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Praise for Kirsten Miller

‘A roar of rage, a pacy page-turner, I loved it with all my broken heart. Read it. You’ll love it’ 
Marian Keyes

‘A story that’s as furious as it is tender’ 
Emily Henry

‘A propulsive plot and characters that roar off the page’ 
Guardian

‘A triumphant revenge fantasy’ 
Grazia

‘A must-read for our times – a story that entertains, challenges, and ultimately leaves you feeling hopeful’ 
Sunday Mail

‘I loved this book … A feminist thriller for our times’ 
Nina Pottell, Prima

‘Kirsten Miller has that rare ability to take a serious subject and make it very, very funny’ 
James Patterson

‘A brilliant book. Thrilling, fast paced and original. 
I couldn’t stop reading’ 
Sarah Morgan

‘A proper smash-the-patriarchy read … It gave me the same energy as Lessons in Chemistry … Loved it’ 
Harriet Tyce

‘Powerful and original’ 
Tammy Cohen
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DEDICATION

For the women who’ve died because men feared their power




BLOOD

Every morning when I was a wee girl, women would come knock- ing at our cottage door. They came to see my mother, who was known far and wide for her tonics and potions. In the iron cauldron over our fire, she would cook whatever was needed. A remedy for persistent fever, a salve for bothersome rash. If she deemed her guest trustworthy, she might fashion a philter to entice a reluctant suitor, a draught that could empty the womb, or a poison to rid the woman’s house of a troublesome pest.

Even as a child, I knew what could happen to women like my mother. Her very own sister was put to death by order of the king. When it came time to begin my training, my mother told me what made us different. A powerful elixir flowed through our veins. By then, I knew blood was essential for life to flourish. Spill too much and death would follow. My mother pricked her finger and showed me the drop. Inside were thousands of years of our family history, she told me. It held our treasures and secrets and fatal flaws. All of it was passed from mother to infant, in an exchange so perilous it often proved fatal. But if the child lived, it would inherit a unique set of gifts. If it was a girl, she would learn our ways.

I wanted nothing more than to follow in my mother’s footsteps. But she knew from the moment I was born that I was meant for something different. My gifts would carry me far away, to a land we hardly knew existed, to a place called Wild Hill. The Old One had chosen me for a special mission. I was to watch over six generations of the Duncan family—and wait for their bloodline to produce the most powerful of our kind.




THE DUNCAN FAMILY BLOODLINE
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WEIRD SISTERS




QUEEN OF THE DARK

Brigid Laguerre was halfway to drunk and all the way stoned. When she was working, she never dabbled. The business required every ounce of her focus. But on her few idle days, she liked to maintain a state of inebriation. If her mind was free to wander, it was prone to go places she didn’t want it to go.

At the moment, it was captivated by the ripples on the swimming pool. They shifted direction whenever the devil winds changed course, the water seeking a way out of the box that trapped it. She needed another drink to maintain her buzz, but she couldn’t bear to slide her legs off the chaise lounge or leave the shade of her umbrella. The walk to the wet bar might be short, but the sun felt fierce. She briefly regretted giving her staff the day off. Then she remembered the mood she’d woken up to. There were days when it was dangerous for her to be near another living soul. This was definitely one of them.

Brigid’s foul moods usually came with obvious causes, but the previous day had been a delight. Production had wrapped on her latest movie. She and her favorite lover had eaten excellent tacos from a roadside stand and enjoyed some of the raunchiest sex of her life. Then she’d gone to sleep all alone, just the way she liked. Nine hours later, she opened her eyes to find herself stuck in a very dark place. She could only hope it was due to a shift in her hormones or a nightmare she couldn’t recall. She didn’t want to consider the other options.

Brigid reached out for the joint she’d left on the side table. The lighter was already in her other hand. Before the two had a chance to meet, she caught a whiff of smoke in the air. She pulled off her sunglasses and squinted through the sunshine at the surrounding mountains. Four decades earlier, when her mother first pinned her fire map to their wall, California wildfire season had lasted a few months of the year. Now, entire communities went up in flames every day. They’ve been building homes where the Old One doesn’t want them, she could hear Aunt Ivy say. And while there was a great deal of truth in that statement, according to the news, most of the latest fires had been arson.

Brigid could see no sign of smoke in the sky and the stench didn’t linger. Satisfied that her house wasn’t in danger, she lit her joint, just as the phone wedged under her right butt cheek vibrated with an alert. She picked it up, certain she’d put the goddamned thing on do not disturb mode. The day was determined to fuck with her vibe.


Calum Geddes dead at 78.



Brigid stared at the phone. Out of hundreds of texts and notifications, somehow that one had made it past her defenses. If that was what the universe was desperate to tell her, it could have saved its energy. Brigid scrolled through her other notifications.


Meet the Queen of the Dark’s latest lover!

Toxic plume envelops Salt Lake City

Tornado touches down outside Manhattan

Queen of the Dark gets her groove back in Jamaica!



