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      Raising a Demon

      I loved it! The characters were funny and likable. I found that it was an easy reading story and I hope to see more of these characters.

      This is my first book by Amy Cissell and I really enjoyed it...in fact it was hard for me to put down. I loved the references to the shows Supernatural and Lucifer...both favourites of mine.

      I loved this book, it is entertaining and the characters are pretty awesome. Evie is a single mom, who is sent into a crazy "revelation week" from hell (pun intended) and we discover that there is a lot more that meets the eye in sleepy Eden Valley. I'm curious about the other characters and what will happen next in the series. I just found a new series to look forward to and I think if you like fantasy, urban fantasy and hotness everywhere, this book is just for you.

      I thoroughly enjoyed Evie's story. A fresh new take on a midlife crisis! All of the characters are so well developed and a joy to read. I loved Evie's friends and family and Lily especially is a precocious little girl. Even Luc's brother and sister were fun to read. I am definitely looking forward to the next book in the series!
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        * * *

      

      Devil and the Deep Blue Lake

      Another good one!

      Love all the twists and turns of this one. Unlike some authors that have their one main character the same for all the books in their series, Amy bring forth some of the supporting characters of the previous book. You get to learn a bit more about them and how everyone is connected as the story moves along, keeping you hooked the whole time. Eagerly looking forward to the next one!

      A delightful foray back to Eden valley. I love getting to know more of these characters. Really enjoyed things from Viv's point of view and being with her in her trials and tribulations. And so many twists and turns! This book is a total page turner!!

      It’s getting even more interesting with each book. The second book in the series is even more interesting than the first. The second book follows Viv and her return to Eden. I loved it because it focuses on solving some of the mysteries and questions from the first book and you see the world building coming together and then even extend as new info and mysteries are discovered. If your into mysteries, action, soul searching and some added romance - this is a great book and series. It’s an easy read for me - finished it in a day lol.
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        * * *

      

      Valley of Angels

      You had me at mansplaining! When the heroine rolled her eyes at her boss's incessant mansplaining, I was totally hooked. This book had all the elements I love- ride-or-die friends, a heroine coming into her power, metaphorically and physically, a dire apocalypse and an adorable kitten. 

      Love the friendships through put this series and all the dynamics that are involved in the relationships. I look forward to the next book and reading the other series that has some cross over.
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        * * *

      

      Guardian of Eden

      I wanted to take my time and savor this final installment in the Eden Valley series but before I knew it the sun was coming up and I was putting the kindle down. What an amazing ride. This book focuses on Elle and it does not disappoint! I’m going to miss these characters so much but what a way to go out. If you haven’t read the series, pick up book one. Don’t hesitate… it’s too good to miss.

      Great end to a great series! This is the last book in the Eden Valley series, and I am going to miss these ladies so much. 

      Angels, demons….. I loved this book so much…. and have discovered a new obsession with books about angels! Elle definitely deserved her HEA!
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      Y’all kept me sane with our rain or shine pandemic playdates ’n’ wine Fridays. So glad our demon kids are friends.
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      “Hello, this is Beverly Hill. How can I help you?” Bev winced as she did every time she said her whole name. She’d had it for forty-four years and still wasn’t used to it.

      “Miss Hill? This is Principal Ives. I’m afraid I’m going to need you to come pick up your niece. She’s been suspended for the rest of the week, but will be welcome to return on Monday. Since this is her first offense of the year—and the first as a middle-schooler—her suspension is only three days long. As you know, she gets two more before expulsion.”

      Bev massaged her left temple with her free hand, trying to get rid of the sudden-onset tension headache. “It’s Ms. Hill. I’ll be there in a half hour. Can you tell me what happened this time?”

      “She was fighting in the lunchroom and sent another student to the nurse’s office. She’ll be in the office when you get here. I look forward to meeting you. I understand you knew the elementary school principal well.”

      The principal’s cheery tone made Bev want to reach through the phone and punch him in the face. Maybe calling parents with suspension notices was a daily part of his job, but he didn’t need to sound quite so happy about it.

      “See you soon,” Bev said through gritted teeth. She hung up and went back to the email she’d been composing when the phone had rung. She finished, hit send, grabbed her purse, and stepped out of her glass cubicle. As soon as she stepped foot into her boss’s office, he sighed audibly.

      “Shelby?” he asked.

      “I’ll be back after I pick her up. I’m just taking my lunch early today.” Bev hated the way she sounded, but she couldn’t cover up the placating tone she adopted every time she talked to Jackson Allen. Her new boss was beige—white, medium height, lightly tanned, sandy hair, light brown eyes, forgettable face, and a body that was neither hard nor soft. He’d started a couple months ago after Bev had been passed over for the promotion. Again. The fact that they’d worked together for less than eight weeks and he already assumed, correctly, but still, that she was leaving to get Shelby meant his predecessor had warned him and that made losing the job to him even worse.

      “If you’re gone more than thirty minutes, you’ll have to use PTO.” His smile was borderline smug and for the second time in ten minutes, Bev felt like punching someone in the face.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” She pasted a smile on her face.

      “Beverly!” he called when she was ten steps out of his office.

      She turned around, but before she could walk back into his office, he raised his voice and said loud enough for everyone in the branch to hear, “You’ll need to work on your absenteeism if you ever want to advance your career. You’ve been the assistant manager for how long?” He shuffled through some papers on his desk as if he was looking for the date while heat suffused Bev’s cheeks and a wave of humiliation failed to provide a complementary hole in the floor to sink into. “Fifteen years?” He whistled low in surprise. “That’s longer than I’ve been old enough to drive. Maybe you’re a middle management lifer…”

      Bev walked out of the bank before she fulfilled the fantasy that had been building for weeks. Every time he was awful to her, she added another layer to her elaborate revenge scheme. Currently she was contemplating paying Lily, her niece’s best friend and genuine demon child, to magic permanent boils in between his butt cheeks.

      When the fresh air hit her, Bev stopped and took a deep breath. “In with the positive, out with the horror that is a mediocre white man.”

      “Do all humans talk to themselves, or is that an affectation only necromancers have? Oooh, maybe you’re not talking to yourself! Is there a ghost around?” The tall white man wearing dark jeans, a graphic tee depicting a unicorn running after an ark, and a leather jacket turned around, eyes alight as he looked for the non-existent ghost Bev might have been talking to.

      “What are you doing here, Barachiel?” Bev asked. She side-stepped him and headed to the parking lot without waiting for an answer.

      “Elle says I need to have a bank account so I can buy things and get a place to live that is anywhere but her house, so here I am!” He grinned and fell into step beside her. “And you’re supposed to call me Barry.”

      “I am not calling you Barry.” Bev unlocked her car and slid into the driver’s seat. Barachiel got in on the other side and fiddled with the seatbelt, trying to buckle himself in. “What are you doing?” Bev wasn’t even trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice anymore.

      “I’m putting on my seatbelt. Evie says it’s the law.” The latch clicked home. “First try. I’m getting the hang of your weird travel vehicles!”

      Bev started the car. She was at the end of the thirty-minute window she’d given Shelby’s principal and didn’t have time to argue with an angel. “Fine. We’re going to the school to pick up Shelby. You are not coming in with me. In fact, as soon as we get there, you’re getting out of the car and heading back to the bank to deposit your money and open an account.” She turned on the blinker, looked right, left, right before making a cautious left turn onto Main Street, which was currently almost devoid of traffic.

      “What money?” Barachiel asked absently, rolling the window up and down.

      “The money for your bank account.” Bev stopped at a four-way stop sign, waiting to ensure no one was coming too fast to stop, then pulled into the intersection. The two-mile drive was punctuated with several stop signs, two blind curves, and underbrush too close to the road that could be concealing foolhardy animals ready to jump in front of the next vehicle that sped by. Driving safely—two miles under the speed limit, complete stop at each stop sign, and high alert through the curves and forested section of the road—took fifteen minutes. She was going to be late.

      “I thought the bank account was supposed to pay for everything I needed?” Barachiel rolled up the window and pulled the lever next to his seat and leaned all the way back.

      “You have to put the money in. The bank holds your money for you, keeps it safe, and, depending on the account and how much money you have in it, pays interest. But the original deposit comes from you.” Bev slowed down as she approached the next intersection. She had the right of way, but you never knew. Better safe than dead.

      “Where do I get money?” Barachiel pulled the lever again and shot upright.

      “A lot of people have jobs.” She turned on her blinker and turned right.

      “Like what kind of jobs? How do I get one? My friend Andras owns a brewery. You work at a bank taking people’s money. What else is there?” Barachiel pressed the lock button and tried to open the door.

      “What are you doing?” Bev yelled. “That’s dangerous. You sit there and leave the door alone until we’re parked.”

      “Sorry. But you don’t have to yell. Nothing bad will happen. I’m an immortal angel of the Lord.” He flashed another one of his million-watt grins at her and, for a moment, every bit of tension Bev was holding disappeared.

      “Please don’t do that again, no matter how immortal you feel.” She took a deep breath as he dimmed his light and the stress of the last eighteen months—strike that, twelve years—returned. Angel smiles were a dangerous thing…they took away too much sharpness and replaced it with peace.

      “Evie owns the Silver Dollar, Viv is a graphic designer, Sam and Luc work for their dad. Kind of.” She thought about it for a minute and grimaced. “Actually, you don’t have many good examples of people with jobs. But you know my cousin Russell, right? He manages a bar, doesn’t he?”

      “Several of my associates work in alcohol management. Have you thought about quitting your job? Taking people’s money doesn’t seem like the best use of your talents.” Barachiel rolled the window down again. “You could be a detective and solve crimes by interviewing dead people. Detectives are very cool.”

      Bev signaled, then turned into the school parking lot. After creeping forward and into a space as far away from any other cars as possible, she put her Prius in park and turned it off. “Like there are so many crimes to solve in Eden Valley. Besides, I don’t want to be a cop.”

      “Oh no, not a police detective. I meant a detective like Miss Marple or Jessica Fletcher! They’re old ladies in small towns who are always surrounded by murders they get to solve, showing up the police! You could be just like them.” Barachiel opened the door to get out, but his seatbelt yanked him back. He struggled with the seatbelt, getting more and more tangled, until Bev reached over and unlatched it. Barachiel stumbled out of the car. His wings popped out as he tried to get his balance.

      “Wings!” Bev hissed.

      Barachiel huffed, and they disappeared back to wherever they went when they weren’t visible.

      “Please leave now,” Bev said. “I need to go pick up my kid and sit with the knowledge that you compared me to two elderly women who were probably serial killers inserting themselves into the investigations. There’s no other explanation for the sheer number of murders around them.” She walked to the front door of the school, purse clutched closely to her body.

      Barachiel caught up with her. “School isn’t over yet, is it? There are no other children around.”

      “It’s not. School doesn’t let out until three, but today I am picking Shelby up early. Now go.” Bev hit the buzzer to notify the office staff she’d arrived.

      “Yes?” a voice crackled through the intercom.

