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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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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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      As a subscriber to Cissell's Epistles - my amazing weekly-ish newsletter - you can pick any of these books to get you started on your journey! Sign up for my newsletter, then watch your inbox for the confirmation & download links!

      

      The series: An Eleanor Morgan Fantasy Adventure

      The Eleanor Morgan Fantasy Adventures are a 7-book series (complete) of contemporary fantasy books. Eleanor is in her mid-30s and is living a perfectly ordinary life. And then... (there's always a "and then") She finds out she was a changeling child - one left on the doorstep of a human couple by the Fae. And her quest is to reopen the gates between Earth & the Fae plane which will help bring balance back to both worlds, but maybe at the cost of destroying herself and everything she's ever known.  

      

      The freebie: The Cardinal Gate is the first in this series. Eleanor definitely has a lot more swearing, violence, and explicitly naked sexy times. There are witches and vampires and zombies and dragons and werewolves. Lots of snark. Lots of adventure. And a few broken hearts along the way. Romance isn't the main theme, but there is definitely some of that going on.  

      

      The series: Psychics of Oracle Bay

      The Psychics of Oracle Bay is a series of paranormal romance/psychic mystery stories set in a small coastal town in Washington State with unusually high per capita population of psychics - and these psychics are always, always right. That much knowledge and foresight does't always make things easy, though!  

      Not in the Cards is book 1, and it's your intro into the tight-knit group of psychics. Sandy is looking for a new life and a new home, and stumbles onto a tarot shop for rent with a living space above the shop. She pulls out the cards she hasn't looked at since college and hangs out her shingle. It doesn't take long for her almost-ex-asshat to find her... And it takes even less time for the fate of the town to rest in her (and the rest of the oracles') hands.  

      The freebie: Wing and a Prayer is the third in the series (and shorter than the rest) but can be read as a stand alone. If you like grumpy fallen angel/risen demons/stuck on earth bartenders, feisty psychics, and a totally irreverent and highly attended apocalypse, you'll want to grab this one!   There are currently 5 novels published. Books six and seven will be released in Spring 2023.
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        The series: Vamps in the Vineyard

      

      

      
        
        The Vamps in the Vineyard series centers around a group of middle-aged vampire slayers who are fighting the good fight against the vampires who are moving into their small, eastern Washington State and trying to take over the vineyard Charlie has put her blood, sweat, and tears into. There’s no romance in this series - it’s all slaying, no laying - and the vampires are never the sexy, misunderstood, morally ambiguous  characters they sometimes are in popular media (including my Eleanor Morgan series). They’re all evil, all the time. 

      

        

      
        Here to Slay is book 1, and it's your intro to Estaca Corazón, Charlie’s vineyard & winery, her journey into accepting her slayer powers at the same time she’s hitting menopause, and how her friendships are what saves her.  

      

        

      
        The freebies: Stakes and Stems is a prequel novella and Charlie’s first major event at her winery. The Valentine’s dinner doesn’t quite go as expected. There’s a rash of vandalism, vampires at dinner, and Charlie’s first (and accidental) slaying.

      

        

      
        Slay Bells Ring is a holiday novella set after Here To Slay. It’s a bit of a crossover with Eden Valley (as in, it takes place in Eden Valley), but you don’t need to read that series to follow this. You may want to have already read Here to Slay, though!
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      This book contains depictions of alcohol abuse, drowning, near child drowning, and bi & homophobia on the part of one character. It also has mentions of suicide and mental illness.
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Genevieve Kane, if you don’t open this door right now, I will…” Evie’s voice trailed off. She was probably trying to think of a suitable threat that might get Viv off the couch.

      “She’ll sic her demon fiancé on you,” Bev said. “Or, if you’re being particularly stubborn, her demon spawn. Both of them.”

      Viv sighed and pressed her index fingers against the bridge of her nose. Evie and Bev had been pounding on her condo door for the last fifteen minutes. If it went on much longer, someone would call the cops.

      She knew what they wanted. Had known they were showing up. But her stupid flashes of knowledge seldom gave her enough warning to avoid uncomfortable situations, just enough to brace herself.