Brigid re-tucked the phone under her butt cheek and slid her sunglasses back on. Was she supposed to give a fuck that Calum Geddes was dead? If so, maybe someone could tell her why. Brigid hadn’t spoken to her mother’s last boyfriend in thirty years. Nor had she possessed any desire to do so. Brigid had always suspected Calum went out of his way to avoid her. They both knew what her mother would have thought of the man he’d become. Maybe he’d been that way from the very beginning. If Brigid had learned two things over the past thirty years, it was people are fucking full of surprises. And she’d inherited her mother’s shitty taste in men.

Though she knew she shouldn’t, Brigid took another long drag on her joint before tapping it out. Then she lay back with her eyes closed, all the bad memories swirling around in her head. Brigid needed a drink to stop thinking. She opened her eyes to find two more staring back at her. A raven stood between her bare feet at the end of the chaise lounge. One enormous black bird might be a coincidence. But there were two more perched on a neighboring chair. She didn’t need anyone to tell her that three birds staring straight at you was a sign.

“What?” she demanded, sounding ruder than she wanted.

The ravens didn’t need to respond. Brigid knew what they had come to tell her. Someone was going to die.

“Who?” she asked, and the ravens flew off over the trees. Brigid let her eyes pan the remains of the orchard her mother had loved. After a decade-long drought, only a few trees still fruited. The animals that had once made their home in the branches had long since passed away of old age.

She spotted the man half hidden behind a dead orange tree, his phone camera aimed in her direction. If her employees had been at the house, Brigid might have worried for their sake. But she and the intruder were alone on the property, and Brigid knew for a fact she’d be just fine. If she were going to kick the bucket, she’d have already seen it. That was her gift. She knew how people would die.

Sitting perfectly still, Brigid waited to witness the man’s demise. She’d stopped fighting the visions years earlier. Instead, she’d learned to use them as fodder for her work. Critics called her movies inventive, original, and (more than once) the product of a diseased mind. She wondered what they would say if they knew how much she’d stolen from real people’s lives. There wasn’t a single species of death she hadn’t witnessed at some point over the years. She still marveled that no two passings were ever the same.

The vast majority of the dead were strangers—people who’d accidentally passed through the range of her sight. But Brigid had seen loved one’s deaths as well. After her mother’s suicide, she’d attempted to stop a few, just to prove to herself that she was utterly helpless. And she was. Her efforts never amounted to anything. So she’d decided long ago not to have any loved ones.

All she could do was refuse to take part. In her youth, she’d helped dispatch men the Old One marked for death. In the three decades that had passed since her mother’s death, Brigid hadn’t murdered a single soul. She’d wanted to. Oh, how she’d wanted to. But she hadn’t—and wouldn’t. She refused to play the Old One’s game.

Now, as she watched the intruder, she wondered how he would perish. He seemed to be too far away for her gift to work, but the presence of the ravens could only mean one thing. Growing impatient, she decided to bring him closer. As soon as the thought passed through her head, the lead raven hopped to the side of the chaise lounge and out of her way. Brigid rose and put on a black silk robe but didn’t bother to tie it. He’d already seen everything she had.

“So how much do naked pictures of me go for these days?” she called out.

The intruder ducked back behind the orange tree.

“You’re about two feet wider than the trunk,” Brigid pointed out, leaving the you fucking moron part unsaid. “I was just about to make myself a drink. Do you want one?”

Brigid winced as she stepped out of a shadow and into the sunshine. She really did need that drink. When her eyes adjusted to the light, she could see the intruder peeking out from behind the trunk again. Tall and pale with dyed black hair, just like every one of her stalkers for the last thirty years. He didn’t look very dangerous. None of them ever did. Even the ones with arrest records as long as her arm. Though this one did seem much younger than most. She was almost sorry he was going to die.

“Suit yourself,” she said when he didn’t budge. “But you might as well come say hello. There’s nobody around here but me.”

Brigid made her way to the wet bar on the other side of the pool. She could hear the crunch of his sneakers on the parched ground, followed by silence when he reached the patio. Brigid had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on walls, cameras, and razor wire to avoid moments like this. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t prepared for those defenses to fail. She opened the wet bar, mixed herself a Dark ’n’ Stormy, and drank half of it down in one gulp.

“Now. What can I make for you?” she asked the man, who was standing nearby.

“Your eyes really are icy.”

Same thing they all said. “Yep. Always have been.”

“And your figure is gorgeous. You haven’t aged a day.”

That was new. “Thanks,” she managed to muster.

As foul as it was, she was glad he’d said it. This way she wouldn’t feel an ounce of pity when it was over. His dirty black jeans were ripped at the knees and his T-shirt bore the title of Brigid’s first horror flick—a movie she’d shot before he was born. In those thirty years since the release, she had climbed ladders that had long been off-limits to anyone with two X chromosomes. Now she was a Tony short of an EGOT. Yet this motherfucker felt free to trespass on her private property, snap pictures of her in the nude, and comment on the state of her body.

“You look like a whiskey man to me.” Brigid dropped some ice in a tumbler and filled the glass with amber liquid from a special bottle no one else was allowed to touch. The powerful sleeping solution she’d mixed in was undetectable to the eye or tongue.

He took several steps toward her. “I can’t believe you’re real.”

He was so close now. It seemed impossible that the vision hadn’t yet come.