      “It’s Bev Hill here to get Shelby.” She turned her back to the brick wall and scanned the area in front of her, alert to any potential dangers.

      “Your name is Beverly Hill,” Barachiel said while they waited for the buzz signifying they were being allowed in.

      “It is.” She hated her name and had ever since she was a student at this school and a couple classmates decided that it was hilarious and deserving of mocking. She’d sworn then that the minute she was eighteen, she’d change it.

      But then she’d used it to enroll in college and after that, assumed she’d get married and could change it later. She got busy with work, then being a doting aunt, first to her sister’s child, then to her best friend Evie’s daughter. When her sister and mother died in a horrible car accident when Shelby was a toddler, her name seemed like the least of her problems. She’d taken Shelby in and raised her and hadn’t had time to reflect on the twisted senses of humor her parents—Richard Wood and Chloe Hill—had called on to name their children. She’d gotten her mother’s last name, and her sister Holly had been given her father’s.

      The door buzzed, and Bev yanked it open and fixed Barachiel with her steeliest gaze. “Weren’t you leaving? I am going in here, and you cannot.”

      The angel looked completely unfazed and peered over her shoulder into the school.

      “He can come in with you, Bev!” the school secretary called from her office across from the door. “As long as you have ID to pick up Shelby and he doesn’t wander off.”

      “Thank you, Miss…” Barachiel trailed off as he strode across the hallway and walked into the office.

      “You can call me Dawn.” Dawn Rosner, who had been the middle school secretary since Bev had been a student there thirty years ago, giggled at Barachiel.

      Bev walked into the office just in time to see Dawn wink at him, and an expression of mild horror replace Barachiel’s friendly grin. His eyes widened and darted around the room, clearly looking for an escape other than the doors he’d just walked through.

      “I’ll wait for you outside,” he said and fled.

      “Who’s your friend?” Dawn asked with a silly but acquisitive smile.

      Bev sighed. Eden Valley was small enough that Dawn already knew the answer—or at least the answer that had been spread around when he’d returned with Elle two weeks ago. “Cousin of Elle’s,” Bev said. “He’s in town to help her through this difficult time.”

      Dawn’s face drooped down and a look of deep compassion overtook her. “I heard. Poor lady. And how Kevin must feel, losing his father so suddenly.” She looked at Bev expectantly, waiting for her to fill in the blanks left by Brandon Jones’s “death” at the end of July and Elle’s three-month departure to mourn, leaving Kevin behind to stay with Evie Addams, her two children, one of whom, Lily, was Kevin’s best friend, and her fiancé Luc. Short for Lucifer. Last name Morningstar. Descendent of the original.

      “It was very sad,” Bev murmured and wondered what Dawn would say if Bev told her that Brandon Jones hadn’t been a real person but was instead a flaming sword in a human body, the same sword that had once protected the gates of Eden and had been used to cut the ties Eden Lake had on Kevin, former Eden Lake monster and current sixth-grade student. She bit her tongue to keep from blurting it all out. “Shelby?”

      “Of course, you want to collect your niece.” Dawn clucked her tongue and handed Bev a form to sign.

      Bev scanned it. “It says she’s being suspended for fighting in the lunchroom. Do you know what instigated the fight?”

      “They don’t tell me that kind of information. I just know what’s on the form. Shelby punched another student, sending him to the nurse’s office with a black eye.” She shook her head mournfully.

      “He knocked my lunch tray out of my hands and called me a very bad name,” Shelby volunteered as she walked into the room. “He’s also an eighth grader, about a foot taller than me, and at least fifty pounds heavier. The only reason he got a black eye is because he hadn’t finished straightening up after running a hand down my back looking for a bra strap.”

      “Nice job, sweetie,” Bev said, holding out an arm and pulling Shelby in for a side hug. “It’s probably good you have a different lunch schedule than Lily and Kevin this semester, or I’d be sitting here with Evie and Elle, wouldn’t I? Let’s go talk to the principal. I’m excited to hear how he’s going to address the bullying and sexual assault perpetrated on a younger, smaller student.” She looked at Dawn. “I’m assuming that if Shelby was suspended for three days for defending herself, the other student was expelled?”

      Dawn didn’t reply, just picked up the phone and said, “Miss Hill here to see you.”

      Bev channeled every bit of rage she had simmering as she marched towards the principal’s office.

      “I’m sorry,” Shelby whispered. “I know I’m not supposed to lose my temper and hit back, it’s just…”

      “You are not in trouble,” Bev said loud enough for anyone in the vicinity to hear. “If I wasn’t an adult, I’d find that kid and…” She bit her tongue. Threatening to assault middle schoolers probably wouldn’t look good on her permanent record. “You are not in trouble. If you want, I’ll push for them to reverse your suspension, but if you’d rather spend the rest of the week home, I’ll just force them to remove it from your record—this is not a first strike.”

      “Thank you.” Shelby squeezed Bev’s hand, and together they breached the principal’s office.
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        * * *

      

      Bev walked back into the bank forty-five minutes after she’d left, Shelby in tow. The principal hadn’t backed down on Shelby’s suspension but had reluctantly agreed to suspend the boy Shelby had punched, even though he was the one with a black eye. Bev had been ready to take it five steps further, but Shelby asked her to stop. Regardless, the school was going to hear from her, and, if she knew her friends, Evie and Elle, too. And if Sam caught wind of it, there was no telling what the principal would have to deal with.

      Jackson waved to get her attention, then held up his arm and pointed at his wrist. Bev took a deep breath, held it, then let it go. She was the embodiment of calm. And she would set a good example for her niece.

      “Why don’t you head into my office and read. I know you have a half-dozen books in your backpack.”

      Shelby nodded in agreement, but the narrow-eyed look she shot at her aunt suggested she could tell everything wasn’t as peaceful as Bev was trying to project.

      Bev forced a tight-lipped smile to the surface, both for Shelby and the few customers in the lobby, before walking to her boss’s office for the dressing down she was almost positive she was going to get.

      “You’re late,” he said.

      “I’ll take the fifteen minutes from my PTO bank,” Bev replied.

      “You’re out of PTO.” Jackson leaned back in his chair and rested the back of his head in his hands. The expression on his face was lifted directly from a stock photography search for “smug.”

      “No, I’m not. I check weekly, and when I looked last Friday, I had almost eighty hours.” Bev allowed herself a moment of triumph for keeping her voice steady and not snapping.

      “Oh, didn’t you get the memo? We’re redoing the way paid time off accrues. Starting last month, your vacation and sick days no longer go into the same bucket. Gladys recalculated the time you’ve taken off this year, and you have a deficit in your sick days—you won’t have a full day built up again until December.”

      “And my vacation? Since I had eighty hours left, there must be even more than that.” Bev’s heart rate was increasing and keeping her tone even was becoming work.

      Jackson shrugged. “Sure, there’s time left in there, but vacation days have to be requested and approved a minimum of ten days before the requested day off. You can’t come and go whenever you please and call it vacation time. From now on, any unscheduled days off that aren’t accompanied by a doctor’s note will need to be unpaid days off, and if this continues to be a pattern, we will need to talk about a performance improvement plan.”

      Bev gritted her teeth, wished with all her might that his hair would fall out in a completely random pattern, and held her breath. When nothing happened, she once again cursed the luck that gave Evie the wish fulfillment and Bev constant, overwhelming fear.

      When she thought she could speak without angry crying, cursing, or anything but a pleasant tone, she exhaled. “Can you please forward me a copy of the policy and the plan you had to notify staff of this drastic change at the end of Q1 in the fiscal year? I will be taking the rest of the week off, unpaid. I look forward to discussing my performance with you next week.”

      Bev spun on her heel and walked out of Jackson’s office, nearly running into Barachiel. He grabbed her elbow to steady her, and she wrenched it from her grip. She knew she was being rude, but she didn’t care.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Don’t touch me. Not without permission, and not ever.” She didn’t want to make a scene. She’d grown up the child of parents who loved to make scenes, and she’d spent most of her life fitting in, fading back, and letting her friends take the spotlight. But right now, she was too angry to rein it in.

      Barachiel dropped his hand and took a step back.

      Bev pretended she couldn’t see the flash of hurt on his face. She raised her voice and concentrated on calm; she was Eden Lake on a still day, reflecting everything back and not letting anything ruffle her surface. “Shelby, grab your stuff.”

      Bev waited near the door while Shelby scrambled to get all her books shoved back into her book bag. She took a deep breath, held it for the count of four, then exhaled. Viv had taught her this calming technique—and it had to work since Viv used it every time she’d visited her mother. Another breath in. Hold. Exhale. She wondered if it would look weird if she closed her eyes.

      “I’m ready,” Shelby said in a small, quiet voice.

      Bev’s smile, forced minutes before, melted into genuine warmth when she looked at her niece, who was threatening to overshadow Bev’s height any minute. “Let’s get out of here. Milkshake at the diner?”

      Shelby’s face split into a wide grin. “Yes, please.” She slipped her hand into Bev’s as they walked towards the door.

      Barachiel stepped out of their way, his normally too-expressive face a blank slate. Bev straightened her shoulders. She did not care what the annoying angel thought of her. She reached for the door, but before she could shove it open, a sheet of ice pushed through her from front to back, and when it made it all the way to her spine, the sensation of ice crystalizing throughout her body made her blood pressure bottom out. The world swayed in front of her and bright yellow spots danced in front of her eyes.

      She was conscious of a hand—an actual, solid hand—keeping her from hitting the ground, but couldn’t focus on anything but the chill that permeated every cell of her being.

      “Vengeance.” The raspy hiss sounded like it was coming from inside her brain. Nausea threatened to rise, and she knew she had to get outside and sit down before she either passed out or threw up. Or both.

      “Outside,” Bev gasped.

      “I’ve got you,” Shelby said. “Three more steps, and we’ll be outside. Twenty more to the corner. Twenty more to the bench outside the diner. Concentrate and count. Keep your eyes closed.”

      Bev focused on Shelby’s voice counting out the steps, trusting her niece to get her to safety. It was getting worse, and she didn’t know what she was going to do about the voices that she was having more and more trouble convincing herself were in her head.

      “You have to believe in them. If you admit they exist, they’ll know they don’t have to work so hard to get your attention,” Barachiel said from her left.

      “What are you doing here?” Bev growled.

      “Making sure you don’t fall over and accidentally raise a zombie,” the angel replied.

      “That is not a thing,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “He’s right, Aunt Bev,” Shelby chimed in. “You know how well denial worked for Aunt Viv. Don’t make the same mistakes she did.”

      “There is no such thing as zombies. There are no ghosts. I can’t hear the dead speaking.” Even to her own ears, she knew that sounded ridiculous after the events of the last couple years. Between demons and angels and lake monsters turning into adolescent boys, ghosts didn’t seem that far-fetched. But stubbornness had gotten her out of a lot of situations she’d thought she was stuck in, and she was going to ride that wave until it dumped her off.

      “If there’s no such thing, who wants vengeance?” Shelby asked, guiding Bev to the bench and helping her sit. “It wasn’t the bank doors.”

