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            Chapter One

          

          Alys

        

      

    

    
      My first thought when seeing the naked blonde riding my husband in our bed was, Of course, the selfish ass insisted she is on top. Never mind that those clearly artificial double Ds were bound to cause her slight frame serious back pain in a few years. He wasn’t much for manual labor. Not old Kyle. His idea of getting a workout involved mowing the lawn or shoveling the driveway. Which he never did well and I was usually forced to go back over it to clean up the sloppy job.

      In some shadowy corner of my mind, I recognized that it probably wasn’t normal to feel sympathy for the woman boinking your spouse.

      Then again, I’d known it was coming.

      Just like Kyle was about to. I could tell by the way his face turned red and he bucked beneath her spastically.

      The hell with that. He hadn’t respected me enough to keep his side dish on the side, well, then he could just deal with blue balls.

      The bedroom door was open so I strode in, doing my best to keep from snagging a heel in the filmy bits of lace that obviously didn’t belong to me. Perhaps when I was three, I could have fit that size. Then again, I might have had a Barbie once that could wear those skivvies.

      What was this woman even doing with Kyle? It seemed like a pertinent question so I tapped her on the shoulder. “You know, honey, you can do better.”

      She screamed and scrambled off of him, about two seconds before Kyle was about to nut. I reached down and grabbed him by the balls and twisted. I’d boil my hand later. Or maybe chew it off.

      For his part, Kyle’s groan turned to one of sheer agony. “Alys,” he gasped.

      “Oh, you remember me?” My tone was even, almost bored.

      “Who’s this?” Blondie asked.

      “His wife. I’d offer a handshake but mine are busy at the moment.”

      The woman’s big green eyes went from me to Kyle, whose skin had flushed purple. His whole body shook. “You know it costs more for another girl, don’t you?”

      Her accent was clear New Jersey. That combined with the fact that I had never seen her before topped with her mention of cost had me turning back to the worm in my bed. “A prostitute, Kyle? Seriously?”

      He made a gargling noise and I sank my nails in, just a little.

      My sister had told me Kyle was a bastard-coated bastard with bastard filling. I should have listened.

      “You ought to leave,” I nodded to the dental floss that passed for her undergarments.

      “Nu-uh,” Blondie folded her arms over her implants. “Not ‘til I get my scratch.”

      I sighed. “How much?”

      “Four hundred.”

      I raised a brow. “Seriously? For what, twenty minutes of work? Considering how he performs you would have time for a shower after.”

      She reached for her bra and I had a moment of envy when her breasts didn’t alter an iota as she snapped it on. “I charge double for the uggos. Plus, there’s the drive.”

      The gurgling sound Kyle made when Blondie called him an uggo was worth four hundred bucks. My purse was downstairs in the hallway, but Kyle’s Rolex was on the nightstand. With my left hand, I retrieved it and lobbed it to her. “Keep it.”

      “Do I look like a pawn shop to you?”

      Her words didn’t fool me. I could see her assessing the watch and the gleam in her eye. The watch was worth a lot more than four hundred.

      “It’s the best you’re gonna get. He’s in no position to finish, so unless you want to wait around until he recovers….” I smiled sweetly at the puce color of my husband’s face.

      She pulled her micromini up and then threw on a jacket. “I’m good.”

      I released Kyle the moment the front door shut behind her. He curled onto his side in the fetal position. Fitting, since he was such a big baby.

      I didn’t say a word.  Instead, I kicked off my heels and turned to the bathroom. I let the water run as hot as it could go, then used half a bottle of antibacterial soap. For the record, that was the last time I was touching that man’s privates. The thought filled me with a giddy sort of relief.

      The signs had been there for months. Internet porn had been constant throughout the marriage and easy enough to ignore. But then the credit card charges had popped up. Sites that were clearly shell companies with BS names to protect privacy. Phone calls to numbers I didn’t know. Him never going to bed at the same time as me. I thought it had been a run-of-the-mill affair, something middle-aged men did to prove they were just as young and virile as they had once been.

      In Kyle’s case, the bar wasn’t set too high. It was probably even lower now, between Blondie’s dismount and my claws. I hadn’t drawn blood, but the thought of leaving him emasculated was far too tempting.

      If he had been discreet, I could have gone on feigning ignorance. But he’d forced me into this position, into being the victim, the foolish wife.

      The thing that hurt most was my pride. And in my book, that was unforgivable.

      I stared at my reflection, at the crow’s feet lining my eyes, the silver that had overtaken the black in my short bob, and winter pale skin which was even paler than usual. I pinched a little color into my cheeks, then turned to the medicine cabinet. After sorting through its contents, I scooped what I needed into one hand and then carried it out to the bedroom.

      Kyle had extracted himself from the bed and pulled on a pair of sweats. “You can’t honestly be surprised, Alys.”

      I didn’t bother to look at him as I snagged my overnight bag from the top of the closet. My toiletry bag was inside and I took the time to separate the liquids from the pills, from the make-up brushes. Everything in its place. Don’t let him see the wound.

      “When was the last time we even had sex?” Kyle sounded triumphant, as though he had just scored a point.

      I tapped my chin as though contemplating the question and then shrugged. “I really couldn’t say, Kyle. Seeing as it wasn’t all that memorable.”

      His brown eyes narrowed. “You’re a frigid old bitch.”

      I went back to my packing, trying to figure out what exactly I would need for my new Kyle-free life. Clothes for work, both demo and client meetings. Jeans, sweatshirts, and work boots as well as twinsets, slacks, and heels. And it was fall now, heading toward winter. What about a coat and snow boots? Maybe I’d have to get another bag out of the attic. The thought made me tired. I just wanted to leave the house that I had lived in for twenty years and never really liked, and not look back.

