headed outside. Donna hunched her shoulders as if that would prevent downtown Shadow Cove from seeing us together. Puddles lined the street but the Carolina sun was peeking out from behind the clouds. The sunset that evening would be utterly glorious.

      I made my way over to my jade-green coup DeVille convertible and inserted the key. The car was vintage 1970 and had cost me a pretty penny in restoring. Well worth it though as it was my favorite accessory.

      “Top up or down?” I asked Donna as I fished my rhinestone sunglasses out of my beaded purse.

      She sent me a panicked look. “Up!”

      “Killjoy,” I quipped but left the top in place even though I longed to feel the wind in my hair.

      Donna scrambled into the seat and then hunched down low.

      “Seatbelt,” I chirped.

      Oh, if looks could kill I’d be a stain on the upholstery.

      “It’s the law.” Teasing her was too much fun.

      She wriggled around, doing her best to stay hidden from view and fasten her seatbelt at the same time.

      I turned the key in the ignition and relished the growl of the engine. “There are spare shades and a scarf in the glove box,” I murmured as I backed out of the slanted space.

      She dove for the compartment. Withdrew the Hermès scarf and wrapped it around her head before slipping the oversized round shades into place. “You’re having way too much fun at my expense. And you’re going the wrong way.”

      Shit. “Just enough for both of us, like always.” I made an illegal U-turn and headed toward her house in the little cookie-cutter subdivision that was straight out of a sitcom from the 1980s. “So, are you going to tell me why you were in jail?”

      She crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Like the way you told me you were pregnant?”

      “You ordered me to stay out of your life, Donna. I was trying to respect your wishes.” Foolish though they might be.

      I heard her inhale and then swallow. “Lewis changed the locks on me.”

      My head whipped around. “He did what?”

      “Look out!” Donna shrieked as the front tire on the passenger’s side went up on the sidewalk.

      I swore and then course corrected. “You’ve got to be shitting me. You’ve castrated yourself to be the perfect little Suzie homemaker. And that ungrateful bastard locked you out? That’s it, I’m turning him into a fungus.”

      “You’ll do no such thing.” Donna’s voice took on that prim lecturing tone. “The last thing we need is you reviving all the talk about magic again. Especially right before you give birth.”

      I didn’t respond, still trying to get my head around what she’d told me. “Did you two have a fight or something?”

      She shook her head. “No. You know Lewis isn’t big on confrontation. He just started screwing his secretary and—” Her sentence cut off in a scream as I slammed on the brakes.

      “He’s been cheating on you?” At that moment I wouldn’t have been surprised if smoke started billowing from my nostrils.

      Donna looked out at the mountain laurels that lined the road. “Yeah.”

      I felt the life inside me move and shift. Clearly, my offspring shared my outrage. “So let me get this straight. Lewis the future fungus was cheating on you and locked you out of your own home. And you expect me to do nothing?”

      The last word was practically a shriek.

      Donna put a hand on her scarf-covered head. “You’ve already done enough by getting me out of there.”

      “You are not going back to him,” I snarled.

      “That’s for me to decide,” she growled back.

      “In case you’ve forgotten, you’re a Sanders,” I hissed. “A legacy witch from a proud and distinguished line. We protect Shadow Cove. The mundane assholes in this town do not get to screw us over.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Donna

      

      

      And there she went with the legacy witch crap. The same hoopla that my mother and grandmother had been filling our heads with since we were knee-high to grasshoppers.

      “Are you forgetting that I’m the dud?” I whispered. “No magic, so no special witch benefits.”

      “You are not a dud,” Bella snapped. “You chose to live a boring-ass mundane life. To pretend that you didn’t have any gifts. But that doesn’t mean people can treat you like dirt.”

      

      “I can’t get into this right now.” My head was pounding. I desperately wanted to lie down in a dark room and sleep for a week, not diffuse the Bella bomb. “Can I just…stay with you for a while?”

      I couldn’t see her eyes behind her tinted sunglasses but could feel her gaze. “You want to stay with me?”

      Want had nothing to do with it. “If that’s all right?”

      Another long moment passed and for an instant, I was afraid she would refuse me. My brain started churning out backup plans. I could go to a hotel. Or maybe find a short-term rental. But the truth was that neither of those options appealed to me. As outrageous as Bella was, at least I knew she was in my corner. She’d come to my rescue and while I might not approve of her methods, I couldn’t argue with the results.

      “Please,” I whispered.

      She nodded once and cut the wheel hard. The DeVille curb checked again as my sister made another illegal U-turn. Then we were heading away from town and climbing up the steep hillside that led to the knob overlooking the mundane community of Shadow Cove.

      It was a solid ten minutes of taking switchbacks up the hillside. Ten minutes for me to steal surreptitious glances at her baby bump and wonder about it. Was this planned? Who was the father? That guy who had answered Bella’s phone? I hoped not. Thinking about his burn-out DNA mingling in our gene pool gave me shivers.

      The gothic mansion emerged before us like a nightmare vision created by a twisted mind. Which it was. According to family lore our three times great grandmother Edith Sanders had convinced her wealthy husband-to-be to build Storm Grove for her as a wedding present. The husband hadn’t survived the honeymoon though. A boating accident on Shadow Lake was what the papers had reported. A great whirlpool had opened and swallowed up his entire vessel. One of those freak things.

      Edith had moved into the manor by herself and had delivered her twin daughters, Jasmine, and Esmerelda.

      Twin girls had been the norm for Sanders women ever since. Twin girls who’d grown up on the property. Who, like salmon, came home once more when it was time to spawn. Up until I’d broken the chain by getting married and having Devon.

      “How far along are you?” I asked Bella as we passed by the ten-foot-tall iron gates that lead to Storm Grove Manor.

      “Seven months,” she murmured.

      “Twins I assume?” It was Bella. She would uphold the family tradition even if she had to drink a chromosome cocktail to do it.

      She shrugged and then parked the DeVille adjacent to the front door. “Only time will tell.”

      “You’re going to need a different car.”

      She lowered her sunglasses down her nose and just stared at me.

      “It’s a two-door,” I pointed out. “Car seats take up a lot of room.”

      “So, I should give up everything I love and buy a minivan? Hide from my gifts and take up bake sales and the PTA? Become part of a community of the uninspired and insipid?” Bella raised a brow. “How’s that working out for you, sis?”

      Ouch.

      Bella got out of the car and slammed the door. Since the driver’s side window was still down she leaned back down and stared at me.

      “In case you’ve forgotten, Donna, we were born for more important things than playing nice with the mundane people of Shadow Cove. Like keeping them safe.”

      “Safe from what?” I threw my hands up in the air. “Bella, it’s all make-believe. There are no wraiths! There is no portal to protect. It’s all fantasy. Mom wasn’t abducted by demons, she abandoned us!”

      “Believe what you want. You always do anyway,” she murmured.

      I watched as she sashayed up the stairs with the peeling paint, past the two gargoyles that I’d named Clyde and Hyde, and into the house. We’d been having a variation on the same exact argument for two and a half decades. Bella, like our mother, Fiona, and our grandmother Ruth—aka Grand—believed that there were invisible evil spirits that crept into people’s dreams, took over their bodies, and made them do tasks that would open portals to hell. That these wraiths answered to demons who were determined to take over the world. And that our family was tasked with guarding the portal and stopping them.

      It had been a fun fantasy when I was in elementary school. What little girl didn’t want to believe that she would one day hold an important job, one that would protect everyone and everything she loved from evil? But after years without any sign of magic, I’d forced myself to face the truth. My family had abilities. But they didn’t mean anything. There was no great destiny. No good reason why we couldn’t lead normal lives instead of holing up at this decaying property forever apart from the world. Mom and Grand were batshit crazy. I’d tried to reason with Bella more times than I could count. Tried to convince her she could have something other than the Sander’s legacy. But she hadn’t listened. And when mom had left when we’d been seniors in high school, it had been up to me to break the cycle.

      Yeah, so maybe life with Lewis hadn’t been exciting or mysterious. The big reason I’d married him was because he was so predictable. I’d needed that after years of living in chaos. Devon had thrived on the routine. I’d sent him off to college on a soccer scholarship. I’d done better for my son than our mother had done for us. Up to and including keeping my distance from my delusional twin and shutting down the rumors about the Sanders women being bugfuck crazy.