      Bev took a deep breath and opened her eyes again. “I don’t know, Shel. But I don’t want this.”

      “You’re the one who told me we don’t always get the life we want, and not even the life we might deserve. We get this one life and we do our best to make the best of it.” Shelby sat next to Bev and slid close, resting her head on Bev’s shoulder.

      “I hate it when you kids spout back the wisdom we’ve tried to impart. You always do it at the most inopportune times.” Bev sighed. “You’re right, though. This is where I am. I just hope that one of these restless dead jerks can lead me to some buried treasure so I can quit my job and commission a huge sculpture to commemorate how very much I hate Jackson. Milkshake?”

      “Milkshake,” Shelby answered.

      “Does being a zombie still count as the one life?” Barachiel asked. “I don’t know those rules. It’s an afterlife of sorts, but is it an extension?” He turned his clear, wide eyes to Bev, nose wrinkled and mouth pursed.

      Bev laughed. “Don’t think about it too hard. Come on, angel. I’ll buy you a milkshake.”
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      Bev stood in front of the mirror in the employee bathroom at the bank. She squared her shoulders and smoothed invisible wrinkles out of her suit. The A-line charcoal skirt perfectly hugged the soft, generous curves of her hips. Her pink and black floral tunic highlighted her pale skin, bringing out the faint pink of her cheeks—created painstakingly along with the rest of her perfectly applied makeup and artfully styled honey brown hair. The soft fabric draped across her breasts, cinched in a bit at her waist, and unlike most plus-sized clothes big enough to accommodate her chest, wasn’t too long—the hem landed just above hip level. She shrugged into her coral blazer, checked her matching lipstick one last time, and left the bathroom.

      Her clothes, makeup, and hair were her armor, and she needed them to be impenetrable today. It was easier since Shelby’d started designing and sewing all her clothes. That kid might be a handful and a half, but she more than made up for it by refreshing Bev’s wardrobe with clothes that fit and looked good at the same time.

      Twenty minutes later, she’d made sure she didn’t have any weird emails or calendar appointments left in her work account, swept the office and her computer hard drive for anything she’d miss, just in case her eleven a.m. performance evaluation meeting Jackson had scheduled didn’t go well. He’d texted her last night around ten-thirty to let her know. Because he was a sneaky little creep who couldn’t have a difficult conversation with a person if they were prepared and on equal footing.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. On Mondays, they didn’t open to regular customers until ten, and she’d come in early to be as prepared as she could be. She’d rolled Shelby out of bed at six, jollied her through breakfast, teeth brushing, and getting dressed before dropping her off at Evie’s with thanks, a quick baby-snuggle, and a promise to bring a bottle of wine that night to make up for it.

      Bev scanned her email. There was surprisingly little considering she’d been out of the office for five days. She shrugged. At this point, she didn’t care. Regardless of how today’s meeting turned out, she was no longer going to give this place anything more than good enough. She had money saved up—her MBA wasn’t a complete waste of time and money—and they’d be okay for a few months, even without tapping into her emergency funds. But a few months wasn’t long enough to make a complete pivot, take care of a kid, and find a new job in Eden Valley.

      “In with the good, out with toxic bosses,” she chanted to herself. Everything would be fine. It’d been a while since she’d needed to, but Bev Hill always, always landed on her feet. She wasn’t as smart as Viv or as fierce as Evie, but she was tough, determined, and confident. There was no way one jerk boss—or a bunch of vengeful spirits who’d, thankfully, left her out of their revenge schemes the last few days—was going to undermine her self-esteem.

      She turned her attention back to her computer, fired off a few emails to potential clients, and reminded herself that dramatic exits were seldom warranted and it’d be easier to find a new job if she wasn’t stressed and desperate for something new.

      By the time eleven rolled around, she’d faked it enough to be on the verge of making it. After a glance in the small mirror she kept in her desk to make sure she still looked good, she stood, grabbed a legal pad, and headed to Jackson’s office.

      He didn’t look up when she walked in and pulled the door closed behind her. She rolled her eyes and sat in the chair across the desk where his eyes were glued to his computer screen. When it became evident he was going to make her wait to start the meeting, Bev crossed her legs at the ankles and started doodling on the notepad.

      She’d completed an entire graveyard scene, complete with tombstones, floating sheeted ghosts, and a zombie hand breaking free from the ground before Jackson looked up from his computer.

      “Beverly, do you know why you’re here?” Jackson asked.

      Because you’re a pompous, incompetent asshole who couldn’t manage his way out of a paper bag, so you’re taking it out on your employees? Bev smiled tightly. “Because the complaints I’ve filed with HR about your agism and general harassment have started to pile up and you need to find a way to get rid of me that falls into company policy and doesn’t look like retaliation? Or is it that my employer isn’t as family friendly as they profess to be, and you changed the rules without telling me to punish me for caring for my niece when she’s struggling?”

      Jackson sighed and affected a look of deep sorrow. “Beverly, Beverly, Beverly. There’s a difference between being family friendly and allowing you to get away with things no one else needs. Julian has three kids and has never missed a day of work.”

      Bev bit her tongue before she could point out that Julian’s partner had stayed home with the kids until they were all in school, then walked out and filed for divorce, due in part—according to town gossip—to the fact that he’d never made it to a single school event or a doctor’s appointment and had stood her up on their anniversary to attend a last-minute meeting with a potential client. Instead, she dug deep for her most even tone. “I’m the only one with a school age kid at home and no partner to pick up the slack.”

      Jackson tsked, something Bev didn’t even know people did outside of books. “And why should the bank lose money to your poor life choices and mistakes your family made?”

      Heat built in Bev’s chest, and her pulse accelerated. She stood up. “I think we’re done here. Give me a written warning or whatever you planned. I’ll sign it. I’ll tell you I’m going to make my troubled almost-teen fend for herself. But don’t tell me I have to sit here and listen to you insult me and my dead family.”

      Jackson stood and walked around the desk, stopping much too close to Bev for her comfort. She took a step back. “This is your last chance, Beverly. Get it together or get out. And, since we’re on the subject of your niece, have you ever considered her crazy is due to your inability to discipline her? She’s never going to be a productive member of society. Might as well cut your losses now and let her speed her way towards the inevitable first juvie experience.”

      Bev had never believed the term “seeing red” was anything but metaphorical. Until now. She pulled her arm back and unleashed, executing a perfect right cross her boxing instructor would’ve praised her for. Jackson stumbled back several steps and raised his hand to his jaw.

      “I quit,” Bev said.

      “You can’t quit, you’re fired,” Jackson sputtered. “And probably arrested when the cops get here.”

      “If I’m not here when they arrive, I’ll be at home. They know where to find me.” Bev walked out of Jackson’s office through the bank lobby, doing her best to ignore the stares of her coworkers and the few customers waiting in line. She grabbed an empty paper box on her way past the printer and filled it with the few personal effects in her office. She typed an out of office message detailing everything Jackson had said, then shut down the computer, grabbed her coat, and walked out.

      It wasn’t until she got to her car that the adrenaline wore off, and she started shaking. She got behind the wheel and turned the key.

      “Hey Siri, call Viv.”
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        * * *

      

      While she waited for the cops to find her, Bev sat on the front porch of the cabin she’d grown up in—most of the time. It’d been her maternal grandparents, and when they’d died—long before Bev was born—her mother had inherited it. They’d lived here whenever her parents had deigned to settle down long enough to unpack. When Bev was older, they’d tried—they really had. They’d moved in semi-permanently and stayed during the school year, but the minute Bev had turned eighteen, they were in the wind again, taking Holly with them. Holly’d never had the same desire for stability Bev had. She’d been the perfect kid for Richard and Chloe.

      Bev had kept the cabin—rented it out as a vacation home once she’d bought her own place. And now she was waiting for her newest potential tenant. She didn’t usually have people who wanted to stay during the fall and winter months, and she liked it that way. She didn’t want to be a landlady, but she’d never been able to let go of it, no matter how much she’d been offered.

      “At least I have a place to fall back on if I need it.”

      “You’re talking to yourself again,” Barachiel said, startling Bev out of her memories.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked waspishly.

      “Elle told me to come here. She gave me this—” he waved a giant wad of bound cash “—to put in the bank so I could have the bank give it to you so you’d let me live here. But when I went to the bank, it was really busy, and someone told me you didn’t work there anymore because you’d hit your boss. Anyway, I didn’t want them to have my money, so I decided to bring it straight to you.” Barachiel held out the stack of bills that barely fit in his hand.

      Bev took the money and looked at it. Nothing but hundred-dollar bills bound in $10,000 bundles. “This is a lot of cash to carry around.” She couldn’t stop staring. She’d worked in banks since she was in her early twenties, and this was still the most money she’d held in her hand at one time.

      “One hundred and twenty thousand dollars,” Barachiel said. “Elle said it would be enough for me to live on, and that when it ran out, I’d know it was time to leave. Is it enough to live here?”

      “How long do you want to stay?” Bev asked. She held the money out towards Barachiel.

      He put his hands behind his back and took a big step away from her. “I don’t want it. I’m supposed to stay for one year to monitor the situation and make sure Eden is secure. Is it enough?”

      Bev stared at the money in her hands. A hundred thousand dollars for a ten-month rental would cushion the blow of her unemployment and inevitable fine for the punch, meaning she wouldn’t have to dip into her savings. It was way too much, but Barachiel would give it to her if she told him that was the rent. “Don’t you need this for food?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t need to eat, and so far, haven’t seen the point of it. Elle eats your human food, and it’s changed her, made her more like you.” He wrinkled his nose in disgust and stuck his tongue out in a gagging motion.

      Bev took a deep breath. She didn’t know why this angel’s contempt got under her skin the way it did, but everything he said felt like a personal insult. Everything was getting under her skin lately. “A car, then. Transportation?”

      “Why would I drive when I can fly?” The look on his face was so ecstatic, Bev felt like a voyeur. She’d flown once—or been carried, anyway. It was terrifying to not be in control, but if she had wings, her feet might not ever touch the ground again.

      “I charge tourists a thousand dollars a week, three thousand if they book a month at a time. Ten months would be thirty thousand.” She closed her mouth and did some quick calculations. That was too much. You could get an apartment in Spokane for much less than that. “But for a long-term rental like you’re proposing, it’d only be half of that.” She cringed. That still sounded like too much—especially for a friend. Or angel of a friend.

      Barachiel took the money she held out. He squinted at the labels and handed her back four bundles. “This should cover it.”

      “It’s twenty-five thousand dollars too much,” Bev said. “And it’s cash. You need to put it in a bank and write me a check each month for the rent.”

      “The bank sucks ass,” Barachiel said, shoving the cash into his pocket. It got stuck—the opening to the front pocket of his trendy skinny jeans wasn’t wide enough to accommodate almost a hundred thousand dollars. After a couple minutes of trying to make it fit, he gave up, divided the cash into six equal sections, and put one in each of his jeans pockets and the last two in his jacket pockets.