      The knocking stopped.

      “Viv?” Evie said, tentatively. “You know we love you, and ordinarily, neither of us would push you to see us if you really didn’t want to, but we’re worried.”

      “Please let us in,” Bev said through the door. “Thirty minutes of conversation is all we’re asking. If you want us to leave after, we’ll go. No questions asked.”

      “And no repercussions,” Evie said. “We’ll be here for you when you need us, but right now we need to make sure you’re okay.”

      Viv walked to the door but didn’t open it. She dropped her chin to her chest and wrapped her arms around herself.

      “I wish—” Evie’s voice was interrupted by the hollow sound of a hand clapping over her mouth.

      “Don’t say that,” Bev said.

      “Shit. I didn’t mean…”

      Viv rolled her eyes and sighed loud enough for it to carry through the door. She unlocked and opened it. “Thirty minutes, and then you leave.” She turned and walked back into her apartment, poured herself a glass of wine, and sat down in the overstuffed recliner.

      Evie and Bev exchanged glances and settled onto the couch across from Viv.

      Viv looked at her friends, fingers tapping on her knee. She looked at her smartwatch, then up at the women across from her. “Twenty-seven minutes.”

      Evie crossed her legs and leaned forward. “Viv, I know this year has been hard, and I know that Eden Valley is the last place you want to be. But you’re shutting us out, too. Bev and I don’t need you to come to us for our monthly brunch. We just need you.”

      Bev fixed Viv with a hard stare that Viv couldn’t escape from. “You know I would move heaven and hell for you. Either of us would. But we can’t help you if you won’t let us in.”

      “I didn’t even think that would be a literal situation ever, but here we are.” Evie spread her arms to encompass the condo.

      Evie and Bev leaned back, watching Viv expectantly. She took a large drink of the chardonnay she always had on hand thanks to an old lover who’d become a good friend. Her gaze dropped to the table separating her from her friends. It might be a narrow coffee table, but it felt like the gulf she’d put between them was widening the longer this went on. The visions that had been mere blips when they started in April of last year had picked up in frequency and intensity, if not usefulness, in the intervening fifteen months. They’d started in Eden Valley, and every time she went back, they’d ratcheted up another notch. Staying away was the only way she could protect herself, something her friends wouldn’t understand. She took another sip. “Twenty-three minutes.”

      Evie sat up straight, folded her hands on her lap, and said, “We’ve been friends since we were in fourth grade. That’s thirty-six years of history. In that time, we have seldom fought and, until a year ago, we’ve never gone more than a day without speaking. Bev and I have dropped so many balls with you, taken you and your trips back to Eden Valley for granted. I don’t know how to make it up to you. Tell me what you need, and I’ll do it. We’ll do it. But I will not let this friendship die until you look me in the eye and tell me it’s already buried. Can you do that?”

      Cold spread through Viv’s body, and a lump grew in her throat. She needed to tell Evie and Bev to go in a definitive enough way so they never came back, otherwise they’d keep bothering her until she eventually broke down and gave in, making everything even worse. She didn’t know how many more visits she could make and still come back to Seattle as a semi-functional human being.

      She’d broken up with so many people, hated it when the people she was dating got too pushy and asked for too much. She could use the same strategy here. Viv hardened herself, set her jaw, and looked Evie directly in the eye. “It’s over. Our friendship ran its course at least a decade ago, but we were all too stubborn or too stupid to let it go. But now, I’m taking control of my life and telling you to leave. Delete my number. And don’t come here again.”

      She almost winced at the look in Evie’s eyes—she’d never seen her friend look that hurt and lost except when her daughter had been kidnapped by a King of Hell.

      Evie dropped her eyes and cleared her throat. “Okay. If that’s what you want. You can close the door, but I never will. Say the word and I will drop everything for you.” She stood up.

      Bev grabbed Evie’s arm and yanked her back down. “By my calculation, we have almost fifteen minutes left. Evie’s said her piece, and you’ve said yours, but now it’s my turn.”

      Viv squirmed under Bev’s steely gaze.