      And where had that gotten me? Right back to where I’d started. Damn Lewis and the makers of ED medication right to the bowels of hell. How come scientists could cure limp dicks but we still had nothing to combat middle-aged weight gain, fatigue, or hot flashes? We were told to better control our diet and exercise more because goddess knows that fistful of raisins I’d scarfed mid-day while helping my son set up his dorm room was the height of indulgence.  Clyde and Hyde stared at me, their hideous scrunched-up faces mocking me. Panic flared. I didn’t want to go into that house. Just being near it made me twitchy.  I dug my phone out of my purse and dialed Lewis’s number.

      “Donna?” he answered on the third ring.

      I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. I would not yell or scream or belittle him in any way. I’d always managed to smooth over the rough patches before. There was too much at stake. Of course, I had never walked in on him having sex with someone else before either. But still, we had been together for twenty-two years. We had a son. We had made a good team. Surely we could find some common ground.

      Goals set, I began in an even voice. “Lewis, listen to me. This has all gotten so out of control and I think we need to sit down and—”

      “I want a divorce,” he blurted out.

      “What?” I must have misheard.

      “I’ve already filed the paperwork,” he continued. “You’ll get the documents next week.”

      I shook my head. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

      But he’d already hung up.
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      My gaze was fixed on the external buttresses, the pointed arches, and the asymmetrical design of Storm Grove Manor. It sat forbidding and starkly shadowed against the final rays of the dying August sun. I didn’t see any of them though as I stared off into the ether.

      This wasn’t the plan.

      Someone knocked on the passenger’s side window. I jumped. The guy standing there looked like he’d gotten lost on his way to the beach. Shaggy blond hair, deep tan, whiter-than-the-driven-snow-smile. He wore cargo shorts and an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt with sandals on his feet. I’d seen dozens like him at the campus earlier. Dollars to doughnuts he was the guy who’d picked up Bella’s phone. I’d die of shock if he was a day over twenty-five.

      Beach bum dude made a motion for me to roll down the window and after a moment’s hesitation, I did.

      “You okay?” He had pretty gray eyes, like an early morning fog that wrapped around a body and kissed it with mist.

      I recognized the Texas accent right away. Sure enough, this was the dim bulb who’d picked up Bella’s phone when I’d called. Young, dumb, and unless I missed my guess, hung. My sister sure could pick ‘em.

      At least he was kind for checking up on me.  “Yeah, I’m fine. Who are you?”

      “I’m Axel.” He stuck his hand through the window. “You must be Don.”

      “Donna,” I corrected but took the proffered hand. It was warm and rough, lightly calloused. Touching him sent an electric current zinging through my system. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask if he was Bella’s baby daddy but decided against it. “What are you doing here, Axel?”

      “Didn’t Bells tell you? I’m her new assistant.”

      “So that’s what the kids are calling it these days,” I grumbled.

      “What?” Axel’s heavy blond brows pulled together, though he kept smiling. He was cute. Like a modern-day Viking who’d taken one too many hits to the noggin.

      “Never mind.” If my twin wanted to move her barely legal baby daddy into the family home, who the hell was I to judge?

      “You coming in anytime soon?” Axel asked me. “It’s almost cocktail hour. I’m making mojitos.”

      “My sister’s pregnant. She shouldn’t be drinking,” I lectured.

      He flashed me a grin. “That’s why I make all of hers virgin.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to snark that she might have developed a taste for virgins but held back. It wasn’t Axel’s fault that I was having the shittiest day of my life. He didn’t deserve my snark. “A mojito sounds amazing.”

      “No bags?” Axel asked as he held the car door open for me.

      I shook my head. I had nothing on me other than what had been on my person. Being out in the world without my stuff left me feeling naked. Vulnerable.

      Axel slung an arm around my shoulders. “No worries, Don. I’m sure Bells has some stuff you can borrow.”

      I shuddered at the thought. My sister liked to dress like a goth version of Stevie Nicks. Not exactly my style.

      “Come on, let’s get you a drink.”

      As he led me up the stone steps past Hyde and Clyde, I had to grudgingly admit that I liked this kid. Even if he couldn’t be bothered to say my full name.

      The foyer was as large and intimidating as ever. The vertical proportions stretched to the ceiling three stories above. Skinny spindled railings clung to the curved staircase that led to the upper levels. Black and what wasn’t black, was stone. The space was cold and foreboding, with no furniture or drop zones or anything that was remotely welcoming or useful. It was like a stop on a ghost tour more than a home.

      With no fabrics to soften the sound, our footsteps echoed in the space as we crossed into the main drawing room. The stone fireplace was large enough to stand in and dominated one wall between two stained glass windows that came to points in the center. A burgundy chaise longue faced the fireplace and an old-fashioned dry bar cart sat alongside it. Axel guided me to the chaise before turning his attention to the cart. I watched as he mixed the rum, and lime juice and then muddled what smelled like basil.

      “No mint?” I asked when he handed me the drink.

      He flashed a dimple at me. “Just try it.”

      I did. It had a fresh taste like a classic Mojito but was a little spicier. “Wow, that’s really good.”

      “I used to work as a mixologist. We had a bumper crop of basil this year and I just finished harvesting it from the garden. Hope you like pesto.”

      “It’s one of my favorites,” I admitted.

      “Marvelous,” he grinned and went back to mixing.

      Bella swept into the room, her white eyelet broomstick skirt swishing around her ankles. She gave Axel a peck on the cheek as he handed her the next drink. “Be a love and get the green room ready for my sister.”

      “No, I can—” I made to set my drink aside, but Axel waved at me, indicating I should stay where I was.

      “It’s no trouble, Don.” He winked at me and then sauntered from the room.

      Bella tilted her head to watch his ass as he ascended the stairs.

      “He’s barely older than Devon,” I said to her. “Have you no shame?”

      “None,” Bella said and then turned her full focus on me. “Besides, he’s a great help to me here.”

      “Since when do you need an assistant?” I raised a brow at her. “It’s not like you work for a living.”

      “Just because I don’t have a traditional nine-to-five slog doesn’t mean I don’t earn my keep,” Bella said.  “And the wraith attacks have been increasing the past several months. Not a night goes by that I don’t have to free some poor soul from being hijacked.”

      Not again. I finished my drink and got up to fix myself another. I was going to need it. “Bella, there are perfectly logical explanations why people do things that are seemingly out of character.”

      “Yes, they are called wraiths.” She huffed out a sigh as though I were the one being difficult.

      “No, they are called drugs, alcohol, depression, mood disorders, mixing medications. Have you ever heard of Ambien?”

      “Believe what you want to believe, Donna. But try as you might, you’ll never be able to organize the cosmos and fit them in one of your neat little storage solutions.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face. “Look, Bella. I had a rough day and I’m meeting with a new client tomorrow. I don’t want to argue with you so I’ll say thank you for coming to get me and for letting me stay here and good night.”

      With that, I set my drink aside and made for the stairs before our disagreement escalated.

      The way they always did.
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      So stubborn. I shook my head as I watched Donna climb the stairs to our old room. There had been a time when the two of us had been inseparable. We’d slept in the same bed, matched our clothes, and couldn’t stand being more than a few feet apart.

      Then something changed.

      If she hadn’t been immune, I would have thought a wraith had burrowed deep under her skin, like a tick. Her personality shift had been that drastic. Donna had gone from being fun and outgoing to withdrawn and judgmental. She didn’t believe in her own magic or our role as guardians of the portal.

      That part hurt almost as much as when she’d asked me to stay out of her life.

      The loss of her had been too much. I’d never known loneliness as I had over the last year. No company, no relief from my thoughts or grief or the fever dreams that plagued me night after endless night.

      I smoothed a hand over my belly. That was why I’d decided to have these babies. So that I wouldn’t be alone forever. The situation wasn’t ideal. It had been foolish and impulsive and created even more fear in my heart. But the thought of having children to love and teach excited me too. I only harbored one regret and experience had taught me that regret, while unfortunate, was better than the alternative of not living, not trying, and not striving for what you wanted.

      Now Donna was back. Even if she claimed not to believe in fate, I knew that the universe had a hand in her return. I just needed to convince her she should stay. Embrace her destiny.

      Axel jogged down the stairs but hesitated in the doorway. After all these months, he could read my mood better than anyone other than Donna. “Is she going to be all right?”

      “Her husband is cheating on her,” I told him.

      His eyebrows went up. “Do you want me to bring you the mirror?”

      Out of respect for Donna, I hadn’t checked on my brother-in-law or nephew, but such a sudden change of behavior needed to be investigated. I shook my head. “I’ve got it.”

      He hesitated and I raised a brow, waiting.

      “Anything else?” I quirked a brow.