“Oh, I’m very real.” Brigid reached out and playfully pinched him as he picked up the tumbler.

Nothing happened. Brigid glanced down at her hand and rubbed her fingers together. Maybe they hadn’t made contact with his flesh. She reached out and pinched the man again, this time hard enough to make him yelp. Nothing. The motherfucker wasn’t meant to perish.

“What the hell? I believed you the first time.” He rubbed his arm then lifted the glass to his lips.

“Sorry, darling,” she said. “That whiskey will make it all better.”

Once the intruder had passed out in a heap, Brigid phoned the cops. Then she frisked him before the police arrived. In his backpack, she found syringes filled with a pale blue fluid and zip ties. He wasn’t the first psycho to come for her—and he probably would not be the last. She often wondered if the Old One was testing her— seeing how much Brigid could take before she succumbed to the urge to take a life.

The policemen who arrived performed the same search and were far less sanguine about the contents of the backpack.

One took her aside while his colleagues marched the intruder away. He was at least ten years younger, but his muscles and masculinity gave him the confidence to talk down to her. “You live on your own?” he asked as though that made Brigid strange.

Overcome by a vision, Brigid didn’t answer right away. She saw the police officer writhing around on the ground, his hands on his pecker as a snake emerged from the leg of his pants. That was new and different. She made a mental note of his death. It would work well in her next movie.

“Ma’am? Do you live alone?”

“Yes.” Brigid snapped out of it. “Always have, always will.”

“A woman as famous as you should have better security,” the cop told her. “This guy could have killed you.”

Brigid just nodded and walked away. Why bother to argue? The poor bastard would be dead soon. And as always, Brigid Laguerre would be just fine.

THAT NIGHT, LONG AFTER THE sun had disappeared over the ocean, Brigid sat beside the pool. She had barely budged since the police left. There was no one inside to turn the lights on, and her beautiful Spanish colonial looked completely deserted.

Her phone hadn’t stopped buzzing all evening. Every media organization in the country was reaching out for a comment on the death of Calum Geddes. Brigid glanced down at the screen and saw the latest call was coming from a New York number. She ignored the call and clicked on a CNN link.


Calum Geddes, the billionaire media mogul, died today at the age of seventy-eight. Raised in the Bronx by a single mother who often struggled to keep food on the table, Geddes’s rise to fame and fortune has often been cited as proof that the American dream hasn’t died. Ironically, Geddes dedicated his career to ensuring that fewer Americans are able to witness their own dreams come true. The country he leaves behind bears little resemblance to the one in which he was born. Our people are divided, our lands have been ravaged by climate change, and our children live in fear of the future. No single person bears more responsibility for the current state of America than Calum Geddes.

And yet it wasn’t that long ago that Geddes was ridiculed by his rivals as a washout. Then, in 1994, personal tragedy struck when the love of his life took her own. Flora Duncan was an heiress and mother of two teenage girls—one of them actress and producer Brigid Laguerre. After Flora’s death, friends and associates say, Geddes was never the same again.



Brigid snarled at the screen. “Calum turns out to be evil incarnate, and it must be a woman’s fault.” Then she drunkenly hurled the phone into the pool. “Fuck you. Fuck all of you. And fuck you for bringing my name into it.”

She felt eyes on her and looked up to find one of the ravens standing on the table beside her. This time, it held a piece of metal in its beak.

“You again?”

The bird opened its beak and the metal object fell with a clang on the concrete. She picked it up and twirled it between her fingers. It was a cast-iron skeleton key.

“What is this?” Nothing on her property was anywhere as old as the key.

The bird flapped its wings. Then it hopped off the table and marched away. At the edge of the patio, it stopped and looked back at her. It was waiting for Brigid to follow.

“Guess we’re going for a walk,” Brigid muttered. She stuck the key, an unlit joint, and a lighter into her bra and polished off her drink.

THE MOON OVERHEAD, LOOKING FULL to bursting, cast a silvery light over the landscape. No cinematographer could compete with nature. Brigid admired the moon’s beauty, but she didn’t need the illumination. She had always been able to see in the dark. She made her way across the bone dry landscape and effortlessly wove around the brittle skeletons of lavender bushes that hadn’t survived the long drought. A snake hiding beneath a pile of rocks shook its rattle at Brigid as she passed. Up ahead, the raven stood, still and stoic, on a low-hanging tree branch, waiting for her to catch up. As soon as she arrived, it flapped its wings and glided to a boulder on the top of a hill. Brigid climbed up to meet it. This time, it stayed put. Brigid had reached her destination.

“Okay, bird. What is it I’m supposed to see?” She turned around to gauge just how far she’d come. Below sat her beautiful white stucco house, with its red Spanish tiles and turquoise pool surrounded by the pale skeletons of dying orange trees. “What do you want from me?”

And then, as if the Old One had been waiting for Brigid to ask, she saw an ocean on the opposite side of the continent. Her sister was standing beside her in a black dress. She remembered the day well. It had been her last on the Island. In thirty years, she’d never once gone back. The Old One was announcing the time had come for a family reunion.

“You can show me anything you want. You know I’m not the one you’ve got to convince.” She felt it only fair to point that out. “All I ever did was tell that bitch the truth. She’s the one who cut me off.”