      “How is it you use terms like ‘sucks ass’ and don’t know how money works?” Bev asked. The minute the words were out of her mouth, she grimaced. There was no way she actually wanted to know that information.

      “Twitter has a lot of knowledge but not that. I know some people should make more, but not people who already have too much money. And that bit coins are good. Although there are things that cost money that I would like to have. Did you know you can buy a device that slices bananas?”

      “You don’t eat. Why would you need a banana slicer?” Why couldn’t she stop asking stupid questions?

      “It’s good to be prepared for emergencies.”

      Bev cracked a grin before she could stop herself. “Banana slicing emergencies? Do you get many of those in heaven?”

      Barachiel returned her smile. “More than you’d expect.”

      Bev shook her head and handed Barachiel the remaining four bundles of cash she still held. “You can rent this house. Let’s go inside and get the rental agreement formalized. Then, I’ll take you to the credit union and help you get an account set up.” She unlocked the door and led him inside.

      Barachiel pursed his lips. “If you think I should.”

      She started to nod, then stopped as a thought hit her. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to think through the barriers to establishing an account, but I am willing to bet you don’t have any identification. ID card, tax ID number, proof of existence…”

      “Why would I need to prove I exist? Anyone can see I exist,” Barachiel protested.

      “But the rest of it? Any photo ID or a social security number?”

      “What’s that for?” He looked genuinely puzzled, and Bev shook her head.

      “You can’t deposit all this, anyway. You’d have the IRS on you so fast your head would spin.” Bev blew a long breath out through pursed lips. “Where did Elle get the money?”

      Barachiel shrugged. “Maybe from her job? Isn’t that where you get your money? Maybe she can get me all those other things you said I needed, too.”

      “Elle doesn’t have a job. At least not one I’ve ever heard about.” Bev tapped the side of her face with one finger. “I’m not sure how we’re going to figure this out and make it work without doing anything illegal. I am going to pretend it’s still never occurred to me that Elle’s documents aren’t legit.”

      “Why would it be illegal to get identification documents? I am here. I exist.”

      “What’s your name?” Bev asked absently, thinking through every possibility of setting up an identity of a seeming adult who had over a hundred thousand dollars in cash.

      “Barachiel, but you can call me Barry,” he answered.

      “And your last name?”

      Barachiel opened his mouth and closed it again. “I don’t have a second name. Do I need one? Bee-once doesn’t have a last name, and I’ll bet she gets to have a bank account.”

      Bev paused the scenarios running through her mind and looked at Barachiel in confusion before the light clicked on and she understood. “It’s Beyoncé, not Bee Once, and you are no Beyoncé. And she has a last name. I think we can figure this out to keep it legal. Mostly. I’ll talk to Luc tonight and see if he has any advice.”

      Barachiel stiffened his shoulders. “I can’t accept any help from him or his family. They are evil.”

      “They’re not evil, not really.” Bev protested. “Well, Luc and Sam aren’t evil, anyway. I’m not committing you to anything; I’m just going to ask for advice. You’re not required to talk to any demons you don’t want to talk to.”

      Barachiel crossed his arms. “Fine. Can I still live here?”

      “Yes you can. Here are the keys. We’ll figure out the logistics later. You’re probably trustworthy enough to not ask for first and last month’s rent and a security deposit or whatever regular landlords need from their tenants.”

      Barachiel took the keys, then looked around the large open kitchen where they were sitting. “Is this big enough to have parties? I would like to have a kegger.”

      Bev opened her mouth and closed it again. It wasn’t worth it. “We’ll talk later. Move in whenever.” She walked out the door and directly into Sherriff Mills.

      “I’m going to need you to come to the station,” Joanne said, then she grinned. “I have been waiting to say that my whole life.”
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        * * *

      

      Bev stalked out of the police station. She still felt the heat in her cheeks that had shown up as she was having her mugshot taken and hadn’t disappeared during the way-too-long questioning by the creepy, leering deputy. He’d gone round and round with her until the lawyer Bev had requested as soon as she got there showed up and intimidated Joanne Mills—Eden Valley’s sheriff and Bev’s high school nemesis—into letting her go.

      Sam—the sinfully hot demon who was Luc’s sister and Viv’s…well, they were being cagey about how they wanted to define their relationship—was standing in front of the station tapping on her phone screen with her thumbs. When she saw Bev emerge, she tucked her phone into a pocket in her leather pants.

      Bev tilted her head, trying to figure out how on earth there was room in the practically painted-on leathers for anything, much less a phone.

      “I’m here to pick you up and take you to Evie’s for wine and the mother of all stories,” Sam said. “Evie wanted me to tell you Shelby was at her house and doesn’t yet know you were arrested, although she can’t guarantee how long she can keep that a secret.”

      Bev closed her eyes and took a deep, cleansing breath. The heat of humiliation wasn’t dissipating. Of course everyone knew. There was no way something like this could’ve been kept a secret, especially not in Eden Valley.

      “It’s okay, you know.” Sam started walking, but when Bev didn’t follow, she circled back around until she was standing by Bev’s side. “You’re not going to jail, and although I don’t know exactly what you did, I can all but guarantee we can get them to drop all charges. Do you have a lawyer yet?”

      “Public defender,” Bev said, still trying to claw her way out of the pit that was yawning below her. She never lost her temper—at least not like this. “He’s fine.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a public defender,” Sam agreed. “But I know some of the best, most ruthless lawyers in the country. Want me to call one to show up and intimidate that power-hungry sheriff with a grudge and her team of incompetents?”

      “I’d rather intimidate Jackson into not pressing charges,” Bev muttered.

      “Oooh, I can do that. We won’t even need a lawyer.” The grin that spread across Sam’s face could only be described as wicked.

      “Wait, no! I don’t want things to get worse.” Bev clamped her mouth shut before she could tempt a demon into taking more revenge.

      “I am offended.” Sam looked offended. “I never make things worse. I make things right. Now come on. Your kid and your friends are waiting for you.”
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Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Bev sat on Evie’s porch and thought about how much time she’d spent in this spot over the last almost-forty years. It’d been a refuge from the realities of school, almost as much for her as Viv. Countless sleepovers, reunions after they headed their separate ways after graduation, and where they gathered every time something—good or bad—happened. The house was often full of people. Something about Evie and her house drew people in. Maybe it was the calm compassion Evie exuded. Maybe it was the view of Eden Lake nestled in between the peaks of the Cascades. Or maybe, Bev thought as she took a bite, it was the brownies.

      Sam reappeared and dropped into the chair next to Bev’s, then handed over a glass of wine.

      “Thank you,” Bev said. She held the cool glass against her forehead. “I can’t cool off. I don’t know if I’m angry or embarrassed or having a hot flash. But I’m about five minutes of this away from jumping into the lake.”

      Sam opened her beer and took a long drink. “I do like this smoky porter. Smoke and Brimstone is such a great name. I need to make good on my plans to visit the brewery and entice the owner into partnership. It should be easier than I’d originally thought, now that I know he is a fallen angel.”

      Bev leaned back and took a drink of her wine. “This is so good. Thanks for the wine.”

      “Thank Viv. This is the first bottling from her friend’s new business.”

      “Charlie is the best ex-girlfriend ever. I’ll let Viv know how much I appreciate her good taste.” Bev took another drink, holding the wine in her mouth for a moment before swallowing.

      “I look forward to your appreciation and hope you can mix in a little adoration.” Viv walked out onto the porch, glass in hand. She slid into the space Sam made for her on the wide chair. “Wanna tell me what you’re appreciating today? Other than everything, of course.”

      Bev held up her glass. “Your excellent taste in women, and your ability to end relationships without burning wine bridges. This is fantastic.”

      “It really is, right? Charlie has her tasting room at Estaca Corazón all set up, and the cabins are about ready to open for the public. She’s going to open to the public after Halloween but isn’t really planning on things getting busy until spring.” Viv took another sip and smiled in pleasure. “You will not believe what she found during construction. An entire underground series of tunnels that looked like they’d been dug out at least a hundred years ago. They’re going to be great for aging. She already has plans for a VIP underground tasting room. It’s going to be amazing.”

      Three loud barks from the trees that started a few hundred feet away from the house drew Bev’s attention away from the wine and to the children she knew would be appearing momentarily. Sprinkles, Lily’s three-headed hellhound who often masqueraded as a Bernese Mountain dog, almost always heralded their arrival. The tension that had begun to unwind clenched again, and sweat beaded on her forehead.

      Three kids who were straddling the line between childhood and adulthood burst from the trees, laughing uproariously. A black dog, almost as tall as Lily, who was, by far, the shortest of the three, barreled through them, nearly knocking Kevin over. When they saw the adults on the porch, they skidded to a halt, then walked much more sedately to the porch.

      “Is everything okay, Aunt Bev?” Shelby asked. “I thought you were picking me up after school.”

      Bev worried at her lower lip, trying to figure out how to break the news.

      “What’s wrong?” Shelby’s voice cracked and her body snapped into a tight line that vibrated like a bowstring about to release.

      Bev recognized the signs of an impending panic attack. Shelby’d had more than her share since her mother and grandmother had died in a fiery crash where she was the only survivor. She didn’t remember her mother, but she regularly had nightmares about fire and death. Not as many now as she used to, but too many for any child to bear.

      “Everything’s fine.” Bev paused and considered. “Well, not fine. But it will be. I have a confession to make, though, and I am really embarrassed to have to tell you.”

      “Do you want us to leave?” Kevin asked. “We can give you privacy if you want.”

      “Besides, we can listen just as well from the upstairs bathroom,” Lily said with an impish grin.

      “No, don’t leave. You’ll find out, anyway. Evie and Elle are bringing out lemonades for you, and then I’ll tell the whole sordid story.” Bev sighed and shook her head.

      Shelby relaxed minutely and let Lily steer her to one of the many chairs scattered across the porch.

      On cue, Evie and Elle pushed through the door. Elle handed out lemonade to the kids, then took a glass of wine from Evie, who set the rest of the bottle on the small table near the door and curled up on the porch swing Luc had put up over the summer.

      Seven pairs of eyes focused on Bev. She felt like the one time she’d tried theater in a college class and froze on stage in the final production, spotlight heating her to near boiling and her fellow cast members urging her on until she broke, recited her lines at breakneck speed and fled before the scene ended. She focused on Shelby. She loved every single person on the porch, but the niece she’d raised since she was two was the one who mattered most.

      “I was arrested this afternoon.”

      “Whoa! Aunt Bev! Are you serious?” Lily’s eyes were wide, and Bev couldn’t tell if it was awe or shock.

      “Arrested? Are you going to jail? What did you do? What will happen to me?” Shelby’s words tumbled over each other, and her hands clenched on the arms of her chair, whitening her knuckles.

      “I’m not going to jail. I’ll probably have to pay a fine and have a criminal record, though. And I don’t have a job anymore. But there’s nothing to worry about. I have plenty of savings. We will be fine.” She pasted a bright smile on her face and hoped it looked reassuring.