      His gray eyes were guileless. “Just wondering if you’re really a legacy witch. You never mentioned it.”

      Damn Donna for bringing that up to Axel. In an offhanded manner, I shrugged. “Are you really an assistant?”

      He nodded as he absorbed that and then flashed me a grin. “I am now. I’ll get dinner going.”

      I moved to the window and stared at my reflection in the leaded glass and thought about the first time I’d seen Axel. His aura had called to me from where he stood, withering behind the bar. And he had been kind.

      He wasn’t quite human. After one glance I knew that much. His colors were too pure, too clean. Completely untainted. Wraiths couldn’t settle on him. Though I’d never used my gift of reflection on him, I recognized his need to come home with me. That it would lead him to his ultimate desire. He didn’t know what he longed for and out of respect for someone close to me, I hadn’t looked into his mind, his heart, or his background. His secrets were his own.

      I’d learned the hard way that sharing your secrets with others gave them the idea that they could unearth yours. My secrets needed to stay buried.

      I shook myself out of the fugue state and headed for the mirror. With it, I could locate them all, the faces of those who were lost to the phantoms who served demonkind. The mirror was the wraith’s way in as well as the key to their detection.

      I scanned the location, but there were no new possessions in Shadow Cove. The portal was safe for now. Maybe I could finally get some sleep.

      Of course, I did have that potion to brew for the garden, the one to take care of the aphids. And Donna would need something to wear. And when was the last time I’d showered? I sniffed my armpit and wrinkled my nose. Yeah, a shower was in order.

      A gust of otherworldly wind followed me into the first-floor suite room and a sultry southern voice purred, “The prodigal daughter returns then?”

      “Annabeth,” I turned away from the mirror to face the specter. “Don’t start on Donna right away. She’s had a rough day.”

      The teenage poltergeist wore a vintage dress with full voluminous skirts that had either been blue or purple. Her transparent appearance made it hard to distinguish colors. She pouted prettily and twirled her open parasol over her bonnet-covered sausage curls. “You never let me have any fun.”

      “That’s because your idea of fun usually ends up with another body to bury. And my back hurts enough as it is.” I put my hands there in illustration.

      Annabeth had been at the Sanders house since its construction. No one knew her last name or where she had come from. I knew because I’d once asked our mother why no one had exorcised the girl’s spirit and banished her from our realm of existence.

      Her answer still haunted me. Better to have evil up your sleeve than gunning for you.

      Hovering four feet over the thick oriental carpet, Annabeth sashayed around the room. “He’s been watching you again.” She spoke almost casually.

      All the hairs rose along the nape of my neck. I schooled my features though. Showing Annabeth a reaction was like opening a vein in shark-infested waters. “He’s back then?”

      Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Yes. Should I go spy on him again?”

      I weighed the risk and then gave in to temptation. “Since you said he’s spying on me, it would only be fair to return the favor, right?”

      Annabeth nodded, her sly grin stealing over her doll-like features and then faded from sight.

      I swallowed and then braced my hands against the cool glass. How much did he suspect? Would he come here, try to talk to me? Or worse, would he plot and plan, using his wraith-infested minions to strike back at me?

      I shut my eyes, sensing the wards around Storm Grove. Nothing with a physical body could cross into the territory without my knowledge. He could send as many spies as he liked but if he tried to come himself, I would be ready.

      No one was going to take my children from me. No one.
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      I’d forgotten about the bats in the attic. The entry and exit point to the colony’s roost was directly above my old bedroom, aka the green room. I lay on my side facing the window, clad in an old robe I’d left in the closet and trying to force my wonky brain into a state of rest when the first flutters sounded. Then the scuffling noises as the cauldron of winged beasties made their way out to hunt for the night.

      Normal people would have hired pest control to deal with the bats decades ago. Their droppings could create all sorts of health problems and the little bastards carried thousands of viruses. But not the Sanders family. Grand had installed bat houses in trees all over the property and my mother had always maintained she would rather have bats defecating in our attic than clouds of mosquitos attacking her while she worked in the garden.

      Tossing the covers aside, I strode to the window that overlooked my mother’s garden. Not much to see in the blue-black nightscape. The crescent moon was hidden behind scudding clouds.  A wolf howled in the distance. A moment later, another answered. Bella’s strays were still in residence then.

      The werewolf bunkhouse was at the far end of Storm Grove from the manor house. That put miles of distance between us and the unfortunate females who’d been forcibly changed. The ones Bella had sought out and saved from male-dominated packs where the women were just another commodity for them to fight over.

      My sister did good things with her powers. Necessary things. She just couldn’t understand why I wasn’t willing to wade into the fray alongside her.

      The last time I’d been at the house, the garden had gone to seed, the weeds overtaking what had once been winding rows of herbs and vegetables and flowers. Neither Bella nor I had inherited our mother’s green thumb. While I could tell a tomato from a squash once the fruit ripened, everything before that stage looked like a sea of leaves.

      Movement below caught my eye. I squinted, having removed my contacts when I lay down. The broad shoulders gave him away as he bent down, digging at something in the earth. Axel.

      Another howl in the distance. He didn’t even twitch. Axel must be used to the crazy.

      My teeth sank into my lower lip as I watched him. Could I blame Bella for shacking up with someone who looked that good? That would be some incredible DNA to work with. Their kids would be glorious.

      At that moment he stood from his crouch and looked directly up at my window.

      Like a ninny, I jumped to the side and hid behind the curtain. My heart pounded. There was no way he could see me creeping on him, right?  I was two stories up and it was dark out.

      “Skanky old cougar must run in the family,” I muttered and then turned back to bed. Despite my exhaustion, sleep proved elusive. The room was crammed full of boxes and bags, yellowed lampshades, and ugly bric-a-brac. Not like the serene space I’d created at home. A light gray with hints of blue. Blue comforter and fluffy white pillows. A small bedside table for a book, my glasses, and my phone. Maybe a glass of water. The painting I’d had commissioned of a storm rolling in off the ocean and purple lightning streaking in the distance, was the first sight I woke up to every morning.

      A perfectly restful space.

      Forcing my mind forward, I thought about what I needed to do before I met with my new client the next morning. Get my car and some clothes. There was no way I was showing up to meet with a client in one of Bella’s hippy-dippy swooshy patchwork costumes.

      I wondered for a moment if I should call Devon. I’d promised him that I would give him his space at college. Besides, what would I say? Your father changed the locks without telling me and then had me arrested? Not the kind of thing a mother wanted to dump on her child.

      My thoughts skipped around like little kids on a playground until I gave up on sleep altogether, clicked on a light, shuddered at the mess, and did what I did best—brainstormed.

      I started with the next day’s to-dos. I’d run to Walmart in the morning and buy myself a temporary wardrobe. Just a few pairs of jeans and shirts until I could get back into the house. Then I should call a lawyer. A pang went through me. Lewis was obviously way ahead of me on that front. But he couldn’t just deny me entry to our home, could he?

      How long he had been planning the divorce? The timing was too perfect for it to be a spur-of-the-moment decision. At least he’d waited until Devon was out of the house before having his strumpet over.

      Or…had he?

      I tasted bile at the thought of Lewis sneaking that little piece of naval lint into my home, my bed, while I was out at work. My blood started to boil as I imagined him moving her into the home I’d spent the greater part of my adult life cultivating. Bad enough she was stealing my husband but I’d be damned if she benefited from years of hard work.

      A soft knock on the door to my bedroom jerked me out of my dark musings. Clearing my throat I called, “Come in.”

      The door swung inward. Axel stood there holding a mug. “I saw your light on and thought you could use something hot.”

      Half a dozen dirty thoughts stampeded through my brain so it took more effort than it should have for me to respond. “That was considerate. Thanks.”

      He strode in looking like sin on a stick and placed the mug down on the desk beside me. “Bella has a hard time sleeping too.”

      “It’s the age,” I told him as I wrapped my fingers around the mug of what looked to be hot chocolate. “No woman in our age group can get a decent night’s sleep without some heavy-duty prescriptions.”

      He tilted his head and studied me. “How old are you?”

      I choked on my cocoa. Axel reached forward and pounded me on the back as I struggled for air.

      “Didn’t anyone teach you that it’s rude to ask a woman her age?” I wheezed.

      His stormy gray eyes were guileless as he shook his head. “No. I grew up in foster care. Social etiquette wasn’t high on the priority list.”

      My lips parted. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t your fault. You weren’t the one who abandoned me.”

      “No, but I’m old enough to be,” I pointed out.