Brigid stopped. Movement had caught her eye. There was a figure down below. She watched him dart from one hiding spot to the next, moving ever closer toward her house. There was no doubt it was a man. At first, she thought it might be the intruder from that afternoon. Could they have released him so quickly? She dug in her robe’s pockets for her phone before she remembered tossing it into the pool. She looked around for the bird that had guided her to safety, but the raven had left her to her own devices. “I don’t give a fuck what he steals. I’m not going to kill him,” she informed the Old One. She’d just have to wait it out.

Then a light flared in the darkness. Just a spot of orange on black, like the flame of a cigarette lighter. A dry bush near the house went up like a pile of kindling. She saw the man take a step back and put his hands in his pockets as he watched the inferno build. It wasn’t the intruder from earlier. It was the police officer who’d asked if she lived alone.

The fire climbed the back wall of the house. The home Brigid and her sister had grown up in. Her final connection to the mother who’d abandoned her. The place where three decades of designer gowns were stored. She wondered if, somewhere, Flora was sticking another orange pin in her map.

Brigid knew she was too far away to save her home. But unless she could place a call, the fire could take the entire neighborhood with it. There was only one way to get back to the house fast enough to do any good—the same way she’d come. That meant going right past the arsonist. She’d have to kill him. Even as she thought it, she was moving.

She didn’t go out of her way to be quiet, but he never heard her. As she drew closer, she could see him in profile as he watched the flames scale the wall and overtake the bedrooms. From the ecstatic look on his face, she could tell that it wasn’t the first fire he’d set. Far from it. And she already knew what she needed to do.

When she heard the rattle coming from the same bush she’d passed earlier, Brigid reached inside and snatched the snake. It writhed in her hand and whipped at her legs, but she knew it wouldn’t bite. The ravens had decreed that someone would die that day, but it wasn’t going to be her.

“Hey there,” she said when she was on him.

If an actor in one of her films had ever shrieked the way he did, she’d have demanded another take. Too over-the-top, she’d have told them.

“Ms. Laguerre! I’m so glad you’re not in there. I came back to check in on you and found the house on fire. I’ve called it in, and the fire department should be here shortly.” His eyes were drawn to the furious rattlesnake baring its fangs. “Are you okay?” The cop took a step back as he tried to make sense of it all.

“No,” Brigid told him. “I’m very upset. You’re the first motherfucker I’ve killed in thirty years.”

“I don’t get—”

He got it when Brigid pulled back the waistband of his jogging pants and dropped the snake inside. She didn’t stick around to see what happened next. There was no need to watch his death twice. Instead, Brigid walked into her beloved childhood home for the very last time and dialed 911.

THE FIRE CREWS SAVED THE canyon, but the house wasn’t spared. They found the arsonist’s corpse with his pants down around his thighs and a nasty snakebite to the scrotum.

Brigid was taken to the hospital and treated for shock. At eight a.m. the next morning, she was released into the care of her personal assistant. Within hours, she was spotted boarding a plane all alone, looking somber and chic in her trademark head-to-toe black. Tucked inside her breast pocket was a cast-iron key.




MISTRESS OF BEASTS

Phoebe Duncan left the mayor of Endswell lying in bed and got up to pick herbs. As early as it was, she could feel the heat rising. The dew would be drying on the leaves and the petals. The day was set to be a scorcher, and she needed to get to the garden before the Texas sun robbed her plants of their precious oils.

She slipped a white sundress over her naked form, wrangled her curly black hair into a thick snake of a braid, and pulled on her boots. Outside, the full moon looked down from above as the sun stretched its first lazy rays across the land. Phoebe grabbed her wicker basket from its hook by the front door and put a hat on her head. Then she stepped out onto the old homestead’s grand front porch and found herself staring straight at a raven.

“What do you want?” Phoebe demanded.

The raven did not reply. In the morning light, it seemed to lack features. It appeared two-dimensional, like a silhouette cut out of velvet or a stencil filled in with the blackest ink. It stood there for a moment, as though making sure Phoebe had taken it in. Then it turned and flew off toward the moon, issuing a call that was more cackle than cry.

Phoebe knew what it meant. Aunt Ivy had taught her. The raven had just announced that a message was coming.

“Not interested,” Phoebe said. “I’m busy today.”

She had tinctures to craft, pills to count, and biscuits to bake. And she’d hoped for another hour with the mayor. She didn’t have time for a message.

She walked around back to the herb garden, fully planning to stay annoyed. But then the beauty of the land took her breath away—just as it had every day for nearly thirty years. Past the herb and vegetable gardens, the orchard rose from a sea of bluebonnets. A creek ran through the valley, separating the farm from the rugged wilderness beyond. Nestled between two boulders way back in the hills was a tiny shack she’d built with her own two hands. At least once a month, she’d pour herself a cup of mushroom tea and spend the night there with the spirits of the land.

Now she turned her back to the wild as she plucked fenugreek, harvested hyssop, and uprooted maca, making separate piles of each in her wicker basket. By the time she’d gathered all the ingredients she’d need for the day, the sun was well above the horizon and the air was broiling. Phoebe paused to fan her face with her hat. That’s when she spotted the pig.