      “Even if you didn’t have plenty of savings, you’d be fine,” Elle said. “I have money I don’t need.”

      “I have questions about that later,” Bev said. “Magic money is probably illegal.”

      “That’s why I didn’t tell Barachiel where it came from.” Elle shrugged and grinned. “He’s a stickler for the rules, once he figures out what they are, anyway.”

      “What did you do?” Shelby’s voice was insistent, drawing Bev’s attention back to her.

      “This is the embarrassing part.” Bev screwed up her face and closed her eyes. “I punched Jackson Allen.” She cracked her eyes open. Now all three kids were regarding her with open mouths and wide eyes.

      “No wonder you’re fired,” Kevin said.

      “Good,” Shelby said fiercely. “He was mean. It’s like when I punched Derek last week. Some people have it coming.”

      “No! Not ever,” Bev said more forcefully than she’d meant to. “No one ever deserves to be punched. And I’m an adult, I should handle my anger better.”

      “He said something mean about Shelby, didn’t he?” Lily asked. “Nothing else would make you mad enough to hit someone. You’ll let him be mean to you, but if it’s Shelby, that’s crossing the line.”

      “You weren’t mad at me for hitting Derek because he was inappropriate first and the adults weren’t handling it. You shouldn’t be in trouble, either.” Shelby spoke with the surety and confidence of someone who still believed life should be fair.

      “Unfortunately, hitting your boss in full view of every pre-lunch break customer and all your coworkers is considered assault, regardless of whether he had it coming. I got fingerprinted and had my mugshot taken and everything.” Bev was trying very hard to keep things lighthearted and pretend she was just as blasé about her now criminal record as the kids seemed to be.

      “Aunt Bev, you’re a badass,” Lily said.

      “She is, right?” Sam pursed her lips and regarded Bev. “I didn’t think she had it in her, but now that I know…”

      “Papa Abe will fix it,” Lily said. “You aren’t a criminal.”

      “Before you call the big evil guns, why don’t we try someone a little less interested in trading favors and issuing IOUs,” Evie suggested. “If any of you kids have more questions, ask them now. Otherwise, scoot inside. Luc has dinner ready for you and a movie queued up until your adults take you home for a good night’s sleep. It’s a school night.”

      “Fucking fine,” Lily groused even as she stood. “But it’d better be pizza. Pizza is the only acceptable food for getting arrested.”

      “I don’t think pizza is on the prison menu,” Viv said dryly.

      “Duh.” Lily’s voice was scathing, and Bev had to hide her grin when Evie rolled her eyes. “We’re not in prison. No pizza for Aunt Bev.” Lily winked—well, blinked forcefully with one eye and lightly with the other—at Bev and snapped her fingers. “Sprinkles, dinner!” The hellhound dashed into the kitchen, followed closely by Lily and Kevin.

      Shelby stood in front of the adults, fidgeting and not quite making eye contact. “Everyone at school’s gonna know, aren’t they?”

      The question hit Bev harder than anything else that had happened in the last twelve hours. This wasn’t about her anymore. Sure, it was disruptive and scary and humiliating, but there was embarrassment and then there was the utter soul-sucking humiliation of getting negative attention in middle school. “I am so sorry, sweetie. But yes, almost everyone will have heard by now.”

      Shelby squared her shoulders, and the grim set of her mouth made Bev’s heart ache. Then Shel raised her eyes to meet her aunt’s, and a sly smile crept across her face. “Maybe now the bullies will be too afraid to mess with me. After all, my aunt will hit anyone who talks shit about me.”

      “Language,” Bev chided to cover her shock and apprehension about Shelby’s reaction. It was good that she wasn’t devastated, but this felt like it was straddling a line. “I’d rather your schoolmates not fear me.”

      “Okay,” Shelby said. “I’ll let them know they have nothing to fear.”

      The duplicitous confidence emanating from Shelby made Bev wince. “Shelby…”

      “Don’t worry, Aunt Bev. I won’t rub it in their faces at all. Promise.” One hand was behind her back, and Bev was almost positive her fingers were crossed.

      “We’ll talk about it later. I don’t want to prevent you from spinning this to make it easier on you, but I don’t want to make things worse.”

      “I won’t make things worse. I’ll make things right.” Shelby opened the door and joined her friends inside.

      Bev glared at Sam. “Been spending quality time with the tweens?”

      Sam shrugged unrepentantly. “What can I say? That kid knows what’s what. And all time spent with me is quality time.”

      “Why don’t you tell us everything,” Evie suggested, topping off Bev’s glass.

      Bev leaned back in her chair once she’d unloaded the whole story—everything. Not just the last week, but the last few months of snide remarks that started when she didn’t get the promotion she’d been promised when the previous branch manager retired. Every time she’d been dressed down with the door open. The snide remarks about her weight every time he saw her eat. The end of summer party Jackson had thrown for the bank employees that he’d “inadvertently” forgot to invite her to, and where annual bonuses had been handed out. And what he’d said that morning.

      “Wow,” Viv said. “I can’t believe you kept it together all this time. I would’ve hit him the first time he insinuated I was too old to advance in my career.”

      “No, you wouldn’t have,” Evie said. “You would have destroyed him verbally and left him sobbing in his office.”

      Viv nodded. “Yeah, that’s more accurate.”

      Elle held her glass out for a refill and asked, “The problem is that you struck him, correct? I know there’s a zero-tolerance policy at school for fighting. Is it like that?”

      “A zero-tolerance policy that’s unevenly enforced,” Evie muttered.

      “Yeah, if I’d just quit and flounced, it would’ve looked bad, but he would’ve looked worse, and I might have even been able to make a case for a hostile work environment based on his frequent and egregious comments about my age and ability. But I didn’t flounce.”

      “I didn’t realize how bad it was when I offered to intimidate him into not pressing charges. Intimidation isn’t enough. I’m thinking emasculation is more appropriate.” Red sparks flared in Sam’s dark brown eyes, and ebony horns curled out of her head above her ears.

      “We can’t neuter every man who insults us, baby. But if you want to get your wings out, I’d agree to some nighttime intimidation. We could knock on his second-story windows, and you could wave, eyes glowing.” Viv reached up and trailed a finger along one of Sam’s horns.

      “That’s not why you want my wings out.” Sam leaned into Viv’s hand.

      “We need to move on before I start making the really obvious joke here. Put your horns away, Sam.” Evie turned towards Bev. “What do you want to do? What do you want us to do? You have powerful people on your side, and we can work to make this problem go away.”

      “If I can’t damage him, why do you get to kill him?” Sam sounded outraged enough that Bev cracked a real smile.

      “I wasn’t going to kill him. I was going to make the problem go away. With the law. Or his corporate headquarters. Maybe sabotage or mental manipulation.” At Bev’s exclamation of surprise, Evie said defensively, “It’s okay if it’s for the greater good.”

      “Since when, goody two-shoes who regularly freaks out when you accidentally wish something into existence.” Viv’s head jerked around, and she stared at Bev. Her eyes were vacant, and her face was slack. Sam’s horns disappeared, but the glow in her eyes stayed. She slipped an arm around Viv, a necessity, since sometimes Viv’s visions threw her off balance.

      “What?” Bev demanded when Viv looked like she’d returned to the present moment.

      “It was nothing much.” She shifted in the chair, and Bev narrowed her eyes at Viv.

      “Genevieve Kane, we have known each other for thirty-five years, and I know every one of your tells. You’re lying.” Bev jabbed a finger towards Viv.

      “You are lying,” Elle said. “People look different when they lie.”

      “You’re a living lie detector? Wow,” Evie said.

      Elle nodded. “It makes parenting interesting, especially since Kevin knows. Doesn’t stop him from trying to get away with stuff, though. The lengths he went through to ensure I didn’t see his last report card were almost impressive.”

      “Fine. It just seemed too trivial for what we’re talking about now, and I didn’t want to detract from Jackson and his uncertain but unpleasant future.”

      “Just tell us,” Evie prompted.

      “It was Charlie. And us—all of us. We were sitting on the large deck at her tasting room, drinking wine and watching the sun set over the mountains.”

      Bev glanced at Elle, who was watching Viv. “She’s not lying,” Elle said.

      “That sounds wonderful. We’ve been talking about doing a girls’ weekend for a long time and haven’t made it happen. Maybe we should just do it.” Evie’s voice was back to her regular chipper tone, and it was hard to resist Evie’s happiness.

      “I guess I don’t have to worry about work,” Bev said. “But I think I’m not supposed to leave town. I don’t want them to think I’m a flight risk.”

      Sam rolled her eyes. “I’ll take care of that. Nonviolently,” she added when the others turned to regard her with suspicion. “I’m not a huge wine fan, but I am a big Viv fan and don’t want to miss meeting Charlie.”

      “What about the kids?” Elle asked. “We can’t bring them, can we?”

      “Not only can we not, we do not want to do that. The point is to be kid-free for three glorious days,” Evie said. “Luc can handle it.”

      “Four kids at once? One of whom is in diapers?” Bev asked doubtfully. “I don’t think I could do that, but if you think Luc is up for the task…”

      “Never underestimate me, Bev!” Luc said, walking outside with baby Alex in his arms. “I don’t know what we’re talking about, but I’ve got it covered.” Alex leaned forward, almost toppling out of Luc’s arms, reaching for Evie.

      “Ma ma ma ma.”

      Evie held out her arms and took her daughter. Alex was an almost perfect meld between Evie’s fair skin and delicate features and Luc’s dark brown skin, velvety brown eyes, and short, curly black hair. “We’re taking Bev to Charlie’s new winery for a girls’ weekend, leaving you in charge of four kids for three nights.”

      “Provided Charlie agrees,” Viv said. “But she will.”

      Luc grinned. “That sounds like fun. When’s the last time you all got out of town, together, without kids?”

      Bev, Viv, and Evie exchanged a glance. “Um, high school?” Bev said.

      “Wow, I would’ve guessed twelve years at least, but thirty? You are overdue,” Luc said. “I can manage four children. The oldest three just need limits and basic supervision, and Alex can’t even walk yet, so I can manage her.”

      “Has it really been thirty years?” Sam asked.

      “No,” Evie said. “We went out of town for my bachelorette party, remember? Girls’ weekend in Vancouver?”

      “Why Canada?” Elle asked. “Don’t humans go to places like Las Vegas to celebrate major milestones?”

      Evie grinned and flushed. “I got married young. Right out of high school. Canada was a great place to let loose for three women barely out of high school.”

      “What she means is the drinking age is lower in Canada than in the United States,” Bev clarified. “I had to be the responsible one and keep these two wrangled.”

      “You’re always the responsible one,” Evie said rather absently as she positioned Alex in her arms and slipped her shirt down.

      “Yeah, you are,” Viv said. “It’s kind of crap that we put that on you.”

      Evie leaned forward quickly and then yelped. “She has teeth now and doesn’t like sudden movements.” Evie settled back into the chair and waited for Alex to latch on again. “I never even thought about it that way, but you’re right, Viv. It is crap.”