      He studied me for long enough that I had to fight the urge to squirm. There was more to Bella’s PA than I’d thought.

      He nodded to my phone. “So what is it you usually do when you can’t sleep?”

      “Make lists for work. I’m a decluttering and organizing professional.”

      “Like those people on TV?” Axel raised his brows as though my job impressed him. Which of course it didn’t.  In my experience, most people, especially young men, didn’t see the value in paying someone to help them find efficiencies in their homes. Clutter and inefficiency didn’t impact the neurotypical in the same way it did for people prone to anxiety or the neurodivergent.

      “Except not so famous as the people on TV,” I smiled and then blew on the cocoa.

      Instead of yawning or making an excuse the way I’d expected, he pulled an armchair away from the wall so we sat at a 90-degree angle to one another other.

      “How did you get into that line of work?” he asked. “Did you go to school for it or something?”

      “Nothing so formal,” I sighed and sipped my cocoa. “I went to school but only made it two semesters before I dropped out. This is delicious by the way.”

      Axel smiled and waited.

      I took another sip from the mug and decided that I owed him a little insight for being such a judgmental harpy. “I have ADHD.”

      He blinked but didn’t say anything so I set the mug aside and turned to face him. “Being surrounded by clutter makes it worse. Like this place.” I gestured to the overly large furniture and jam-packed bookshelf that held everything except books. “My brain doesn’t settle well. Sometimes I get so fixated on one thing that I forget to eat or shower. At other times I’m like a horny jackrabbit bouncing from one thing to the next. This place makes it worse.”

      “How so?” Axel tilted his head in curiosity.

      I gestured to the space around me. “You live here and you know how crammed full every room is. My mother and Bella call it the Sander’s legacy. I call it the fifth circle of hell. When I lived here, I had to fight to hold a thought from the time I woke up in the morning until I fell into a fitful sleep. I ended up losing myself in projects I never finished or spacing out. Too much stuff leads to me being even more easily distracted. It’s like I’m standing in a field and there are dozens of fires all around me and I can’t decide which I should put out first. So, I had to learn how much I could deal with.”

      Axel nodded. “For survival.”

      Funny, I’d never thought of it in those terms. But he was right. It had been me or the stuff. “Exactly.” I reached for the mug again, needing the chocolate boost.

      “I’ll pull all this out of here,” he offered.

      I blinked. “Oh, you don’t need to bother yourself.” I wasn’t going to be staying long.

      Our eyes met and he reached out and brushed a knuckle across my lower jaw. “Maybe I want to bother.”

      I quit breathing. Just gave it up in that instant because my lungs had frozen in place. What was Axel saying?

      “I’m right across the hall if you need anything.” He plucked the mug from my nerveless fingers.

      “You are?” That made no sense. Bella’s room was on the ground floor. The room across from our old one had been a spare bedroom.

      Before I could ask about it though, Axel returned the armchair to the corner and nodded. “Night, Don.”

      The door shut with a click.

      Before I realized what I was doing I was up on my feet and had flung myself at the door. My heart pounded and my hands shook. The old key was the type that stayed in the lock and I turned it with a vicious twist. Then I sagged.

      Surely he hadn’t meant to come onto me. Maybe Axel was just a flirt by nature. Maybe I was so out of practice that I didn’t recognize real flirting from play flirting anymore. He couldn’t have been serious. He was with Bella.

      Wasn’t he?

      The sound of male laughter drifted through the door.

      I crawled back into bed and shut off the light.

      At least he’d given me something to think about other than Lewis the letch.
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      The nightmare always started the same way. The big house that a family had left in a hurry. Able to carry only a few items, they’d abandoned ninety percent of their material possessions.

      And I had to deal with it.

      Overwhelm threatened.  I hated this part. The sorting, the lack of systems. Often I’d get distracted by one thing and forget what I was doing. Damn wonky brain.

      I had to fix this massive house. Unlike in real life, I couldn’t walk away from it, couldn’t leave until the job was done. I moved from room to room. Trying to get my bearings, to find something to focus on, something that would help me pick a direction.

      The dream blurred then, the way dreams do and the next scene had the top floor of the space finished. I’d removed the unnecessary and was living in the upstairs space. But something was off.

      And then I spotted the stairs.

      The building was in the city center, right in the middle of everything, and it had been laid out more like apartments than a single-family home. I went downstairs and once again was overwhelmed by the immense amount of stuff. Old-fashioned furniture mixed with modern tech. Personal items and clothes and tchotchke and books, papers, garbage, just stuff. I was being buried under the crushing weight of the never-ending job. Too much stuff! My wonky brain screamed as it began to overload. I can’t handle this much stuff! It’s suffocating me!

      I woke, gasping. My hands shook as I ran them through my hair, struggling to ground myself in reality. It didn’t take a shrink to figure out what the nightmare meant. My need for order wasn’t exactly a state secret. Hell, I’d been telling Bella’s PA about it. So a dream that I could never achieve the level of organization that I needed to function left me on the verge of a panic attack.

      And my surroundings weren’t much better. Years of other people’s rubbish had been crammed into the space, making me feel like I was just another scratched armoire or a tarnished candle stick. Unwanted detritus no one had bothered dealing with and tucked out of sight. To make somebody else’s problem. There was no room to create, to breathe.

      Axel said he would clear the space out. While it was sweet of him to offer, that would only mean I was going to stay here long-term. I didn’t have any better option at the moment but the thought of moving back in with my sister made me itch.

      I knew that life. Had lived on the outer edge of it all through my childhood. The dud who never manifested a root power and therefore couldn’t work even the simplest spell. The damaged daughter with a million ideas who flitted from thing to thing, never achieving much because she was too easily distracted. The young woman whose mother hadn’t bothered to say goodbye.

      It had taken me years to overcome that. Years where it felt like everyone else had received a tutorial in how to do basic shit that I’d missed. Years of developing systems that didn’t make sense to anyone but me to combat the chaos of opening my eyes and immediately spinning out. Being Devon’s mom gave me a single point to focus on. When he was a baby, I didn’t have to choose what to do that day because his needs came first. Always. That tiny human engaged me the way no one and nothing else ever did.  He was in my line of sight so I never drifted off like an untethered balloon. His cries brought me back to earth. I learned to care for him first, and myself second because he needed me to find a way to function. I had to show up for him. I had to keep him clean and fed and happy.

      Bedtimes, yeah, that wasn’t a thing. I didn’t nag him about brushing his teeth or taking a shower because that was the kind of shit I forgot to do for myself. But my creativity and enthusiasm for being his mom, for going out and exploring nature, and playing make-believe led to a happy child.

      If not a happy spouse.

      Lewis did all the drudge work. The cooking, the laundry. “Why are you so lazy?” He’d bitch at me when he didn’t have any clean socks. “You’re home all day, you think you could handle the washing.”

      That was Lewis’s level of confrontation. Shitty comments. In those days I didn’t say anything back. I didn’t want him to know my secret. That there was something wrong with me. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to have clean and neatly folded clothes at the ready for my family. I just…forgot. My brain was on an adventure quest with my son, not fucking around with the vacuum.

      Those first five years, where I had been my son’s whole world were the best. Time, my constant nemesis, didn’t exist. There was only the now, the moment. When I’d watch him sleep or tickle his tummy. Lewis grumbled about the state of the house, but what did it matter? My son was happy and thriving.

      And then Devon started kindergarten.

      That left me home, surrounded by a shitload of boring ass things to do and no will to do any of them. Cleaning had never been my forte. Let Lewis do it, he liked to have everything just so.

      “This place is a sty,” he complained one day when he stepped in something sticky. “What do you do all day that you can’t mop the floors?”

      Shame made my cheeks heat. I’d been working on reupholstering a chair I’d found on the side of the road. Which had led me to the craft store, which led me to the aisle where all the fake flowers were out where I’d run into my friend Vanessa who was getting married and was trying to figure out how to decorate an arch for wedding photos. “So, I offered to do it for her,” I summed up. “I found all of these cute ideas on Pinterest and….”

      “What’s she paying you for this?” I’d watched Lewis’s face get redder and redder as I’d explained how my various side quests had led to me being out of the house all day but his question took me aback.

      “Paying me?” I shook my head. “I’m not getting any money. Just doing a favor for a friend.”

      “If you can’t keep the house clean, you should get a job,” he lectured. “That way we can hire someone to clean.”

      I blinked at him. A million ideas vied for my attention. I could be a wedding planner!