It was sitting among the bluebonnets with its front legs straight and its butt to the ground like a hunting dog. As she walked toward it, she clocked the beast at four hundred pounds—maybe more. Two long, tartar-caked tusks curled over its upper lip and it wore its brown bristles slicked back on the sides and poufed up on top—the same hairdo Wanda at Kuts & Kurls gave half the ladies in town. The stench that wafted off the pig was strong enough to strip paint, but its soulful brown eyes suggested an intelligence that surpassed the average human’s. Phoebe suspected the creature had been watching her the entire time.

Feral hogs were by no means uncommon in Hill Country, where they were deemed a menace and usually shot on sight. But it was rare for one to grow so large—or to arrive at your home bearing messages from the Old One. Phoebe reached out a hand and stroked the hog’s bristles. It nuzzled against her hand like a dog. “Well, Petunia, what is it?” she asked.

Five snorts of different lengths and intensities issued from the hog’s long snout. That’s when Phoebe got nervous.

“Sorry, sweetheart, I don’t speak hog,” she lied. “Come find me when you know some human.” As Phoebe began to turn back, two squealing piglets bolted from their hiding spot behind their mama’s ample butt—one piglet moon white and the other golden brown. Phoebe felt the blood drain from her face. When Aunt Ivy had taught her how to read nature’s signs, she’d said they could be subtle, open to interpretation. This was anything but.

“No way,” Phoebe told the pig.

As she hurried to the house, she could hear the massive beast trotting behind her, but Phoebe refused to look back. Over the years, she had always done whatever was asked of her, and no matter how hard, she’d done it without complaint. This was different. This went too far. She’d squat naked over a fire ant hill before she’d comply with the hog’s request.

“I said no, goddammit!” she called over her shoulder and received four insistent snorts in response.

The mayor was sitting on the front porch when she came round. Thankfully, she’d reminded him that guests were expected. He’d emerged fully dressed. The sight of him still made her hot between the thighs. He was a long, lean man with a few streaks of gray in his jet-black hair and thick mustache. His features were those of the people who’d lived on the land long before it was Texas—while his blue eyes belonged to those who’d stolen it from the others.

“You heading off to the office this early?” she asked.

“Yep. Much as I’d like to stay, this town ain’t gonna run itself. You make a new friend out there?” he asked Phoebe. She was always coming home with some kind of animal to fix—orphaned fawns, lame coyotes, even turkey vultures with broken wings.

“That smelly hog is not my friend,” Phoebe groused.

Ed peered around her at the pig. “Want me to shoot it? Head that size would look awful good on a wall.”

Phoebe knew he was joking, but she played along. “You kill that creature and you’re in for trouble. She came here with a message.”

Ed raised an eyebrow. “And what’s that?”

“She wants me to go see Brigid.”

Ed nodded, fully aware of the magnitude of the request. He and Phoebe had been lovers for twenty-eight years, and in all that time, Phoebe had mentioned her sister a half dozen times. He knew who she was. He knew she was famous. But he still had no idea what could have driven them apart.

“And?”

“And I’m not taking orders from a fucking pig.”

THIRTY MILES AWAY, ON THE highway outside Endswell, Kayleigh Williams slammed on the brakes and steered her Lexus over to the shoulder of the road. As soon as the SUV rolled to a halt, she threw open the door and released a gusher of vomit. The smell of her breakfast cooking on asphalt as hot as a griddle made her empty the remaining contents of her stomach. When there was nothing left, she took a swig from a bottle of water, swished the liquid around in her mouth, and spat it out. She should have known better than to eat breakfast. The early months were always brutal. Not like the last trimester, which kept her bedridden, but still thoroughly unpleasant.

She’d told Curtis she couldn’t handle another pregnancy. Even their doctor had recommended against it. She’d stayed on the Pill for five years after their youngest was born. While her boys were babies, Kayleigh had started taking classes online. Between diaper changes and breastfeeding, she’d performed a small miracle, earning a degree in social work, which she intended to put to use in the fall after Jayson started kindergarten. Then one day, her packet of birth control pills had disappeared from the bathroom medicine cabinet. Its replacement, which she’d hidden in her underwear drawer, soon vanished as well.

“The Lord wants us to have another child,” Curtis said when she confronted him.

“Is that right? Did Jesus say you’ll be carrying it?” Kayleigh shouted, choking on tears of rage. “Because both of us know it could kill me.”

Fifteen minutes later, she was begging forgiveness. Curtis always demanded the same penance. For the sake of her boys, there was nothing she could do but comply. She was pregnant again before her bruises even had time to heal. Curtis added a black eye when her degree arrived in the mail. He didn’t know she was pregnant yet, but he would. He’d downloaded an app onto their phones and was monitoring the situation closely.

In the afternoons, while Jayson napped, Kayleigh thought about the mistakes she’d made. One of the first things Curtis had confided after they met in high school was how much he hated his father, a beloved pillar of the community who ruled his own house with an iron fist. The secret had bonded them, and in it, Kayleigh had seen a promise that Curtis would be a different kind of man. But that promise had been as much a mirage as the shimmering sea just ahead of her on the highway. Kayleigh’s first mistake was believing she’d married a good, God-fearing man. She’d made many more mistakes since then. She was not going to make another.