      “Genevieve Kane, you are being an absolute idiot. Don’t sit there and pretend this friendship was over a decade ago. We walked into hell together last year to save Evie’s daughter, and I would, by all we hold sacred, walk right back into hell again to save your sorry ass. If you’re going to end this, throw away everything the three of us have been through, then at least have the decency to be honest about it.”

      Viv’s jaw dropped. She’d never heard Bev lose her temper like this. Not when her adopted daughter Shelby had destroyed her garden in a fit of PTSD-induced rage. Not when her parents had forgotten to show up for graduation leaving Bev the only person to walk off the stage with no family to meet, and not when Joanne Olson—now Sheriff Mills of Chelan County—had thrown Bev’s backpack that contained her favorite jeans, two first edition books she’d saved up for months to buy from the local used bookshop, and her second-place science fair project into the lake the last day of freshman year.

      Bev was tapping her foot and waiting for a response. “You have approximately three minutes to tell us what the hell is going on before I let Evie wish it out of you.”

      “Her wishes on people only work if the subjects were already inclined to make those decisions,” Viv muttered. Dammit. She hadn’t meant to say anything.

      “Oh, you want to tell us the truth,” Bev said. “You just won’t admit it.” Her voice softened into the warmth more typical of Bev. “Viv, c’mon. If you can’t trust us, who can you trust?”

      “This isn’t a path you have to walk alone,” Evie said, laying down her best compassionate mom voice—the one Viv heard her use when Lily was in trouble and Evie was trying to coax her out of her defensive shell and back into the sunshiny girl she usually was.

      She was resolute, though. Being alone was better than asking her friends to carry her baggage. Again. She opened her mouth to tell them that, then surprised everyone by bursting into tears.
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        * * *

      

      Viv sipped a glass of wine on the rooftop bar Bev and Evie had dragged her to. She caught her reflection in the mirror behind the bar and winced. She looked like hell. No—she’d had a fling with a demon who’d been hotter than the hell she came from, and Sam looked infinitely better than Viv did right now.

      After she’d started crying, Bev and Evie had fallen into “Mom-mode.” Evie’d pushed Viv into the shower and talked her into getting dressed while Bev cleaned up the place and dumped the takeout containers and empty wine bottles that were littering the kitchen. Then, they’d dragged her to this bar, grabbed a table in the back with a clear line of sight to the bar and the entrance, and looked at her expectantly.

      The weight of what they wanted her to say pushed her head between her shoulders until she was hunched over her wine.

      Bev and Evie waited silently. Viv knew they were giving her time and not making her feel pushed aside by chattering to each other, but the silence was heavy and felt like judgment. She took a deep breath, flicked a long strand of jet-black hair behind her ear, and looked at her friends—her best friends.

      “I’m sorry.” As a start, it wasn’t bad, but Viv knew it wasn’t enough. She picked up the bar napkin and twisted it in her hands before shredding it into narrow strips. A flash hit her, the blinding headache close behind. She pushed back from the table just in time to avoid the tray of half-empty glasses that dropped onto the edge of the table and crashed to the ground where she’d been sitting an instant ago.

      “I am so sorry!” the server said. “I can’t believe that happened. I’ll be right back to clean this mess up. Why don’t you ladies move to that table.” She gestured to the nearest table that had recently been vacated. “Don’t take your drinks—they might have glass in them. I’ll get you fresh glasses and a bottle. Obviously on the house.”

      Viv tried to breathe her heart rate into submission. She grabbed her purse, shook off the shards of glass and wiped it off with the rag offered to her by the small horde of bar employees who’d descended to clean up the mess of broken glass and spilled alcohol.

      The women settled at the new table and had been there less than a minute before their server was dropping off fresh waters and a bottle of wine with three glasses. “It’s a good thing you moved when you did!” she said. “I’m so glad that tray didn’t hit you.”

      “I’m just lucky, I guess,” Viv said, forcing a smile. The stabbing pain behind her eyes was dulling a bit, and her peripheral vision was slowly returning. She couldn’t see well through the lights flashing in her eyes yet, but color was returning to her world, and she could see well enough to find the now-full glass of wine and down it like a college student in a tequila shot contest.