      That one had lasted less than two months. While I liked some aspects, there were so many details. I soon grew bored with the flowers and the color schemes.

      Maybe I could be a photographer. I went out and bought a digital camera, the best on the market. Lewis had turned purple when he saw the credit card bill but I’d barely noticed his fit because I’d been busy studying the rule of thirds, the bokeh effect, and golden hour.

      Then there’d been my pet grooming business. That had lasted until a German Shepard had nearly taken my arm off. Then yoga instructor, but that was too slow for me and I’d never finished my certification. Career after career, one failed business after the next. Being Devon’s mom was the only thing I’d ever been any good at.

      It had happened almost by accident.

      Lewis had been away at a conference. Devon was on a weekend camping trip with the scouts. I’d been feeling particularly shitty because my house was a wreck and I couldn’t find my phone. So I decided to start getting rid of things.

      All the things.

      I zipped from room to room with a trash bag and a box for donations just discarding it all. The silver lining to my ADHD? While I might give in to impulsiveness, I had no real attachment to things I wasn’t using. And I felt…lighter afterward.  The house looked better, almost like a hotel. On impulse, I called the number for the cleaning service Lewis had left on the fridge. They came in and took care of dirt, mildew, and all the little nooks and crannies. When they were done I paid them and left, not wanting to fuck up the perfection inside. I walked around the lake, imagining how happy my husband would be to come home to a clean home. It would be a fresh start for both of us.

      I met Lewis at the door and watched his face. I’d hoped he would have smiled and taken me in his arms, told me he was proud of me for doing all of this work.

      Instead, his eyebrows had pulled together. “Where’s my TV?”

      “I got rid of it.” It came out small, like a squeak.

      “You what?” His eyes had bulged. “Why would you do that?”

      “The mess is gone.” I tried to point out the positives. “That whole nest of wires that was

      snaking out of the side collecting dust?”

      He stared at me for a long minute. “Do you have any idea how much it will cost to replace that television?”

      “No, but I can look it up,” I headed for my laptop already in research mode.

      He gripped my arm. “What is wrong with you?”

      I blinked at him, not understanding why he was so upset. Isn’t this what he’d wanted? A

      clean house? It’s all he ever talked about and I knew I’d done a good job. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere.

      He’d let me go and then stared at the floor for a long time.

      “I’m sorry,” I said at last. “I didn’t think it was such a big deal. I grew up without a television. I thought we could spend more time together…you know. As a family?”

      “Family,” Lewis said and then walked away. A moment later I heard a door slam and flinched.

      I sat on the couch and stared at the empty wall where the big ugly television had been. Lewis was the one who managed the money. Of course, he was upset that I’d gotten rid of something valuable. But I truly believed I’d done the right thing. We didn’t need that stupid television. Or those vases that his great aunt had given us for a wedding present. Or the old bench seat that I hadn’t gotten around to staining. Or the ocean of throw pillows that needed to be moved if you wanted to sit on the couch. When Lewis was gone the TV just sat there like a big eyesore. Devon and I preferred to be outside when the weather was good. Hiking, swimming or just hanging out at the neighborhood pool. When it was cold, we read or played video games on the system in his room.

      Once upon a time, Lewis had done those things with us. Back then he didn’t mind that I couldn’t balance a checkbook or even find it. He’d been sure and stable and acted as the anchor that I needed. But then he’d gotten a raise at work and had bought that TV and DVR. When he wasn’t at work he was glued to the damn thing. Obviously, he found it more interesting than he found us.

      Something inside me broke as I sat on that couch. I knew I’d never be able to be the wife he wanted.  No matter what I did, he was always unhappy. I was tired of feeling like I couldn’t get anything right. If I had a better alternative, I’d leave.

      But I didn’t. My credit rating was garbage. I was unemployed. If I left Lewis, I would have nowhere to take Devon.

      Nowhere other than to Bella’s.

      But no, I wouldn’t do that to Devon. I needed to find out the answer to Lewis’s question. Find out what was wrong with me.

      It had taken six months to get the official diagnosis of ADHD. My hyperfocus let me research the hell out of my symptoms. I didn’t share the diagnosis with my husband. I doubted it would change anything. Instead, I asked for his help in starting a new business.

      “What is it this time?” Lewis had asked.

      “Home organization,” I said.

      He stared at me. “Is this some sort of joke?”

      “Our house is organized isn’t it?”

      “That’s because you got rid of everything!”

      I shrugged. “And when was the last time I lost my keys?”

      He stared at me for a long minute. “You think you can do this?”

      I’d turned toward the wall. “I think I can help people.” People like me and my son. I’d do the hard shit, the boring shit, all the things that dragged me down if it meant I made a better life for the two of us. A life where I didn’t feel judged, where I had to lock myself in the bathroom to cry.

      It hadn’t been easy to stick with it on the hard days. I missed chasing the dopamine rush of impulse, of having to rein myself in when someone just wanted a refresh instead of a whole new style. I’d done it for Devon. And I helped people. Women like me who also hadn’t gotten the handbook on being the domestic goddess. Eliminate, automate, and delegate. I’d help them simplify and set up systems so they could find the important things and live their lives. And most importantly, I helped them feel good about themselves.

      Somewhere along the way I’d forgotten why I’d started. That I wanted to be free and needed to set up a life independent of my passive-aggressive husband.

      Now, I didn’t have a choice.

      I spaced out after that, my mind drifting aimlessly. Goddess, I missed Devon. Missed the sound of his feet thundering down the stairs, the door slamming as he ran to catch a ride with his friends. The massive bear hugs. I could have used his sunshine right about now.

      Instead, I was here. In the Sanders house, surrounded by useless crap. The urge to just start pitching it all out the window was strong. Instead, I swung my feet over the side of the bed and headed for the stairs.

      I found Bella out on the patio that overlooked the garden. She wore a purple maternity dress with a scooped neckline and fluttery sleeves and enough silver bangles to cover her forearms. Her hair was pulled back into a messy bun and her eyes were lined with kohl. She was tapping away at a laptop, which seemed very high-tech for the Sanders house.

      I’d had nothing to put on other than the t-shirt and jeans I was wearing when I’d been arrested the day before. They stank of mildew and I was delaying getting dressed until the last possible moment so I was still swathed in the threadbare bathrobe.

      “I’m not sure if this is good news or not, but there are no wraiths attached to your pant-load of a spouse,” she informed me as she shut the laptop.

      My gaze fell to her stomach and I hesitated. “May I?”

      She made a gesture that indicated I was welcome. I put a hand over the mound in her middle. A smile tugged at the corners of my lips. “You’re going to be someone’s mom.”

      “Scary, isn’t it?” She grinned back and we shared a moment.

      Bella looked away first and then stirred a mug full of foul-smelling liquid.

      “Ugh, what is that?” My nose scrunched up at the pungent aroma and I recoiled from touching her. “It smells like a rotting stump.”

      “It’s wood ear and peppermint tea,” she said and took a sip. “Good for awakening the third eye, lowering cholesterol, cleansing the liver, and promoting gut health. You should try some.”

      My nose crinkled in disgust. “Wood ears are mushrooms aren’t they?”

      “They don’t have much flavor of their own.” Bella took a sip.

      My stomach rolled at the thought of fungus tea. “I don’t have time this morning. I have a new client meeting and need to get home. I was wondering if you could drive me to go pick up my car?”

      “Sorry,” Bella said. “I have somewhere to be.”

      “Can’t you just drop me on the way?” I asked after a moment when she offered nothing further. Unlike me, Bella didn’t see a need to vomit up an explanation whenever somebody inquired. It was why she would always remain the more mysterious twin.

      “I can’t. Hey, I know. Axel has a car. Maybe he’ll drive you.”

      “No,” I sputtered. But it was too late.

      “Axel!” Bella shouted through the open terrace doors.

      I bit off a groan at the sound of his footsteps, then pasted on a smile before turning to face him.

      “Donna needs a ride,” Bella stated.

      “If it’s not too much trouble,” I added. “You probably have things to do and I don’t want to impose.”

      “No problem,” Axel said easily and set a bowl of fruit salad down in front of my sister. “It’s market day and I was heading into town anyway. When did you want to go?”

      “As soon as possible.”

      He frowned as he saw that there was no plate or cup set out next to Bella’s place. “You need to eat something first.”

      “Oh, I’m good.”

      I’d expected Axel to nod and wander off. He didn’t. “You didn’t eat anything last night either.”

      “Really, it’s okay. I’m not much of a breakfast person.”

      “It’s the most important meal of the day,” Bella piped up.