According to the map on her phone, she was half an hour from her destination. She pulled a Starbucks napkin out of the glove compartment and wiped her mouth. Then she put the car back into drive. Her sister was taking care of Jayson and picking up sevenyear-old Brian from school, but Curtis was always home from the bank by six. If she and the boys weren’t there, he’d get suspicious— and he didn’t need proof of wrongdoing to punish her.

There were no clinics left in the state that would help women like her. She couldn’t search the internet for other answers—Curtis always seemed to know what she’d been trying to find. So her sister did the googling instead. “I got you a healer,” she told Kayleigh when she called. These days, you never knew who might be listening. “She’ll see you tomorrow at noon.”

So that’s how Kayleigh found herself on the road to a ranch outside Endswell, Texas—a town two hundred miles from where she lived and at least a hundred from anywhere else. She’d set the cruise control at the speed limit. She couldn’t afford to get pulled over.

When she came to the sign for the Allswell Ranch, Kayleigh took the turn off the highway and drove another three miles through the parched wilderness until she arrived at a magnificent stone homestead surrounded by a landscaped lawn of native vegetation. At some point in recent years, it had received a loving renovation, and though the hog statue out front was of questionable taste, the building could have passed for a chic spa or a bed-and-breakfast. It all looked so normal that she began to wonder if she’d found the right place. But it did give her the confidence to shut off the engine.

It wasn’t until Kayleigh was out of the car and almost to the porch stairs that the statue in front of the homestead snorted, and she realized she was standing mere yards from a living, breathing hog. She was a Texas girl, born and raised. Her daddy still kept a shotgun over his door to kill any hogs that came to root up the backyard or terrorize the neighborhood kids. Even the small ones were dangerous, she’d always been told, but this wasn’t a regular pig. It was like something straight out of a fairy tale. Kayleigh was surprised to find she wasn’t terrified but mesmerized by the two little piglets scampering around the giant sow.

“Don’t worry, Petunia won’t hurt you,” said a woman. “She’s here to annoy the hell out of me.”

Kayleigh heard bootheels on the homestead’s front porch and stole what she thought would be a quick glance behind her. She didn’t think it wise to lose sight of the hog for too long, but when she saw the woman approaching, she couldn’t pull her eyes away. She, too, seemed to have stepped out of a fairy tale. Black curls, sprung free of her braid, twisted and turned in every direction. Even from a distance, Kayleigh could tell her eyes were unusual. Set in her golden face, they gleamed like gems. Foreign words written in black script cascaded down her arms from her shoulders.

Kayleigh had long known there were women like this in the world—and she’d always believed it was best to avoid them.

“Are you Kayleigh?” The woman’s smile felt welcoming and her voice as soothing as a warm bath. She didn’t wait for a response. “Hey there, I’m Phoebe.” Then her smile faded and her eyes narrowed as she took in the bruises that even the thickest concealer in Kayleigh’s makeup bag hadn’t been able to hide. “Hope you don’t mind my saying so, but you look like you’ve seen some trouble. You doing okay?”

Kayleigh’s stomach heaved, and she placed a hand on top of it. “I’m just feeling a little bit carsick. Is there a place I could sit down?”

Phoebe nodded, as though agreeing to allow the real problem to remain unsaid. “Come with me and I’ll get you all fixed up. Your sister said you need to get back to the city by six. That right?”

“Yes.” Kayleigh hesitated for a moment to estimate the odds of getting murdered by Satan worshippers. Then she hurried to catch up with Phoebe, who’d headed off toward the homestead, her path taking her straight past the pig.

“Shoo, damn it!” Phoebe ordered the pig as she passed.

The pig snorted three times in response, and Kayleigh did a double take. It sounded like the creature was speaking some kind of strange language. And the two of them reminded her of a bickering couple.

Unable to contain her curiosity, Kayleigh tried to find words that didn’t make her feel crazy. “Did you say that hog’s here for you?”

“Yeah, she wants me to go see my sister,” Phoebe explained.

“Why would a pig want you to go see your sister?”

“Not sure. Doesn’t matter ’cause it’s not gonna happen,” Phoebe told her. “My sister’s an evil bitch.”

Phoebe guided Kayleigh through the house to the kitchen. Rustic though it was, the place had been decorated by someone with taste and an eye for quality. They’d preserved the wide-plank pine floorboards, and the replastered walls gave off a subtle glow. A long soapstone-topped island ran almost the full length of a kitchen furnished with appliances that would have sent Kayleigh into paroxysms of jealousy on an ordinary day.

Phoebe pulled out a stool. “Have a seat,” she said and Kayleigh obeyed.

“When will the healer be ready to see me?” Kayleigh asked as Phoebe opened the fridge and took out a pitcher filled with a pale purple liquid.

“She’s seeing you right now,” Phoebe told her.

“You?” Kayleigh couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice or her eyes off Phoebe’s tattoos.