      “Are you okay?” Evie asked. She poured a little more wine into Viv’s glass, but it was not a full pour. Viv knew Evie was thinking about the empty bottles Bev had cleaned up earlier.

      “Fine,” Viv managed. She rubbed her temples and tried to bring the world back into focus. As long as she didn’t get another vision, she’d be fine in about ten minutes. Wine numbed the pain that came with the flashes of insight, and wine kept them from happening. Wine and staying away from situations where she interacted with people and events that might need predicting.

      “I’m going to the ladies’ room,” Viv said. “Be right back.” She jumped up and ran away from the table before either friend could offer to come with her. Instead of using the restroom on the roof, she darted downstairs, bumping into the walls like a pinball ricocheting off the walls of a machine and activating too-bright lights.

      She walked up to the bar. “Two shots of Jameson.” She tossed a twenty down on the bar. The bartender brought her the whiskey. She took both shots, one after another, and slammed the glasses down on the bar.

      “You’re not driving anywhere, are you, ma’am?” the bartender asked.

      “Nope. I’ve got my designated busybodies upstairs,” Viv said. She turned around to return to her wine and saw Bev behind her.

      “I was coming to check on you,” Bev said, disappointment and worry radiating from her. “To make sure you were okay.”

      Viv bit back every excuse she wanted to make and every angry thought that wanted to burst forth.

      “Let’s go back upstairs,” Viv said. “I’ll try to explain.”
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        * * *

      

      Viv sat down, conscious that she’d spent most of the afternoon squirming under the gazes of her friends but not telling them anything. Instead, she’d cried, showed off the unpredictable and useless “gift” she’d gotten courtesy of the portal to hell that had opened in Eden Valley the year before, depositing Evie’s long-lost love—and the father of her child—back in town, and done secret shots in the middle of the afternoon like a kid hiding from their parents. In other words, she was winning the friendship game.

      When she’d gotten back to the table, the wine was gone, replaced with glasses of iced tea. A cheese and charcuterie tray showed up moments later.

      “I don’t want to push you,” Evie said. “But this isn’t like you. You’re acting out of character, and you’re trying to run away from us.”

      Viv felt resolve solidify in her chest. Evie was right. She had to tell someone. Carrying this alone was killing her. She took one more minute to push away the envy she felt—Evie’s gift was useful and didn’t cause killer headaches, and Bev hadn’t gotten anything but the brand that marked her as hell’s—and to make sure there weren’t tears lurking in the corners of her eyes waiting for the dam to burst and flood what little dignity she had left.

      “It’s the damn flashes of intuition or knowledge or whatever you want to call them. I thought they’d go away if I left Eden Valley. Every time I came back to visit, it got worse. Things were clearer, no more vague urges. I know what’s going to happen and how to change it. But I don’t always know in time to do anything. And the headaches…” She trailed off, nausea twisting her stomach. She tried to remember the last time she’d put anything in her stomach that wasn’t coffee or alcohol and came up fuzzy.

      Viv made a cheese and cracker plate for herself and scarfed down a few bites, washing it all down with iced tea.

      “I’m sure you’ve tried everything to get the headaches under control,” Bev said. “So I won’t offer suggestions unless you want me to.”

      Viv ticked off on her fingers. “OTC pain killers, meditation, acupuncture, yoga, Imitrex, Oxy. I’ve visited specialists, neurologists, naturopaths, chiropractors, reiki healers, and some shady guy in a back alley building who was probably doing illegal things in the other room but promised he was the second coming of Christ and had the ability to heal anything demon related. The only thing that dulls the pain and keeps the flashes from showing up is alcohol.”

      Evie reached across the table and grabbed Viv’s hand. “We one hundred percent believe you. But you have to know this isn’t sustainable. It isn’t healthy. How are you keeping up with work?”