      I bared my teeth at her and gritted out, “I’m fine, thanks. I need to get going.”

      “I’ll meet you out front in ten,” Axel said.

      Bella speared a piece of cantaloupe as he walked away. “Funny, I didn’t think he’d back down that easily. The man is obsessive about feeding me.”

      “That’s because you’re eating for three,” I pointed out.

      “I laid out clothes for you on my bed,” she said in an offhand manner. “And before you give me the I’m fine speech, you should know that Axel has your damp duds in the wash. So unless you want to hit downtown Shadow Cove in your robe, you’ll need to borrow something.”

      I sighed. “Thank you.”

      “Was that so difficult?” Bella winked and speared another bite of fruit.

      I hustled through the lower floor until I reached the main bedroom. During Grand’s time, the drapes had always been pulled tightly shut.  I was surprised to see that Bella had the curtains tied back. They were much lighter fabric than the heavy blackout ones. She’d removed the gaudy wallpaper too and replaced it with warm sand-colored paint. The furniture was the same. Dark heavy pieces and the room was a hot mess explosion of fabric and books and random bottles and bunches of herbs and a variety of crystals. Vintage witch gone wild.

      Emphasis on the wild. The bed was unmade and half the decorative pillows were on the floor. My sister had always been a slob, and it had driven me nuts because I could never find anything in her mess.

      The dress Bella had laid out for me was draped over the foot of her bed, in a garment bag. I unzipped it and stared. The price tags were still attached. I blinked when I saw the numbers. More than I would have spent on a single article of clothing. But Bella had always been frivolous. The garment seemed a little sedate for her. She typically wore jewel tones but the breezy floral print was much more my speed. It had a v-neckline and cap sleeves and the hem hit me just at the knee. She hadn’t put out stockings, but it was too hot for them anyhow. A pair of sandals the color of bone sat in a box at the bottom of the bag. I slipped them on and then turned to survey myself in the large freestanding mirror.

      It was an enormous thing that had an alcove of its own. Both Bella and Grand were adamant that no part of the body should be reflected in a mirror while they slept. Supposedly that’s how the wraiths got in. Bella had even erected a screen around it to make sure there would be no accidental exposure.

      I circled the screen and studied my appearance. Not my usual style but I had to admit, I looked worlds better than I had the day before. My hair was still damp from my shower and the humidity would bring out the worst in the curls if I left it free, but it worked with the look. This was an outfit that would tell both Lewis and my new client that I was a woman who knew how to handle myself.

      When I stepped out from behind the screen Bella stood there proffering a necklace. The cord was a parachute string that ended in a net bag. Within the bag was an unpolished, uncut stone that looked either blue or black depending on the way the light hit it.

      “No.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Hematite,” she spoke as though she hadn’t heard me. “It’ll ground and protect you.”

      “No,” I said again. “No crystals, no potions, no mojo bags. Clutter stresses me out.”

      “It’ll help you find your center,” Bella insisted. “And it’s not clutter, it’s jewelry.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Bella—”

      “Look, you won’t let me do anything else,” she said. “At least let me do this for you.”

      When dealing with clients who had a hard time saying no to loved ones who continued to foist unwanted items onto them, I advocated for setting boundaries. Holding the line. But like everything else in life, it was easier said than done.

      “Fine.” I took the necklace and dropped the cord over my head. “But it clashes with this dress.”

      Bella’s lips curved up. “Didn’t you hear? Protection is the new black.”
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      I felt as though I could breathe easier once Donna put on the necklace. I’d told her the truth. Hematite was a stone of balance and protection. It was also a stone that helped the wearer release self-imposed limitations. I’d left that bit out because if Donna wanted to pretend she had forgotten everything she’d learned about being a witch, I was willing to play along.

      For a while.

      Axel had pulled his truck around. I grinned when I saw him shove a brown paper bag into my sister’s hands. She scowled at it as though he’d handed her a sack full of night crawlers instead of what I guessed was one of his signature muffins. My assistant loved to bake and had been ridiculously excited because he’d snagged fresh apples at the farmer’s market the week before. Donna’s willpower didn’t stand a chance.

      I knew he’d caved too easily earlier. Axel was relentless, one of the qualities that made him so invaluable as a PA. He seemed to instinctively understand that it was easier to come at Donna sideways than to clash with her head-on. I would have to remember that.

      “Annabeth?” I called out when the truck vanished beyond the gate. The phantom appeared right away, drifting beside me as I walked out into the garden.

      “What did you find out?” I asked.

      “Nothing. The wards were reinforced. By the time I got through the first of them, the sun was already coming up.”

      “Damn.” The poltergeist was tethered to this house during the daylight hours. At night Annabeth’s spirit was free to travel the world but her strength faded in the sun. “He must be there still. No one else could keep you out.”

      Annabeth yawned prettily and then asked, “My payment?”

      “You’ll get it when the job is done,” I snapped. “Head back over there at sundown.”

      She bared her teeth at me but without her payment, there was nothing the spirit could do.

      She faded from view as I headed for the tree line, lost in thought.

      Deep inside my womb, my little passengers stirred. It was such an unnerving experience at first, the quickening of life. Though I’d always assumed I would be the mother to twins, I’d never thought about this part of the process. My body carried them, sheltered them, gave them everything they needed. Or what it was like to be alone and pregnant.

      Sure, Axel was with me and there were the wolves. But I craved family.

      On impulse, I made my way up the hill to the small cemetery. It sat on a perch of flat ground overlooking the river below. I went to pay respects to Grand first. On and on, back through seven generations of Sanders women, I touched the stones paying homage to each. It was a small ritual that helped me remember all the valiant women who’d come before me, who fought the demons and their wraths, and some of whom, like Grand’s twin, had paid the ultimate sacrifice.

      “Rest easy, you’ve earned it,” I said to them. The wind blew from the north, a cooling breeze that felt like a caress. My bare feet carried me down the gentle slope that was part of the floodplain for the river. My thinking spot lay dead ahead. It was where I came to sort through a problem, or at the very least center myself so I was prepared to face the challenges ahead of me.

      A soft breeze blew the hair back from my face and I drew in a long breath, imagining the air flowing down into my lungs where the oxygen would be filtered into my blood and then given to my girls. My living gave them life. I tried to imagine what they would look like, what they would be like. Would they have the same raven dark hair and spooky green eyes as me? Or would they resemble their father?

      A shiver ran through me at the thought.

      And what about their personalities? Would they be the best of friends the way Donna and I had been when we were young? Or would each pursue her unique interests, growing apart until they no longer resembled one another at all? The way Donna and I were as adults.

      The ward sounded an instant before he appeared beside me. A beautiful man with eyes the color of shadows at midnight and hair black as a raven’s wing. His symmetrical features were perfect, his lips full and enticing. His shoulders were broad and he stood several inches over six feet. Almost head and shoulders above me. The whiff of brimstone filled my senses.

      Like everything else about him, his appearance was a lie.

      His rough voice rasped over my every nerve ending. “You’ve been spying on me, witchling. Or rather, trying to. I felt your poltergeist bouncing off my wards like a bug in a jar.”

      I held up a hand, channeling power directly from the ley line beneath me until energy crackled through my veins. It wasn’t enough to stop him. No natural force in this world could stop a creature like the one that stood before me.

      “Declan,” I breathed, speaking his chosen name, not the one I’d used to summon him. “It’s my responsibility to know what you’re doing.”

      His glamor shimmered as he circled me. It was an unnerving sensation, to be watched by someone with such…intensity.

      “Tell yourself that, witchling.” Those lips quirked up. “All you like. But we both know the truth. If you want to know what it is I’m doing, just ask.”

      I lifted my chin. “What are you doing, then?”

      His smile grew even more predatory. “Building an empire.”

      “Why bother?”

      He shrugged. “That’s my business.”

      “I’m your summoner,” I reminded him.

      Quick as a striking snake he reached out and curled one of those preternaturally long

      fingers around my chin, holding me to his devouring gaze. “Yes, and you’re looking for a way to send me back before I fulfill my part of the bargain.”

      I didn’t bother to deny it. It had been an act of desperation. I’d been alone and angry at the time and had lashed out impulsively. By the next morning, I’d realized how rash the action had been. And I’d been searching for a way to make it right ever since.

      The hand slid down my neck and over my collarbone before continuing down my shoulder, tracing a scalding line of heat as he made his way to my protruding abdomen. A possessive hand over the mound in a touch that was as much a threat as it was a promise.