      “It’s not like that,” Bev protested. “We’re all responsible.”

      “Except me,” Viv interjected. “I’m out here Peter Panning it every day. You two are the ones who had kids and settled down.”

      “Why don’t we agree that we’re all very different levels of responsible and not try to outdo each other on proving who’s the least responsible?” Evie asked.

      Sam leaned forward and grinned. “But, if we’re voting, I think it’s Alex. Look at her… Makes others carry her around, total parasite when it comes to food, and won’t even express her needs in speech anyone else can understand.”

      Bev laughed. “You might be onto something there, Sam. Alex is kind of a freeloader.”

      Viv’s phone beeped, and she pulled it out of her pocket. “Charlie said she’s free this weekend and would love to have us stay under one condition.”

      “If it’s stomping grapes, I am in,” Bev said.

      “I don’t think they actually put feet in the wine anymore,” Evie said. “But as long as the condition isn’t hard labor or childcare⁠—”

      “Same thing,” Bev interrupted.

      “—I don’t care what she wants,” Evie finished.

      “It’ll be the trial run of her tasting room and wine cabins, so we have to try all the wines and amenities to make sure everything works smoothly.”

      “Oh no!” Evie exclaimed. “We have to try all the wines? And sleep in her luxury vacation cabins?”

      “How much is that going to run us?” Bev asked. She tried not to think about money—it’d been a long time since she’d had to, and she had plenty put away, but if she wasn’t going to be working for the foreseeable future, she’d need to be frugal.

      Viv typed a response. “I’ll find out, but regardless, you don’t have to worry about it. This weekend is our treat to you.”

      “I can’t accept that. It’s too much.” Bev cringed at the thought of being in debt to her best friends.

      Viv’s phone dinged again. “Wow. Just wow. Charlie says no charge for the rooms, and since it’s just us and no other guests, she’ll go easy on the charges for the wine and food.”

      “That’s amazing,” Evie said, pulling her shirt back over her chest and handing a much sleepier Alex to Luc.

      “How much money would something like that cost us if Viv didn’t know this Charlie?” Elle asked. “I can give her a very large tip if it would be appropriate.”

      “I have no idea how much it would cost, but it would be a lot,” Viv said. “She’s giving us all four of the cabins and not making money on the wine. We’re getting an amazing deal.”

      “I cannot wait,” Evie said. “It’s going to be so fun. Elle, you’re in, right?”

      The angel shrugged. “I have never gone on a girls’ weekend, but I am willing to try it. I do like wine.”

      “Bev, you’re the only one who hasn’t jumped in with enthusiasm.” Viv fixed Bev with a hard stare. “Why are you hesitating, and should I be making plans to kidnap you?”

      “It does sound great, it really does, but Shelby…” Bev didn’t want to tell them the whole reason she was hesitating and bringing up her niece who was struggling with school and life and hearing the dead was at least fifty percent of her hesitation.

      “Shelby will be fine.” Luc stood, rocking a sleeping Alex gently in his arms. “The kids do sleepovers every weekend, anyway, and sometimes in the summer, they spend entire weekends at one of our houses. She won’t be alone. In fact, other than you, she’ll be surrounded by the people who love her most. And me. I have full confidence that I can manage to keep them out of most trouble they’d try to get into.”

      “We’re not going that far away,” Evie pointed out. “If there is an emergency, Luc will call us, and we’ll be home in a couple hours.”

      “If it’s a big, scary emergency that requires your immediate presence, either Elle or I can get you home even faster.” Sam hooked her thumbs together and flapped her hands like a bird.

      Bev was rapidly running out of excuses—at least the ones she was going to say out loud. She did her best to push the fear back, then thought better of it. It hadn’t been too long ago that she and Evie were chastising Viv for keeping secrets; she didn’t want to make the same mistake. “It’s not the distance. It’s not even really Shelby, although that’s part of it. It’s…” She blew out a long breath. “It’s the dead. They’re everywhere, and they are not quiet.”

      “What do you mean?” Evie asked, wrinkling her nose. “I know you hear them sometimes, and when they rose on the island, Shelby was able to help them pass to the other side, wherever that is. But is there more?”

      “A bit more.” She glanced at Viv as she debated how much to reveal. Viv smiled encouragingly at her, and Bev decided to let it all spill out. “I thought I was losing my mind. That Shelby and I both were. We went to see Doctor Allen who diagnosed us both and prescribed several medications. When Viv told me she thought I might be misinterpreting the dead speaking to me as schizophrenia, I took Shelby to a psychiatrist in Spokane—and found a different one for myself.” Bev took a sip of her wine while she organized her thoughts. “Other than hearing voices, which I am willing to admit are more likely the talking dead than auditory hallucinations, I was given a pretty clean bill of mental health.”

      “Pretty clean?” Viv asked.

      “I do have anxiety. Like a lot. I can barely stand to go anywhere anymore. Every place I go, all I can think about is the hundreds of ways a person could die at any given moment. When I’m driving, car accidents, every type imaginable, flash through my head. When I’m near the lake, drownings. At home, there are so many accidents waiting to happen. Cancer, strokes, heart attacks, poisoning, shootings, stabbings… I never have a break. And the thought of going somewhere new, hearing new voices, is sending my anxiety through the roof. I don’t know if I can do it.” Bev felt her pulse accelerate as she thought about the winding roads to get out of Eden Valley. She’d barely managed the last trip to Spokane for Shelby’s appointment and had considered it a gift from the gods of mental health when they were able to do most of the appointments via telehealth.

      “That sounds so stressful. What can we do to alleviate your stress but also get you out of town long enough to drink some wine in a place that isn’t Eden Valley?” Evie asked.

      “If the car ride is too much, we can fly and meet the others at the winery,” Sam volunteered.

      “You’re just volunteering because you hate cars,” Viv said.

      “And because I’m a nice person who cares deeply about my friends.”

      “But mostly the car thing. I’m onto you.” Viv and Sam exchanged a glance hot enough to warm everyone on the porch.

      “I don’t know,” Bev said. “I want to want it, but…”

      “Do you hear them now? The dead, I mean?” Elle asked.

      Bev concentrated for a moment. “Yes, but they’re not too loud. Same with the running litany of death. It’s there, but only a little distracting. I’m used to these voices, though.”

      “Your objections are reasonable and valid,” Evie said.

      Bev’s shoulders that had tightened up while thinking of all the new places she could be tortured with the requests of whatever spirits were hanging around started to relax. They weren’t going to make her go. Not that anyone could make her do anything, but…

      “However,” Evie continued, “I think it would be good for you to give it a try, just to see. You can decide if you’d rather fly to the winery or drive. And, once we’re there, once you’ve given it a fair chance—at least through dinner and a couple glasses of wine—if it’s still too much, you can go home. Deal?”

      Bev thought it over. She couldn’t decide if the objections she was still holding onto were because there was something still wrong with Evie’s plan or because she was too afraid to try something new. She let out her breath, pulled up her metaphorical big girl pants, and said, “I’m in.”
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Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Bev looked around her bedroom as she packed for her weekend trip. The last week had dragged by. Since she was out of a job, and Shelby’s suspension ended the day Bev was fired—quit, she reminded herself—Bev found herself with nothing to do and time on her hands.

      Her backyard and garden, her favorite hobby and personal retreat, were ready for winter. Her house was cleaner than it’d been in a long, long time, and that was saying something. The freezer was stocked with meals, she’d updated her resume, end-of-life directives, will, and caught up on her favorite authors newest releases. And that had taken her through Wednesday. Thursday was empty. She’d moved the furniture around in the living room, rearranged her pantry, and was now trying to decide how to overhaul her bedroom to make it more relaxing evening retreat and less utilitarian hostel.

      “Be-ev!” Shelby’s voice echoed up the stairs and into Bev’s room. “Where are you?”

      Bev walked out of her room, suitcase abandoned. “I’m in my room. A more important question is why are you here?”

      Shelby bounded up the stairs two at a time and nearly careened directly into Bev. “I’m playing hooky.”

      Bev took a step back and put her hands on her hips. “Are you kidding me right now? What are you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that there was no way you’d believe I decided to skip school and then stop at home to tell you first.” Shelby stuck her tongue out at Bev.

      “Or maybe that’s just what you want me to think, throw me off the scent,” Bev countered.

      “Like I’d ever be that clever. That’d be Lily-level planning.”

      A pang of sadness reverberated through Bev. She knew Shelby was serious, even if she’d laugh it off as a joke. “I think you’re brilliant and talented, and that’s much better than clever any day.” She aimed a smile at her niece, and the one Shelby flashed back was brighter than the sunlight that rarely deigned to show its face this time of year. “You didn’t answer my question, though. Why aren’t you in school?”

      “It’s early dismissal today, and no school tomorrow. State-wide teacher in-service, remember?”

      Bev wrinkled her nose, trying to call up the school calendar. “Are you sure? I’m usually pretty on top of things like that, making plans for you to hang out elsewhere while I’m at work.”

      “You are on top of it, and you did make plans. Kevin, Lily, and I are hanging out. That’s always the plan, anyway. I just wanted to stop by and tell you goodbye.” Shelby darted forward and hugged her aunt.

      “Goodbye?” Fear replaced the sadness still echoing in her chest. There were so many ways she could lose Shelby. So many accidents. So many not accidents. All of them flooded her mind, choking off her air supply and making her lightheaded.

      “You’re leaving in a couple hours, right? Goodbye ’til Sunday. Nothing else. I promise.” Shelby’s expression was a combination of exasperation, irritation, and a much-too-adult look of compassion.

      Air inflated Bev’s lungs again. “Pinky swear?” She held out her hand.

      “Pinky swear.” Shelby hooked her pinky finger around Bev’s and they shook on it. “Go have fun. I promise to go easy on Luc, we all do.”

      “I know you will. You’re so respons—” Bev stopped herself before she could fully lay the burden on Shelby she’d carried since she was the same age. “You know what? Don’t be ridiculous, but don’t worry too much about being the responsible one. Have fun. Tease Luc. He can take it. Just keep it two steps back from him needing reinforcements.”

      “What would be bad about that?”

      “There are three people he might call for help. Evie⁠—”

      “Oooh, yeah. We don’t want that.” Shelby grimaced.

      “Mat, although that doesn’t seem too likely after what happened this summer.”

      “He’s kinda creepy. I don’t think Luc would call him. He’d just stir up trouble, try to get us to fight with each other, pretend he has secrets, and make everyone miserable. Then Luc would have to call Evie, anyway.” Shelby leaned against the wall. Bev tried not to notice how close Shel was to the top of the stairs. One wrong step, a stumble, turning around too quickly—any of those could make Shelby fall down the stairs to the hardwoods below.

      Shelby took a step forward and angled herself away from the stairs. “Better?”

      Bev nodded, hating that her niece read her so well. “Thanks. The third option is Papa Abe. He’s not great, but he does at least care very much for Lily’s health and well-being, and by extension her friends. I’d rather not come home and find out a King of Hell has been babysitting you.”