      “If I stay home and don’t encounter anyone, it’s not as bad,” Viv said. “I get up early, get through everything I need to do for my clients, and then…” She trailed off. They’d already seen her home and her behavior today; she didn’t want to admit that the wine or—if it was a particularly bad day—whiskey was now an almost daily habit.

      “That explains why you don’t want to come ho—back to Eden Valley,” Bev said. “But it doesn’t explain why you stopped taking our calls. You know we’d come to Seattle for brunch if that’s what you needed.”

      “You think I wanted you to see me like this?” The anger was building again, and with it the headache that the whiskey had dulled. She yanked her hand back. “I know I’m a mess. I know this isn’t sustainable. Not all of us were lucky enough to end up with a supernatural shoplifting ability, a hot guy, and a new baby. Not all of us got to avoid it altogether. That’s why I didn’t call. You can’t understand what I’m going through, and I can’t hide my resentment. I don’t want your judgment or your help. I don’t need an intervention. I don’t need either of you.”

      Viv watched Evie’s posture straighten and her face harden. Evie’s eyes narrowed; her expression shuttered. Viv had been on the receiving end of the Addams stare before, but that’d been from Evie’s mom Hope, and it’d been almost thirty years since she’d been subject to it.

      “I didn’t want to have to do this, but I see now there’s no other way.” Evie leaned forward and captured Viv’s gaze. “We are taking you back to your condo. You are packing your bags. And you are coming home.”

      Viv wanted to argue, but with the weight of Evie’s gaze on her, she couldn’t fight back. Either something had happened to her will, or Evie’s had gotten a lot, lot stronger.

      Evie smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “It’s amazing what two half-demon babies will do to a woman,” she said. “I don’t even have to wish out loud anymore.” She threw several bills on the table and stood up.

      Viv had no choice but to do the same, and the horrifying part was, she no longer wanted to resist.
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Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Viv sat at Bev’s dining room table, holding her face in her hands. Her head was pounding. It wasn’t the “vision” headache. This was a hangover—something she’d gotten increasingly used to over the last year.

      “Here, drink this,” Bev said, shoving a glass of orange liquid in front of Viv’s face.

      “Sports drink?” Viv’s nose wrinkled as she regarded the neon beverage.

      “It’ll help,” Bev said. “And if it gets bad, let me know, and I’ll take you to the hospital.”

      “If what gets bad?” Viv asked, downing the drink. It was replaced with another and a steaming mug.

      “Drink the broth, too.” Bev sat down across from Viv and watched her alternate between the two. “Withdrawal. I don’t know how much you were drinking and for how long, but I will not risk you. If you start shaking or sweating, we are out the door and at the emergency clinic. If you think we should go now, let me know. Don’t lie. Don’t prevaricate.”

      “Where’s Shelby?” Viv asked, ignoring the question for now and finishing her liquids. Her stomach growled, hunger and nausea warring for supremacy.

      “She and Lily had a sleepover at Kevin’s—those three kids are even more inseparable now than ever—and were headed to swimming lessons, then Evie’s from there,” Bev answered. “Do you think you could tolerate a smoothie? Or how about scrambled eggs?”

      “Smoothie. And it’s just a hangover. A really, really bad one, but only a hangover.” The humiliation she felt at not only having put herself into this situation, but having others see, was as present as the headache drilling into her skull. Then Bev’s words—and the casualness with which she said them—hit her. “Kevin’s? Since when?”

      Bev moved to the kitchen and Viv followed. As Bev moved around the kitchen grabbing fruit and yogurt and juice, she said, “Since Hell. Kevin’s mom, Aurielle Jones—Elle—started going to school functions. She gave us her phone number and invited me and Evie to tea. I don’t know what to make of it, but it’s good. We’ve had brunch.”

      “She’s your new brunch third?” Viv asked, failing to keep the bitter note of jealousy out of her voice.

      “She’s the fourth of five ladies who brunch,” Bev said placidly. She turned on the blender.

      “Five? There’s five of you now?” Viv asked as soon as the blender stopped and the echoes of the noise no longer reverberated in her head.

      “Yep. Evie, me, Elle, and Sam.”

      “That’s four,” Viv pointed out. “And why did you invite Sam? She’s a demon.”