      “And how are my girls today?” he cooed.
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      The apple cinnamon muffin Axel forced on me was next-level amazing. I had gotten out of the habit of eating breakfast most of the time, preferring to get right to work in the mornings after a quick cup of coffee. My mind was sharper when it wasn’t bogged down by food, giving me a lean, hungry edge.

      Axel listened to my protests and then again pointed out that I had eaten nothing the night before. “You’ll pass out in front of your new client.”

      I retrenched. “Being jounced around inside your truck isn’t great for my appetite.”

      He pulled the truck off the road. We stared at each other.

      “For a pretty boy you sure have one hell of a stubborn streak,” I grumbled and then withdrew the muffin. It was the size of a softball and smelled strongly of cinnamon and wicked indulgence. There was probably more sugar in the thing than I ate in a week, but after the first bite, I didn’t care about anything but having more.

      “First booze and now carbs,” I muttered when the muffin was gone. “You’re kneecapping my diet at every turn.”

      “Good,” he said and then restarted the vehicle. “You don’t need to diet.”

      I snorted. “My doctor would disagree.”

      I’d reached that midlife weight gain phase. It was, to put it mildly, a rabid bitch. Every time I went to his office, Doctor Harris would suggest that it would be better for my health if I ‘thought about losing a few pounds.’

      Thinking, I could do. The actual losing part…not so much. It didn’t matter what went in my mouth or how many hours a week I exercised. The numbers kept on creeping up.

      An image of Mindy’s taut body covered with whipped cream flashed through my mind. I’d bet my left boob her doctor wasn’t telling her to lose weight.

      “Your doctor sounds like an asshole,” Axel murmured. “Maybe you should get a new one.”

      He made it sound easy. Like people got new doctors every day. And I guess some people did. But I was a creature of habit. Set in my ways. I stuck to them like gum to a shoe because it minimized impulsive behavior.

      “Maybe. Take a left at the stop sign.”

      Axel didn’t press and followed my directions. “So, you said you’re meeting a new client today. What does that entail?”

      “Depends. Everyone’s needs are different. I like to talk with the client and then do a walk-through of the home and come up with a plan of attack.”

      He flashed me a grin. “You sound like a general planning a siege.”

      I grinned back. “It is a war. A war on clutter and excess and all the things wrong with modern society. And we’re losing.”

      Axel shook his head. “So much passion. You must be great at it.”

      I flushed to my black and white roots, pleased. I liked the way this kid saw the world. Saw me.

      “Is this the turn?” he muttered.

      “Yup.” We had reached my street. My Impala was parked in the driveway where I’d abandoned it the day before. The sight of it sitting there, lonely and dejected, burst the little bubble of happiness talking to him had constructed.

      Axel was cute and flirty and sweet. But he wasn’t real. The reality was Lewis and the twink assistant he was boffing. The divorce looming over my head.

      Reality could eat a dick.

      “You’re doing a lot of sighing over there,” Axel observed. “Do you want me to come in with you?”

      Slowly, I shook my head. “No, this is something I need to do by myself.” My fingers wrapped around the handle and I opened the door, braced for the next hit. Would Lewis even be at home? He was usually at work by nine and it was twenty after.

      A hand reached out and wrapped around my wrist with gentle pressure. “What’s your phone number?”

      Surprised, I rattled it off. He released me and withdrew his phone from his jeans. A moment later mine vibrated with an incoming message.

      I raised my brows at him then flipped my phone over so I could read the message.

      
        
        Unknown: Text me if you need anything.

      

      

      “You’re my sister’s assistant,” I reminded him. “You should be worried about helping her, not wading into my mess.”

      Soft gray eyes met mine. “I don’t go where I’m not wanted. Unless I’m needed. Call if you need anything.”

      And with those cryptic words chasing me, I exited the truck.

      Taking a deep breath, I headed up the walkway to the front door where the ugly new lock waited. I didn’t bother to try it, not wanting a repeat of yesterday. Instead, I banged on the door until it rattled in the frame.

      A moment later Lewis opened it. We stared at each other for a beat.

      When was the last time I’d looked at him? Really looked? He had become just part of the background in a lot of ways. Something that was always there, not a positive or a negative, just a constant.

      He’d aged visibly when I had been busy raising our son and building a business. His hair had thinned and his waistline thickened. He’d picked up a gym membership about a year ago. I’d thought that was a good sign, that he wanted to take better care of himself. In retrospect, he’d probably been trying to impress little Miss whipped cream tits.

      “What are you doing here, Donna?” he asked.

      I sucked air between my teeth. “This is my home.”

      He shifted from foot to foot, clearly uncomfortable. “I told you yesterday—”

      “That you want a divorce. Yeah, I heard you. That doesn’t change the fact that I’ve agreed to nothing yet.”

      I tried to push past him but he blocked me, shutting the door so I couldn’t go inside.

      A flash of rage washed through me. “She’s still here?”

      “Mindy’s apartment is being fumigated,” he said. “She has nowhere else to go.”

      My jaw dropped at the betrayal. “So, you moved her into my house? The one I pay for every frigging month?”

      He lifted his chin. “Your name isn’t on the mortgage.”

      Unbelievable. “That doesn’t change the fact that this is my house. Get your chippie a freaking hotel room.”

      His nostrils flared, making him look like a pasty bull. “You never took care of the house. You were too much of a lazy ditz to do any maintenance. Is it any wonder I took up with someone else?”

      I was so damn angry I couldn’t see straight. “No, you are not going to turn this around on me, you slimy little bastard. You’re doing this to hurt me. I’ve been a devoted wife and mother. What the hell did I ever do to you, anyway?”

      He laughed and it was tinged with bitterness. “Devoted? You? You spend more time with total strangers than me.”

      “Maybe that’s because total strangers don’t call me names or tell me I’m lazy or stupid.” I snapped.

      “Face facts, Donna. You’re a mess, just like your wreck of a sister.”

      “Don’t you dare talk about my sister,” I said in a low, warning tone.

      He made a scoffing sound. “Two peas in a pod, as usual. You like to pretend you’re normal, Donna, but the truth is you’re just as much of a freak as she is.”

      If there was an emotion that bypassed wrath, that sank its talons into your soul and yanked something loose, that was the one coursing through me. I felt the breaking coming from within. Not my heart. Lewis hadn’t possessed that in a long time. But my trust in him.

      And something else. Something completely foreign and at the same time, completely natural.

      “What goes around, comes around, Lewis.” Despite my fury, the words came out low and succinct. A warning.

      “What does that even mean?” he asked as he took a step back.

      Or tried to.

      His back hit something solid. Something invisible. His eyebrows drew together and he turned, looking like nothing more than a mime in a box as he felt his way along the invisible barrier. “What the hell did you do?”

      “I didn’t—” I began, the protest automatic.

      “You crazy bitch!” Gone was the chickenshit who avoided confrontation. I saw the vein that bulged in his forehead as he whirled to face me, eyes wide and panicked. He lunged forward, as though to grab hold of me but his hands bounced off another invisible wall. “Let me out of here!”

      My hand trembled as I raised it and laid it on the barrier. It was cool to the touch, smooth as glass. But thicker, more impenetrable. Like a hardened wall of air. Lewis banged a fist against it and then let out a vicious curse.

      I ran to my Impala and got behind the wheel. My heart thudded in my ribcage as Lewis screamed at me to come back, to let him out as though I had the power to do anything.

      As though I could wield magic.

      But that was impossible. I was a dud. No powers for me. I had certainly never worked a spell that could trap someone. Had never even thought to do so.

      But it had happened. I had felt the barrier myself. Unless I was losing my wonky mind, I had worked magic.

      No, it was impossible.

      My fingers fumbled for the stone necklace. Of course. Bella must have bespelled the thing. That was why she had been so insistent that I take the stone. It was the only logical explanation.

      Both my feet slammed on the brakes. The Impala fishtailed before it skidded to a stop in the middle of the road. Behind me, a horn blared and then a Nissan roared past me. I ripped the cord free from my neck, rolled down the window, and dropped it onto the road. Then I put the car in gear. A satisfying crunch filled my ears. I slammed the car into reverse and then backed up to make sure the Hematite stone was pulverized.

      Only then did my breathing slow back to something approaching normal. I didn’t care if Lewis ever got out of that box. I did very much care that my twin had used her magic on me.

      Some sins were unforgivable.
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      Out of sight out of mind. With ADHD it’s more than just a saying. I forgot about Lewis after I left our development. My task was to make a positive impression on my new client, Ali Smith. Nothing else mattered right now. Not Bella and her BS, not Lewis, and definitely not the weirdness of him being locked in an invisible box like some sort of middle-aged mime.