“Yes, me.” Phoebe poured the purple liquid into a glass, which she then set in front of Kayleigh. “Who did you think I was? The maid?”

“I don’t know. I just think maybe I’ve made a mistake.” Kayleigh slid off her stool.

Phoebe smiled and leaned across the counter toward the woman. “I hope it’s not my tattoos that have you scared,” she said, making it perfectly clear that she was not talking about her body art. “You see, I have a problem with folks who judge other people by their appearance. I guess you could call my tattoos asshole repellent, and I don’t have any interest in helping assholes. When you drove up in that fancy car, I thought for a second that you might be an asshole. But then I remembered you can’t judge a person until you get to know them. So I went ahead and decided to help you.”

Kayleigh froze, unsure how she should respond.

Phoebe pointed to the glass. “My daughter, Sibyl, helped me perfect the recipe. Try a sip before you run out of here,” she insisted. “Then, if you still want to leave, I’ll walk you out past the pig.”

Kayleigh eyed the glass. She’d spat the last of her water out on the road, and now she was parched. “Okay.” She put the glass to her lips. She’d expected the smell of grapes or blackberries but was met by a lovely floral fragrance instead.

“Desert lavender and blessed thistle,” Phoebe told her. “Plus a few other things Sibyl threw in for flavor.”

“You’re sure it’s safe?”

“People drive hundreds of miles to stock up on this stuff.”

Kayleigh took a small sip. The taste was delightful, so she risked another. The coldness slipped down her throat and pooled in her belly. Her stomach began to churn in earnest, preparing to launch its contents back out and onto the floor. She felt her abdominal muscles clench and then—miraculously—relax. For the first time in hours, she couldn’t feel her organs or taste vomit at the back of her throat. She lifted the glass a third time.

“Think maybe you want to stick around for a little while?”

Kayleigh set the glass down on the bar and wiped her mouth with the napkin that Phoebe held out to her. “Yes,” she said.

“Finish up. I’ll be back in a minute.”

PHOEBE FILLED A DOG BOWL with water and another with vegetable scraps. She took them both out to the pig, who showed no interest in eating.

“You going on a hunger strike is not going to make me change my mind about Brigid,” Phoebe told the sow. “Eat your fill and feed your babies, then get on home. Your work here is done.”

Phoebe walked around the house and into the old stable that now served as her workshop. She laid a plain white cloth out on her table. In the center, she shook out a teaspoon of herbs from a jar on the shelf. She added a sprinkle from another jar and a handful from a third. Finally, when the mixture looked like alien potpourri, she gathered the four corners of the cloth and tied them into a poultice for her latest client’s black eye.

When she finished, Phoebe opened the safe she kept hidden behind hay bales and took out two small manila envelopes. With these in one hand and the poultice in the other, she returned to the kitchen and set the envelopes down in front of Kayleigh.

Phoebe pointed to envelope one. “Inside is a mifepristone pill. It will stop the embryo inside you from growing.” She slid her finger to envelope two. “This is misoprostol. It will make your uterus empty. The entire process should take around five hours. It will look and feel like a heavy period. No one will be able to tell the difference.”

“These are abortion pills?”

“Yes. They’re safe and effective. You are more likely to overdose on Tylenol than experience complications with these drugs.”

“So that’s it?” Kayleigh looked relieved. “I thought maybe you’d be giving me herbs.”

“Oh, there are plenty of herbs that will end a pregnancy, but none work as well as these pills. But I did make an herbal remedy for you.” Phoebe slid an object across the table—the poultice she’d crafted. “This is for your eye. If you’d like, I can make something special for the man who hit you.”

It took Kayleigh a beat to grasp Phoebe’s meaning. “Oh no!” she cried when it became clear to her. “I could never harm my husband. I’m a Christian woman.”

“I’m sure the next woman he beats up will be as well,” Phoebe replied.

Kayleigh didn’t appear to be breathing. “The next woman?”

Phoebe had never been the sort to mince words. “Your husband has a fatal disease. But it won’t kill him. It’s going to kill you. Then, when you’re gone, he’ll move on to the next woman. And he’ll pass his disease down to your sons.”

Kayleigh’s hand flew to her heart, as though she needed to keep it from bursting out through her chest. “How do you know about my boys? Are you some kind of witch?”

“I’ve been called worse,” Phoebe said. “But the truth is, I had a long chat with your sister when she called.”

“What did she tell you?”

“She said your husband beats you and that your latest pregnancy is the result of rape.”

Kayleigh began to cry. “I can’t believe she told you that.”

“You’re ashamed,” Phoebe observed. “Why? You’ve done nothing wrong. Do you know how many women I meet who are just like you? Painting over bruises and pretending they fell down the stairs. Trying their best to keep up appearances when their worlds have crumbled.”

“There’s nothing I can do. There’s no way out,” Kayleigh insisted. “I’ve thought it through a thousand times. My parents will blame me if I leave my husband. They won’t take me in. I haven’t had a job in years. I can’t afford to support my sons on my own. Even if I did leave Curtis, he’d just come right after me. He’s not a man who takes no for an answer. The best thing for me and my boys is to keep my head down and do whatever he wants.”