      “So are Lily and Alex,” Bev said, pouring the thin smoothie into a tall glass and handing it to Viv. “So is Luc. Sam is Evie’s almost sister-in-law. She rented my cabin to stay in Eden Valley close to her nieces. We brunch. And the fifth is obviously you, dummy.”

      Viv closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to drown the irritation. She’d skipped the last—she counted on her fingers—five brunches. She hadn’t been back to visit since just after Alex was born—her tiny birthday twin—and only a couple times before that. Shit. She hadn’t seen her honorary nieces more than two or three times in the last year and had missed Lily’s eleventh birthday and Shelby’s twelfth.

      “I am awful,” Viv said, taking a sip of the smoothie and willing her stomach to accept it without protest. “No wonder you replaced me.”

      Bev sat down across from Viv, handed her a cup of coffee heavily dosed with fresh cream, and took a drink of her own black coffee. “You’re not replaced, but even if that were the case, it means it took two other people to take the place of one Genevieve Kane.” She reached out and put her hand on Viv’s forearm and squeezed until Viv looked up at her. “You’re not replaceable, Viv. I’m sorry we didn’t come check on you earlier. I knew something wasn’t right, but I thought you were putting your broken heart back together and wanted to give you time and space. And I was too wrapped up in my own stuff. I failed you, and I’m sorry.”

      Viv blinked back tears. She’d never been much of a crier, but Bev always knew what buttons to push to pull her emotions to the forefront. “You didn’t fail me, Bev. You and Evie are the best parts of my life. I failed myself and you guys by fucking up this badly.” She took another sip of the smoothie and let the cool liquid soothe her nausea.

      Bev smiled at Viv. “We could play the self-recrimination Olympics, but I’m not sure that’s the best use of our time. I have to go to work in a little bit. Will you be okay on your own?”

      Humiliation threatened to burn away the cooling effects of the smoothie. “I’m not going to raid your liquor cabinet, if that’s what you’re asking,” Viv said.

      “It wasn’t, but you wouldn’t be able to, anyway. This is currently a booze-free house. Not because of you, before you get defensive. It’s been an interesting year for everyone.” Bev grabbed her bag from the hook near the door, pulled out a key chain, and handed it to Viv. “This key will open the medicine safe in the linen closet in case you need more aspirin, and if you need a knife or scissors or anything sharp, the smaller key will open the drawer next to the stove.”

      Viv took the keys and tried to make sense of the info Bev had just dumped on her. She opened her mouth to ask, but Bev shook her head. “Later, babe. Right now, it’s all about you. How are you feeling?”

      “Hungry. Nauseated. Headachy. But surprisingly not terrible,” Viv replied.

      “Finish your smoothie. Evie will be here in about fifteen minutes to hang out. If you think you’re up for it in an hour or so, you can try some solid food.” Bev grabbed a blazer she’d slung over the back of the chair. “I’m so sorry I have to leave. I’ve taken so much time off this year that I need to at least make an appearance in the office today. I’ll be home before Shelby gets home, and you won’t be alone.”

      Viv plastered a smile on her face and flapped her hands at Bev. “Go. I promise I’ll be fine until my second babysitter gets here. I have your number, and I promise to call if I start to feel worse.”

      Bev hesitated, then flung her arms around Viv and kissed her forehead. “I missed you, and I’m glad you’re here, even if the reason sucks.”

      “I’m glad I’m here, too,” Viv said. She stilled in Bev’s arms and tested the unexpected feeling for the compulsion Evie had created the day before and was surprised to realize every word was genuine.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Bev walked out the door and Viv heard her car drive away, Viv found a portable coffee mug, dumped her coffee in it, and, after slipping her shoes on and grabbing her shades, walked out the door. The door clicked behind her, and she paused until she heard the automatic lock engage. She walked down the street and headed through an overgrown alley that hadn’t seen car traffic in years. The drying grass rustled against her jeans, wafting the sweet smell of summer towards her.