      The only problem was, my wonky brain had struck again.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled as I cruised down the street for the fifth time, looking for my client’s house. “Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck!”

      Was I even in the right neighborhood? I didn’t know this side of town well. That was a problem. Directional dyslexia was the technical term. To put it bluntly, I got lost a lot.

      Shame washed through me. I should have run the route the day before. I tried to do that when I had the chance just so I wouldn’t show up late. Overload threatened as my nervous system kicked in and I fought tears.

      Okay, Donna. Breathe. You just need to breathe.

      Out of the blue, my phone rang. I sniffled and then pulled over. Axel, the display read.

      “Hey, Don. Do you like artichokes? I was thinking—”

      “Axel,” I whispered, feeling like a total loser. This was my goddess damned town that I’d lived in my entire goddess-forsaken life. Why couldn’t I find one stupid address?

      “What’s wrong?” His tone sharpened. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m lost.” It was a little girl’s voice that whispered the sad sorry truth.

      Axel didn’t call me an idiot. Instead he asked, “Is your location on? I can come to you.”

      “I need to find a client’s house. The address isn’t coming up on GPS.” Had I typed it in wrong? Technology and I didn’t mix even on the best days.

      His raspy voice filled me with reassurance. “We’ll figure it out. I’ll be there soon.”

      He hung up and I sat and tried to focus on my breathing. Inhale for four seconds, out on a six-count. That was my only job for the moment. To take one breath. And another. And another. It kept the overwhelm from setting in. My lip trembled. I sank my teeth into the flesh until I tasted blood. ADHD overwhelm circled like a buzzard ready to pick at my frazzled carcass.

      A knock on my window made me jump, There was Axel, grinning down at me. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this.”

      I burst into tears.

      “Hey, it’s okay.” He opened the car door and then reached around me and unbuckled my seatbelt. I fell into his arms and he held me there in the middle of the street.

      “It’s all right,” he breathed into my hair. “I’ve got you.”

      And he did. I was safe to fall apart. On an instinctive level, I knew I could go to pieces because Axel would hold me until I fit myself back together.

      Slowly, the panic abated. I could draw deeper breaths. Embarrassment and shame, my two constant companions, coursed through me. I sat back and wiped my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry for, Don. Tell me what you need.”

      He made it so simple. So honest. No irritation that I’d gotten turned around. Just straightforward problem-solving. I rose and fumbled in my pocket, praying I hadn’t somehow lost the scrap of paper with the address I was trying to find. “This is where I’m supposed to be.”

      Axel looked at the address, then pulled out his phone and typed something in. “Okay, I think I’ve got it. We’re close. Do you want to follow me there?”

      Like a baby duckling heading to the pond for the first time? Not really. But I wasn’t about to risk another mishap. “Please.”

      His warm calloused hand slid over mine. “You’ve been having a rough week, babe. No worries, I’ve got your back.”

      I watched him head back to his truck and then scrambled to secure myself behind the wheel of my Impala. He made a three-point turn and then slowly headed in the direction I’d been going. He made a left and then a quick right before pulling up to the curb. I navigated in behind him and stared.

      A duplex. That was what had messed me up. I let out a shaky sigh.

      Axel rolled down the window. “You okay?”

      “Just feeling stupid,” I admitted. “You made that look so easy.”

      “None of that, now,” Axel murmured. “I’ll see you later.”

      I watched him drive off. He had no idea how much he had saved me. Even though I was behind schedule, I took another minute to compose myself and review the client file.

      Ali Smith was a widow in her seventies and entering that phase of life where having too many things around could result in serious medical complications. Ali wanted me to help her declutter and organize so that her sister could move in with her.

      A little thrill shot through me as it always did when I saw a client’s home for the first time. I never knew what I would be walking into. How people conducted themselves in the outside world rarely reflected on how they kept their homes. The most well-put-together people often had the messiest spaces. I always felt like I was one of the chosen few who got a peek behind the curtain into how someone’s brain worked when I saw their space for the first time.

      I checked my reflection in the rearview, took a deep breath, and exited the car before walking up the left walkway to Ali’s side of the building.

      Her front lawn was tiny and mowed. A positive sign. I had been on a few jobs where the amount of stuff had spilled out of the house and onto the front lawn, resulting in code enforcement coming into the mix. Then there were threats and deadlines and fear, all of which made my job more difficult. People got attached to their possessions. Getting them to see that getting rid of an old lamp or a dusty oil painting didn’t diminish them in any way was a big part of why I’d chosen my line of work.

      Ali opened the door at my first knock. Her silvery curls were styled neatly and her black sweater and slacks looked freshly pressed. Behind her, I could see the stairs that led up to the second floor and a lone half-moon table with a vase of dried cattails on top of a doily. No piles of mail or baskets of laundry. I was a little disappointed. She seemed more together than I would have expected from someone who wanted to work with a home organizer.

      “Are you Donna?” Her voice was thick with southern honey even if it creaked a bit with age.

      “That’s right.” I extended a hand which she took and shook lightly. “It’s very nice to finally meet you, Ms. Smith. I apologize for being late, I got a little lost.”

      “No worries, dear. Please, call me Ali. Won’t you come in?”

      I crossed the threshold and surveyed the space. Dated, sure but neat as a pin. Maybe Ali was the sort that stashed her clutter in closets and behind closed doors?

      “I picked up some sticky buns at the bakery this morning. Would you care for a cup of coffee and a snack?” she asked.

      “Sure.” The meet and greet was a big part of the process. Breaking bread was a ritual for a reason. Sharing a meal with someone invited intimacy and a chance to reveal hidden truths. Though the last thing my ass needed was more baked goods shellacked onto it.

      The kitchen/ dining area was dated but tidy. Ali had a china cabinet that matched her oval table. The wood of the dining table gleamed as though it had just been polished. The kitchen was a galley sort with a pass-through window. From my vantage point, I couldn’t see any excessive gadgets or things that obviously didn’t belong in a kitchen.

      While Ali fixed the coffee, I crept farther down the hall to the living area and sighed. More antique wood, and more doilies, but everything had a home. Out of curiosity, I opened the door to what I assumed was the hall closet. Neat stacks of folded towels, washcloths, and sheets. No hidden hoard of unfinished projects, or secret shame.

      What on earth could I even do for this woman?

      I’d taken a seat at the dining room table when Ali returned carrying a silver tray with a French press coffee pot and the promised sticky buns. I waited while she settled herself across the table and poured the coffee for both of us.

      “So, tell me how I can help you, Ali?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Well, you see, it’s my playroom.”

      I blinked. “Playroom? Like for children or grandchildren?” I hadn’t seen any signs of toys.

      “No, dear. For adults. Like you read about in those books.” A little giggle. “Of course, I got into the lifestyle when I was about your age. I became quite the authority long before those dirty stories became so popular.” There was a twinkle in her blue eyes as she said this last bit.

      My lips parted but I didn’t know how to respond.

      Ali continued. “I stayed in the game longer than most. I was never a collector before but each new purchase felt so exciting…I’m afraid it’s a bit massive.”

      “Your collection of sex toys,” I croaked.

      She nodded. “And now that I’m past my prime, I don’t know what to do with it all. Shame to let it all just sit there going to waste. And I need to get it out of here before my sister moves in. She’s something of a pearl-clutcher if you get my meaning. Full of tight-lipped disapproval.”

      How bad could it be? Maybe she was overreacting. “Would you be willing to…er…show me this playroom?”

      “Of course. It’s downstairs.” She popped up like a jack-in-the-box, full of eagerness. I’d seen the same sort of giddy reaction from music lovers who had shown me their massive record collection or bookworms who aspired to fill their home to the rafters with tomes it would take three lifetimes to read. Collectors were often proud of their hoard and eager to show it off.

      Nothing could have prepared me for Ali Smith’s basement though.

      “My husband built this,” she said as she gestured to the wall at the bottom of the stairs. “He was a hell of a carpenter.”

      A door had been cut into the wall and it stood open. Feeling a little like Alice following the white rabbit, I trailed after my would-be client into the dimly lit space.

      Unlike the outside which had been nothing but two-by-fours and sheetrock, the interior walls of Ali’s playroom were a muted gray and padded. Soundproof, I concluded when I spied the same material on the ceiling. Another door, also padded, stood directly across from where we had entered. There was no natural light in the space, considering the layout of the house. I guessed that it led to the outside.
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