Phoebe reached out and took Kayleigh’s hand. “And yet, here you are. You know what that tells me? It tells me part of you knows there are other lives you could be living.” Phoebe’s eyes closed and she nodded. “I can see them, too.”

Outside, a vehicle was approaching the house. It came to a stop and the engine turned off.

“Kayleigh!” a man’s voice shouted.

Kayleigh recoiled, jerking her hand out of Phoebe’s. A door slammed.

Phoebe opened her eyes and glanced toward the front door. “I’m guessing that’s your husband?”

“Yes, that’s Curtis.” Kayleigh ripped open the envelope that contained mifepristone and dry swallowed the little white pill.

“I know you’re here, Kayleigh!” Curtis shouted from the front yard. “Your goddamned car is parked outside.”

“If he finds me, he’ll kill me,” Kayleigh whispered.

“Then stay here,” Phoebe ordered as she made her way to the door.

“He carries a gun on him,” Kayleigh warned her. “He’ll shoot you.”

“Not today,” Phoebe assured her. For once, she had a taste of her sister’s power. “That wasn’t the message the pig brought me.”

THE MAN SHE MET ON the front lawn of the homestead was the spitting image of the douchebag she’d pictured, with the bright red face of a squalling infant. “Hi there,” she said with a smile. “May I help you?”

He didn’t answer at first. He seemed thrown to find himself faced with a woman who wasn’t intimidated. It took him a moment to camouflage his own fear with disgust.

“What the hell are you?” Curtis sneered. “Go get your boss.”

“I’m the owner of this property,” Phoebe replied.

“Well then, you know why I’m here. Tell my wife to come out.”

“Who?” Phoebe enjoyed seeing his face turn a deeper shade of red and wondered if he was going to spare her some trouble and expire from a heart attack.

“My goddamned wife!” he shouted. “Kayleigh, if you did something to harm a baby, there’s gonna be hell to pay!” Then he turned back to Phoebe. “And you. I won’t rest until you’re locked up for ninety-nine years.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Phoebe said.

“That’s my wife’s car right there!”

“Is it?”

“Goddammit, I’ll just go in and find her myself.”

Phoebe laughed. “The hell you will. You’re on my property, and I’m asking you to leave before I have to make you.”

He reached around to a holster, and Phoebe saw the gleam of metal as he swung the gun around to face her. Then he disappeared in a blur, and she heard a brief scream just before the gun went off. When the dust settled, the only parts of Curtis that remained visible lay south of his gut. The rest of him was buried under four hundred pounds of hog, with his face wedged right in the pig’s ass.

Phoebe took out her phone and dialed Ed. “You better get back over here,” she said. Then she stepped forward, avoiding Curtis’s boots, which were digging channels in the dirt, and addressed the pig.

“Good work,” she told the animal. “I’d give you a scratch but it wouldn’t look right on camera. But do me a favor and ease up just a little? This isn’t really our call. We should let his wife decide what she wants to do with him.”

Petunia snorted as though she wasn’t convinced the man should be spared. She directed a second angry grunt at Kayleigh, who’d just stepped outside.

“Well?” Phoebe asked Kayleigh. “My security cameras caught everything on tape. They don’t record audio, though. So I can ask the pig to get up—or we can leave her just the way she is. You know what will happen if she stays put. I’m aware you’re a God-fearing woman, so I want to make sure—”

“Leave the pig where she’s at.” Now that the tables had turned, Kayleigh’s face showed no sign of terror.

“Well then, you heard the lady,” Phoebe told the pig.

Petunia let her full weight down on Curtis’s head. The muffled cries were instantly silenced and his feet stopped clawing the ground.

“You go now,” Phoebe ordered Kayleigh. “I’ll stay here and deal with the authorities.”

Phoebe waited until the car was speeding down the drive before she turned her attention back to the hog. “Don’t get me wrong, Petunia, I’m very grateful. But I’m still not gonna be scheduling any family reunions.”

Petunia snorted once in disgust and rose to her feet. Her two babies scrambled out from under the porch to join her as she trotted off toward the creek and into the sea of bluebells. Curtis lay spread-eagle on the river rock path, eyes staring up at the gathering clouds, his blue face covered in hog shit and black bristles. Phoebe crouched over him and laid two fingers on his jugular, even though he looked dead as hell. She felt no pulse. Still, she’d watched too many horror films to feel comfortable with a gun on the ground so close to his hand. Phoebe used the hem of her dress to pick up the weapon and transport it to the porch.

She was sitting on the steps, watching the body, when Ed arrived in his Jeep. Just the sight of him set her at ease. She’d never fancied any man but Ed, and she knew for a fact she never would. The winds had picked up and he held the brim of his hat with two fingers as he made his way to the house.

“The sky’s been looking awful mean,” Phoebe noted.

Ed glanced up. “No storms in the forecast,” he said.

“Like that means anything these days,” Phoebe replied.

“True,” Ed agreed. He’d come to stand over the body. “What the hell happened to him?”

“He pulled a gun on me, and Petunia sat on him,” Phoebe replied. “I never touched a hair on his head.”

Ed nodded and scratched at his stubble. “I assume we got footage of it all?”

“Yep.” Phoebe pointed up at
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