      The sky was bright blue, uncharitably unmarred by clouds and the sun, already warm even this early, chased away the cold she’d been unable to shake for months even as it intensified the throbbing hangover pain behind her eyeballs. Viv strode through Eden Valley, hoping her determined stride would discourage anyone from approaching her. When she got to Main Street, she looked around from the shadow of the gas station awning; then sure the coast was clear and neither Bev nor Evie were close, she darted across the street, took a sharp turn into the city park, and skirted the trees at the edge of the park until she got to the trail that started in the park and wound its way around Eden Lake. Once she was a few yards down the trail and not visible from either the park or Main Street, she rolled her shoulders and winced as everything and more popped with the release of tension that’d been piling on for far too long.

      Viv walked slowly down the trail. It’d been a long time since she’d been to this part of the lake—she usually hung out at Evie’s—but she was sure there was a… There it was. A bench, nearly hidden by the low shrubs and high grass that edged the trail. Viv pushed her way through and settled onto the bench. It was clean and afforded an unobstructed view of the Lake with the Cascade Mountains rising dramatically on either side. The air was clear and crisp, and tendrils of mist rose from the water.

      The sun was warm on her back, but the cool breeze coming off the lake balanced it perfectly. No matter how much she ran, how many times she professed to hate the town where she’d lived since she was nine, the town her mother had grown up in, coming here was coming home.

      Viv leaned back and tipped her head up, letting the sounds of the breeze rustling the leaves and the trill of birds lull her into an almost meditative state. It’d been a long time since she’d allowed herself to be alone with her thoughts. She’d spent most of the last year either working or drinking, and, if she was honest with herself, the years before that either working or distracting herself with whomever she was dating at the time. When she found herself between relationships, she threw herself into work and exercise classes—cardio classes, Zumba, spinning. She’d stopped running about a year before her trip to hell when the meditative calm she’d always loved became another place for her negative thoughts to clamor for attention.

      The one time she’d tried therapy to work through her mother issues, she lasted three sessions before ghosting her therapist who’d insisted she needed to spend time with herself before she could figure out where to go and what to do. He’d had the unmitigated gall to tell her she’d let herself be defined first by the mother she’d spent the last forty-plus years disappointing, then by her friends who she constantly compared herself to, and then by the series of relationships that never seemed to go anywhere, leaving nothing of herself to be defined by what she wanted. He’d offered up what felt like so much critique of her character, her reactions, and her coping mechanisms—which used to be exercise instead of alcohol—and no guidance or even leading questions about how to begin to heal.

      Viv finished her coffee and pushed her shades on top of her head. She winced as the sunlight hit her, bringing fresh waves of nausea and stabbing pain. She put both feet on the ground, closed her eyes, and did the breathing exercises she’d picked up from a short-lived meditation kick when she thought she could learn to let go of her thoughts and rise above the anxiety, self-loathing, and depression that had dogged her for too long. When the hangover-like symptoms dissipated to a manageable level, she slowly opened her eyes.

      She’d been gone too long—she knew Bev and Evie would be worried about her, and she didn’t want to be a bigger jerk than she’d already been. She grabbed her phone, didn’t check the messages or voicemail, and dictated a message to Siri, letting them both know she was okay.

      She hit send and heard the ping of an incoming message. Viv shot to her feet and looked around. Adrenaline surged through her body, freezing her like a deer in headlights. Evie was on the trail behind her, baby on her chest, and a disgruntled expression on her face.

      Viv watched as her best friend looked around, then plunged through the underbrush towards Viv.

      “You are a world-class jerk,” Evie huffed. “Not only did you disappear without a note, knowing we were worried about you—alcohol detox is no joke, asshole—you made me go for a freaking hike, carrying a wiggly baby, when I still haven’t recovered from pushing this ungrateful demon with her giant demon head out of my body.”

      Evie collapsed on the bench, and Viv sat down gingerly beside her.

      “Sorry,” Viv said in a small voice she barely recognized. “It’s just a hangover, but I didn’t think it through.”

      Evie blew out a long breath. “It’s fine. Really. I get why you’d need some time, and I know why you’re here.”