      “Fair enough,” Shelby said. “We’ll be good, but not too good.”

      “Do you need to pack anything?”

      “Nah, I have a couple outfits at Lily’s that are still clean.” She gave Bev another hug. Their heads were almost even now. “Go and have fun. Don’t be too responsible.”

      Bev kissed Shelby’s forehead. “I hear my words echoing back at me, and I can’t ignore that. What else can I get you to embrace and repeat? Hmmm… I love cleaning my room and ensuring the house is tidy.”

      “Ha! You can’t trick me that easily.” Shelby darted into her room, dropped her backpack, and came back out with a bike helmet. “See you Sunday!”

      She clattered back down the stairs and slammed the door hard enough on her way out to rattle the picture frames in the stairway.

      Bev sighed and went back into her room to finish packing.
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Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you coming out for wine on the deck and a great sunset? Or do you need a minute?” Viv’s voice permeated the thick, wooden door of the rustic chic cabin Bev had locked herself into.

      Bev looked at the door and willed herself to get up and follow Viv to the main building for a glass of pre-dinner wine while the sun set behind the cascades. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “You want me to come back here and fetch you if you haven’t shown up in fifteen?”

      “Yeah. That’d be really nice, actually. Thank you.” Ten minutes was enough time to change and touch up her hair and makeup, with time left over to breathe through the voices of the dead and encourage them to pipe down. At least these didn’t seem to want anything from her. Yet. No hissed demands for vengeance. No insidious whispers about how they’d died. No pleas for someone—anyone—to see them, remember them…

      She shook it off. This is how life was now. No job, poor role modeling, and the really noisy dead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun slipped behind the jagged peaks of the Cascade mountains, lighting the sky in brilliant oranges and purples. Silence hung in the air as the six women watched the last rays of light fade.

      “That was gorgeous,” Bev said. “I haven’t been watching nearly enough sunsets lately.”

      “That view is exactly why I moved here,” Charlie said. She poured another round of grenache into their glasses—even Sam was eschewing her usual beer for wine—then settled into the padded lounge chair on the open deck. Charlie had medium-toned brown skin, light brown eyes, and curly black hair. Right now, curled up on her deck sipping a wine she’d created, she looked more peaceful than Bev had ever felt.

      “This is magnificent,” Bev said. “The rooms, the property, the view, and this wine. How many people will you have working for you?”

      Charlie set down her glass and counted on her fingers. “The winemaking staff—about five people who are just coming on staff—my grapes will be coming off their primary fermentation in the next week or so. There were more at harvest—it was exciting to bring in my first crop this year. Stephanie—my chef—is in the process of hiring the kitchen staff. Between the kitchen staff and the servers, I’ll have another half dozen this fall. And then a couple people from town will clean the rooms. If all goes well, I’ll double my staff in a year to keep up with demand. I’m hoping to be able to justify hiring a business manager by next year so I can let go of those reins and concentrate on winemaking again.” Charlie grimaced. “That was a really long answer to a simple question.”

      “I love learning more about the business of wine now that I’ve perfected the art of drinking everything you give me. And if everything is as good as what we’ve seen so far, I can’t imagine Estaca Corazón not being a huge hit,” Evie said. “What does the name mean, anyway? I’ve been wondering.”

      “I wish quality was enough,” Charlie said ruefully. “I named it Estaca Corazón because this is where I’ve planted my heart. Not to mention my money. The first winery I worked for was amazing. The wines were some of the best I’ve ever tasted, the location was perfect, and every detail was first class. And it went under in less than five years. I’m lucky—I have the reputation I built at Cairdeas, and their blessing to open my own place so close to theirs. I’ve been sitting on this land for almost a decade, hoping that the grapes that’d been planted but neglected before I bought it would do something. When this property came up for sale, I knew it was time. It’s close enough to my vines to make everything convenient and had all the structures already built. I did some renovations—updated the kitchen and the cabins, added solar. The basic ecological upgrades. I didn’t even know about the tunnels when I bought it—and I’m positive the previous owners didn’t either or he would’ve bragged about it and added another zero to the asking price.” She laughed and took a drink of her wine. “Listen to me go on. You wished me good luck, and I gave you a speech. Why don’t we head inside for dinner, then we can sit in the main tasting room and catch up on the gossip.”
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        * * *

      

      Bev groaned and stretched out in one of the large, overstuffed chairs scattered in front of the enormous fireplace. “That was amazing. If that’s the quality you’ll be serving your paying guests, you’re going to have a lot of full, happy people.”

      “That’s the goal,” Charlie said.

      “My compliments to the chef. I don’t usually eat food, but that was great.” Elle smiled and held out her glass for a refill.

      Charlie shot her a look, but whatever she was thinking, she kept to herself. “You can compliment her yourself. I invited Stephanie to have a glass of wine with us before she heads home to her family.”

      A tall white woman appeared in the doorway, looked around, and strode across the room. She had iron grey hair plaited into two long braids, a figure that was strong without being spare—a warrior’s body—and bare arms covered in scars. She must have noticed Bev trying not to stare at her arms. She grinned and held them out. “Kitchen scars. Burns, mostly. There is nothing glamorous about being a chef.”

      “Your food was amazing,” Bev said. “Where did you learn to do that?”

      “I went to culinary school right out of high school, then worked in a couple higher end restaurants in Seattle before I was forced to give it all up and run back to Chelan.” She brought her left wrist to her forehead and sighed dramatically.

      “Tell the nice people what ‘forced’ you to return,” Charlie prompted.

      “Spoil sport.” Stephanie stuck her tongue out at Charlie, then turned back to the others. “I met the man of my dreams at a bar. He was a friend of a friend of a friend, and we clicked immediately. Once things got serious—something that took all of three weeks—we had to look to the future. He was over living in a city, and I was over working in kitchens, no matter how prestigious. We came back to Chelan so I could introduce him to my family, he got offered a job, and we moved here a month later. We’ve been here ever since, twenty years and counting.”

      “What she’s not telling you is that her husband Marc is the most gorgeous man you’ll ever meet, and her twins Katherine and Alexander are the best-behaved teens alive.” Charlie grinned at her friend. “I’ve been trying to steal her away from that man for a decade, but she keeps rebuffing all my advances.”

      “Hey! I’m here now, aren’t I?” Stephanie sat in the only empty chair after filling her wine glass. “The twins are fourteen now, old enough to handle themselves after school, and Marc is home by six every night. When Charlie offered me the opportunity to run my own kitchen, I jumped at the chance. It gets pretty boring at home sometimes when no one needs you.” Her phone beeped, and after she glanced down at it, she drained her glass and stood. “Marc’s here to get me. Thanks for the wine, Charlie. It was nice to meet all of you! I hope I’ll see you around.” She waved and left the room.

      “So. Tell me all about Sam.” Charlie refilled everyone’s glasses, but her eyes were focused on the demon sprawled on the floor next to Viv’s chair. “She looks our age, but no way is a woman in her forties sitting on the floor like that when there are other options available.”

      Sam grinned. “I’m actually older than all of you. Just very well preserved. It runs in my family. My older brother Luc is engaged to Evie, and he doesn’t look a day over thirty.”

      “You’re still planning on a winter wedding?” Charlie asked, momentarily distracted from her questions about Sam.

      Evie nodded. “My parents think I’m doing it solely to torture them and are trying to convince me to do a destination wedding in Hawaii, but this is home, and I want to get married here.”

      “I know we’re not quite in Eden Valley, but what about here? We have the space, and unless you’re planning a huge wedding, we could probably accommodate most of the guests either here or at Cairdeas.”

      Evie clapped her hands. “Oh my god. That would be so perfect. I mean, I’d obviously have to talk to my fiancé, but…” Her voice trailed off. “That might not actually work. My soon-to-be in-laws are…a little bit weird.”

      “Oh, honey, I know weird. There is no way your family could out-weird mine. I promise there isn’t anything I haven’t seen. Please say yes. Or at least a very strong maybe.” Charlie clasped her hands under her chin and fluttered her eyelashes.

      Bev narrowed her eyes at Charlie, pulled out of her exhaustion to wonder if that was the hyperbole everyone spouted about quirky families, or if there was something more to this story.

      Evie laughed. “Very strong maybe. I’ll bring Luc by later this month, and we can chat.”

      Bev stood. “I’m so sorry, everyone. I’m exhausted and can’t stop thinking about that king sized bed and super soft sheets. Mind if I head out?” She tried to stop a yawn, but was too late and nearly split her jaw.

      “Go. Sleep. You need it.” Viv waved her hands at Bev. “Besides, I know you’ll be awake by five.”

      “See you tomorrow. And thank you, Charlie. So much.” Bev headed out into the dark. It was a short walk to her cabin, and the path was well lit, but something felt dark. Almost oppressive. It was almost like the feeling she got in cemeteries, but there wasn’t a graveyard anywhere nearby. The darkness pressed in on her, and she picked up the pace until she was practically jogging. The feeling of being watched intensified, and she held her breath, not easy when you’re also trying to power walk. When she hit the small front porch of her cabin, she exhaled forcefully, then darted up the stairs and opened the door. She turned in the doorway, looked out into the darkness, and yelled, “Leave me alone!”

      Bev slammed the door, locked it, and crawled into bed, pulling the covers over her head.
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      Bev hesitated at the top of the stairs. She could hear the other women talking, and no one sounded scared or upset in any way, but the darkness she’d felt the night before had intensified the minute Charlie’d opened the door to her wine tunnels. No one else had felt anything weird, and Viv said she wasn’t seeing anything new.

      “Oh my god,” Viv gasped. “Is this for real?”

      Bev gritted her teeth and headed down the steep staircase and followed the path of light spilling out in the hallway and leading to another door.

      When she walked into the room where everyone was waiting, her jaw dropped. The room was perfectly round and made of smooth-carved stone that shone in the lamplight. Alcoves were placed at irregular intervals on the walls, and Charlie had taken advantage of the space and put x-shaped wine racks in each one. She’d decorated the room in a style that could only be called cozy opulence. Warm leather chairs, inviting lighting, thick, patterned rugs on the floor, and what had to be custom framed art on the walls that fit perfectly with the curvature of the room.

      “Wow,” Bev said. The voices of the dead were loud here, and it was getting difficult to breathe again.

      Elle stepped close to her and put a hand on her elbow. “I can help you push them back if you want. Most have no interest in getting close to the light.”

      The voices dimmed enough that instead of a cacophony, it was a background murmur. Still irritating, but more easily ignored.

      “I don’t know what this space was, or even how far the tunnels go, but every fifty yards or so, there’s another one of these rooms. I’m not sure how to bring it up to code—I have a contractor coming in next week to go over some options—but this space is amazing. As far as I can tell, this room is the center of a huge star shape, and each of the other, smaller rooms connect to each other. Kind of like a spider web? I did have engineers in early to make sure everything above was structurally sound, and it seem like it is… Even if I can’t figure out how to make this the code-friendly VIP tasting room experience, at least I’ll have some great places to store wine.” Charlie’s enthusiasm for the web of tunnels was almost contagious. Almost.

      “What do you think this space was originally used for?” Evie asked. Her eyes were wide as she slowly turned in a circle, taking everything in.

      “It was a mausoleum,” Bev said, then winced. She hadn’t meant to throw the death talk into the party. Almost no one was excited to find out their rooms had been full of dead people.

      “Huh. I guess that makes sense,” Charlie said. “These alcoves are pretty deep, and about the right dimensions to hold a coffin. I wonder where all the bodies went?”

      “I don’t think they ever left,” Bev said as the chattering grew louder again, until it was deafening. “Shut up! If you have something to say, stand in line and take turns. I can’t understand you if you’re all talking over each other. Come here and tell me what you want!” The noise in her head disappeared, and she almost collapsed with the relief of it.

      When she started to focus on the room around her again, the first thing she noticed was Charlie staring at her, jaw dropped.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t…” Bev let her voice trail off. It was hard to explain why you were yelling at the walls without sounding a little crazy. She pasted a smile on her face and hoped Charlie would let it go.

      “Are you hollering at dead people?” Charlie asked. “Because that is weird.”
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        * * *

      

      Bev stood on the deck jutting out in a triangle from the main house watching the sunset. She was alone. After she’d fled the tunnels, she’d gone on a long walk to quiet the voices in her head. By the end of the walk, things began to feel clearer. Having the voices stop for a few moments gave her the clarity she needed and the confidence she hadn’t even noticed was missing.

      She’d spent the last couple years pretending nothing was wrong, and even when she knew there was more to it than misfiring neurotransmitters, she refused to take responsibility for what was happening. And it wasn’t just her—Shelby was going through the same thing, although with infinitely more grace than Bev.

      And now here she was, alone in silence for the first time since she and Viv had gotten Viv’s car stuck in a portal to hell and had to be rescued by a demon. It would be temporary. The voices would return, but they wanted something, they all wanted something, and maybe she could help them find out what that was.

      Footsteps behind her made her whirl around. It was Stephanie, the winery’s chef, and she was holding a bottle of wine. “The other women headed into town to do a little shopping, but they wanted to make sure you didn’t feel abandoned. I have a bottle of sparkling wine with your name on it.” Stephanie held out the bottle and there was a label, adorned with ghosts and clearly dug out of an old Halloween decoration bag, with Bev’s name written in big, block letters.

      “That’s awesome,” Bev said. “I would love a glass.”

      Stephanie opened it, and the cork flew off with a satisfying pop. “I’d love to stay and have a glass, but I need to get back into the kitchen so everything’s ready for dinner at seven. Let me know if you need anything else, otherwise I’ll see you at dinner.”

      “Thank you,” Bev said, taking the glass Stephanie handed her.

      “Any time. Enjoy the sunset. And the bottle.” After she’d deposited the bottle in the ice bucket she’d brought with her, Stephanie disappeared back into the building.

      Bev moved one of the chairs to the very point of the deck and settled in to watch the sun go down and make some new year new me resolutions. This was an opportunity for change. It’d been a long time since she’d truly enjoyed her job—and, if she was being honest with herself, she’d only gone for the promotion because it was expected of her. Promotions were the career path. Branch manager, then district manager, then maybe higher if things went well. Maybe something bigger when Shelby was out of high school and off to university. But banking had never been her passion and certainly wasn’t why she went to business school. That had been the job she’d fallen back on when she came back to Eden Valley.

      Her real dream was something she’d never shared with anyone. It was silly. Totally impractical. But seeing Charlie’s set up here and talking to Stephanie was resurrecting that dream at least as effectively as Bev’s presence was resurrecting whichever spirits still walked this land.

      She wasn’t sure if she was ready to say it out loud, even to herself, but for the first time in over twenty years, she didn’t have a job that pulled her along with expectations and ambition she didn’t want but didn’t know how to leave behind.

      Voices behind her, live human—mostly—voices, snapped her attention back to the present. She grabbed her wine glass and headed back inside. Charlie was nowhere to be seen in the great room where they’d hung out in front of the fire the night before. She grimaced. “Sorry?”

      “For what?” Viv said. “We all have our quirks. You yell at dead people. It’s no big deal. Charlie only wears days of the week underpants. That’s way weirder if you ask me.”

      “What happens if Friday goes missing?” Evie asked.

      Charlie appeared in the doorway with a cheese tray and a pitcher of water. “First of all, you were supposed to take that bit of information to the grave. But the answer to your question, Evie, is commando. No Friday means no underwear.” Charlie grinned at Evie.

      “I used to hide all the Saturdays,” Viv said in a stage whisper, hand cupped around her mouth with the back of her hand towards Charlie.

      Sam leaned over and dropped a kiss on Viv’s cheek. “That’s the kind of trouble I appreciate.”

      “I knew it! I couldn’t ever catch you in the act, but I knew it was you.” Charlie pointed dramatically. “I will have my revenge!”

      Bev laughed watching Viv and Charlie argue about the fines Viv owed for unauthorized underpants confiscation. Bev might be a bit of a freak, but they all were a little. And no one was staring at her or laughing behind their hands. She’d known who she was for most of her life and had seldom wavered. She’d been a daughter—the responsible one who made sure bills were paid and food was on the table. She’d been a friend who made sure everyone got home safe, had all the birth control they needed, and always had a shoulder to cry on. She’d been an excellent employee with twenty years of perfect performance reviews. And she’d been a perfectly adequate aunt to Shelby, fighting for her in school, with her doctors, and with anyone who looked at her kid sideways.

      She’d never neglected herself. Self-care was the oxygen mask she wore to make sure she could be there for everyone else. She took the time to make herself feel good. Gardening for her soul and makeup for her body. But watching the banter between these women who were all living their best lives made Bev realize there was one thing she hadn’t done for herself. She never let herself dream bigger.

      There was a lull in the teasing while Charlie refilled their wine glasses, and Bev took the opportunity to assuage her curiosity. “Think back to when you were a kid—ten years old. What made you happiest then? What did you dream of for yourself? And did you do it?”

      Charlie sat down and pulled her chair closer to the fireplace. “Oooh, that’s a great question. There was nothing I loved more as a kid than messing with my older brother’s chemistry set. I’d sit in the library for hours poring over science magazines, writing down experiments to duplicate at home, and then running off with the chemicals, first from his set, then liberated from the school’s science lab, to see what kind of stuff I could create. I would get into so much trouble.” She laughed, shaking her head. “I guess I still love experimenting. Wine is chemistry—and a little art. But here I am, living my dream. At least now, I won’t get into trouble for sneaking my concoctions into someone’s glass.”

      “All I ever wanted was to be a mom. When we were kids, I made you and Viv play house with me all the time. You were both terrible at it, by the way. Worst kids ever. You’re both grounded.” Evie pursed her mouth and shook her finger at Bev and Viv.

      “Someone had to prepare you for your own demon spawn,” Viv said. “But you’re right, playing house was never my thing. I don’t know what my biggest childhood joy was. Things were pretty crappy at home for a long time, and it felt like every time I found something that gave me joy, my mother found out and took it away.” She sighed, and for a moment Bev felt like backpedaling the whole conversation. “You know, though? I loved school. I loved learning. And I loved sharing what I’d learned with other people. I’m not sure if graphic design is hitting that same place, but I get to create ideas and show them to other people who pay me money for the privilege. If you’d asked me at ten if I wanted to be a graphic designer when I grew up, I would’ve said no. I wanted to be a writer. I had dreams of being the female Tolkien for the modern age. Turns out, writing is not my strong suit, so I had to find another way to share my creativity.” Viv grinned at the room, and there was not an ounce of regret at lost dreams in that smile.

      “Wow. This is a lot deeper than I thought we were going to get.” Bev looked at Sam. She wasn’t going to push the demon if Sam didn’t want to answer. So far, Charlie was mostly in the dark about the weird supernatural happenings in Eden Valley, although with the ease with which she’d taken Bev’s outburst earlier, she might have an inkling about the weird in the world.

      Sam flashed a grin and crossed her legs. “I’m not going to be deep for you, Bev. I’m a shallow person, and I will keep it light over here. When I was young, I wanted nothing more than to be a princess. I did everything my father told me to do so that I would be good enough to stand beside him. Turns out, I wasn’t qualified.” She turned and kissed Viv on the cheek. “My daddy issues and your mommy issues fit together so well, don’t they?”

      “How are you living your dream?” Charlie asked.

      “By letting go of what I thought I wanted because I’d always been told that was what I was supposed to want and going for something that means much, much more to me.” Sam smiled at Viv whose cheeks were stained red.

      “I can call you princess if you want,” Viv said. “But only if you wear a tiara.”

      “Deal.”

      Already, things were lighter. Her friends’ stories were the confirmation she needed, but there was still one person who hadn’t answered. Bev considered not asking—who knew what the angel would say—but didn’t want her to feel left out. “Elle, what about you? What did you want when you were young?”

      “I didn’t have a childhood as you know it. I am an idea, or at least we started as an idea. We sprang forth fully formed, much like that myth of Aphrodite. But we had our formative years as we learned our roles and what She wanted from us. Her will never was too burdensome. We wanted only what She wanted, and that was what I aspired to.” Elle was glowing, just a little, and Bev was wondering if she’d made a mistake in prompting Elle to relive her childhood. She glanced over at Charlie who was staring in fascination at the glowing woman with the strange goals and stranger upbringing. The winemaker was taking all this better than any of the Eden Valley residents had, which was more than a little suspicious.

      “You switched from ‘we’ to ‘I’ at the end,” Evie pointed out. “You have individuality now. So what do you want now? What dreams do you have?”

      “I dream of the tree and of truth. And what I desire most is to be able to discern the truth without faith.” The glow abruptly winked out, and Elle once more looked like a beautiful but totally mortal woman.

      “Y’all have a lot more weird in you than my days of the week underpants. I don’t know what’s going on with any of you, but it’s kind of fun. My only regret is you haven’t come to visit sooner and glow up my winery.” Charlie raised her glass. “To weird, and to sisterhood.”

      “I love a cheesy toast,” Viv said, raising her glass and clinking it against Charlie’s.

      “I know you do, that’s why we’re doing this.”

      “Bev didn’t share,” Elle said, interrupting the toast. “She made us dig deep, and for a reason—she’s looking back into herself—but didn’t tell us what she’d found.”

      “Fair enough. Now that I’m unemployed, I have time to figure this out. I feel kinda like Sam—everything I tried to be, the dreams I had, were someone else’s, or my reaction to other people, and not my own. But there’s one thing I always wanted to do and never told anyone.” She looked down at her hands in her lap, then grabbed her wineglass and took a fortifying drink. “I love baking and throwing parties and having people over. And then I like it when they leave. But I always wanted to—please don’t laugh—have a bed-and-breakfast. Just a few rooms for people who want a different experience in Eden Valley. I’d make amazing breakfasts, host wine and cheese happy hours on the porch, and have the most amazing garden where people could hang out, smell the flowers, or pick themselves a snack.”
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