      “You do?” Viv asked. She’d thought her propensity to hide in plain sight over the years had gone unnoticed.

      “Of course. This is the bench where you, me, and Bev swore to be best friends forever, where we became blood sisters.” Evie held up her hand. A small, silvery scar on her wrist flashed in the sunlight. Viv held her wrist up to display a matching scar. “But you should’ve left a note. I didn’t tell Bev you were missing—she doesn’t need the stress—but I had a momentary freak-out.” Evie looked down at Viv, and Viv couldn’t read the expression in her eyes. Evie said, wry grin spreading across her face, “I need to apologize.”

      “For what?” Viv wracked her brain, but all she came up with were her own shortcomings.

      “I pushed you. I used the power I’ve gotten from Luc and my children to force you into something you didn’t want to do. I know I’d do it again, but I took away your choice, and that was wrong.”

      Viv shifted her gaze to a point over Evie’s shoulder and twisted her hands together. “It’s okay. I really believe you couldn’t have made me do anything I didn’t want to, even if that want was buried pretty deep down. Thank you for caring, for not giving up on me.”

      “Always,” Evie said. She pulled Alex out of the baby carrier on her chest and fanned herself. “These baby wearing contraptions are hot.”

      “May I?” Viv asked, holding her arms out towards the baby. She was grateful for the change of subject and unworthy of having a friend who could read her so adeptly.

      Evie handed her over. “Be my guest. If she goes for a boob, let me know and I’ll feed her. Hopefully, she won’t need a change immediately. I didn’t bring the diaper bag.”

      Viv sat down and cradled the baby in her arms. She raised Alex close enough to breathe in the fresh, sweet baby scent of the baby’s perfect, if relatively large, head. “She’s so big,” Viv said, inhaling deeply through her nose.

      “She’s six months old,” Evie said.

      There wasn’t a hint of censure in her friend’s voice, but it didn’t prevent a swell of guilt from rising. At this rate, between the waves of guilt and fear and self-loathing, Viv was going to get washed out to sea—or lake, she amended as she looked over Alex’s head at the impossibly blue-green body of water in front of her—by a cliché tidal wave of emotion.

      Evie, seemingly oblivious to the storm of emotions vying for prominence in Viv’s chest, rolled her neck and arched her back. “And she is heavy. I think I know why people in their forties—at least this woman—shouldn’t have kids. I thought carrying Lily around was bad enough eleven years ago… I am so much older and stiffer now.” She opened her eyes and, with a final grimace, sat down next to Viv and followed her gaze out to the lake.

      “I still have trouble being close to the lake for too long,” Evie confessed. “Knowing that something is in there. After almost losing Lily and my dad last year… The only good thing is that for the first summer in as long as anyone can remember, no one drowned last year.”

      Eden Lake was still this morning, like an unmarred mirror, perfectly reflecting the mountains rising in a semi-circle around it. “I love it,” Viv said. “But I get why you wouldn’t. Not saying I want to ever go out on it again—there isn’t anything that could ever get me to touch that water—but I spent a lot of hours on this bench growing up. Every time I needed to escape my mom and didn’t want to be around people, I came here. I don’t like the stillness, though. It’s easier to let it pull out all the negative feelings when I can count the waves.”

      Concentric circles, narrow at first, then widening, appeared in the middle of the lake. Less than a minute later, gentle waves lapped the beach in front of them.

      Viv and Evie froze, staring at the waves that hadn’t been there before and had no obvious source.

      “Um… Wanna go get breakfast at the diner?” Evie asked, putting the baby carrier back on and holding out her arms.

      “Abso-fucking-lutely.” Viv turned and glanced behind her. The waves were dissipating—almost gone—and a pair of emerald eyes appeared above the water’s surface in the center of the lake. She blinked, and they were gone. A ghostly image of Bev took its place, hovering above the water and holding something that Viv knew was a body. One more blink, and the lake was once again placid, not a wave marring its surface.

      She braced for the spike of pain that accompanied her flashes of knowing, but nothing came. She didn’t release the tension in her shoulders, though, until she and Evie were on the trail and headed back towards the park.
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