      “I should have kicked you to the curb years ago.” Clearly irritated that even his blatant act of defiance didn’t get my undivided attention, Kyle began to rant in classic dipshit monologue.

      No to the slog to the attic, I decided. I’d come back with Maeve at some point and get the rest of it. When I was in a better place to deal with this crap. Keep it simple. Think capsule wardrobe. Black pairs with anything. Neutrals are good too. I added two pairs of slacks, a twinset, and three different blouses along with the set of black heels I had been wearing and then crammed as many jeans and sweats on top as I could fit. Making swift decisions always helped fuel me so I zipped the bag, snagged my e-reader off my nightstand, my jewelry box from the top of the dresser, and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Kyle called as I descended the grand staircase to the bottom floor. He chased me down, looking none too healthy. I hoped he wouldn’t have a heart attack. I didn’t want to stick around long enough to let the EMTs in.

      At that, I rounded on him. “If I’m so awful, why not just go file for divorce like a decent human being?”

      His lips parted but he didn’t say anything. We both knew why. He liked having money. Liked the lavish lifestyle my business had afforded us. He’d retired early and that was when the trouble began.

      “You’re not getting a dime.” Thankfully Aunt Jess had taught me to keep my finances separate from my spouse’s.

      “It’s half mine,” he snarled.

      “Like hell it is. You spent every dollar you made on this mausoleum.” Done with him, I turned to the door.

      He folded his arms over his chest. “Do you really want the entire town to know that I paid a prostitute for sex?”

      I froze with my hand on the door and a sliver of fear ran down my spine.

      He pushed on. “Think of the gossip. Alys Stevens can’t hold her man.”

      My heart pounded and for a moment I was afraid I would be the one to pass out. “You can have the house. And your damn Corvette. But no money.”

      “We’ll see.” He looked smug.

      I should have gelded him when I’d had the chance.
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      My brain hadn’t switched on and I drove on autopilot back to town. Maeve and I had lived in Eckhart most of our lives and the small Southern town felt like home. I stared at the sleek two-story white brick storefront with the name Silver Demo and Design on the plate-glass window. Maeve had taken a course to learn calligraphy just so she could design our logo. When my sister did something, she did it with her whole heart.

      I should have gone to Maeve’s. But so early in the afternoon, she’d be busy with the twins. Getting them snacks and set up with homework, or maybe afterschool activities. The last thing she needed was me dumping my purse out all over her life.

      Better if I did something useful.

      I stepped out of the Suburban and slid my sunglasses onto my face. Took a breath of fresh mountain air, squared my shoulders, and headed inside. My hand shook a little as I reached for the door and I clenched it into a fist.

      This isn’t the time or the place. Aunt Jess’s voice popped into my head. I let out a slow breath, tamping my feelings back down as far as they would go. Control it. Don’t let it control you.

      I reached again and my hand was steady.

      No one would guess the sordid scene I’d left in my wake. Or that my insides were raw and bleeding. I would not give Kyle the satisfaction of a public breakdown. He wasn’t worth it.

      Though it was late afternoon, the office stood empty. Lora, our executive assistant, had asked for the afternoon off. Her desk was pristine with only a picture of her, her mother, and her son stationed in a place of honor next to her computer. Her milk chocolate skin tone was much darker than her son’s and lighter than her mother’s but they all had matching happy smiles. I hoped the three of them were out hiking or kayaking, enjoying the last of the warm weather for the year.

      Most of our clients were by appointment only since we only worked on one renovation project at a time. The bungalow we had just finished was under contract and I’d just signed the closing papers on the Mid-century Modern home that was our next project.

      I headed to my desk, across from Maeve’s, and booted up my computer. I hadn’t had a chance to go over the new floorplan with our contractor yet. We’d have to set up a walk-through ASAP as the demo was scheduled to begin next week.

      I studied the design I’d come up with. Having never had the chance to work on a Mid-century Modern before it was an interesting challenge. The house lent itself to an open floorplan but there were all of these hideous plaster columns interspersed throughout the space. Totally killed the flow as well as the sightlines between the kitchen and the living area. My fear was that they’d be structural and we’d have to leave the eyesores in place. Or sell a kidney to pay for the steel beam we’d need to support the roof.

      I was so lost in thought that I didn’t hear the door open so I jumped when a deep voice tinged by an Australian accent rumbled my name.  “Lys?”

      My hand flew to my chest. “Brock! You scared the hell out of me.”

      My GC scowled down at me, which would have been more intimidating if he was a day over thirty and wasn’t cute as a button. I clenched my fist as that familiar urge to brush his shaggy blond locks away from his face arose. Probably some stupid latent maternal instinct, since I was old enough to be Brock’s mother. Well, if I had started really really young. Kyle and I never had kids, had never wanted them.

      He crouched down beside me until we were at eye level. “I didn’t mean to. What are you doing here?”

      I raised a brow at him. “Is that a trick question?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched but he stifled it before it became a full-blown smile. “No, smartass. You told me you were taking some time for yourself.”

      I’d always liked Brock. He was a straight shooter and didn’t play word games or make phony promises the way some contractors did. If he said he would do something, it got done. Of course, it was my name—albeit my maiden name—on the sign, so I always double-checked.

      “Change of plan. Are you busy? We need to do a walk-through on the new house.”

      “I was just packing it in for the day.” He gestured toward the front window where his shiny red pickup reflected the sinking sun-kissed, distant blue hills.

      “Crap, I didn’t realize it was so late. You probably have a date or something.” Because that’s what virile young men that could pose for a fireman’s calendar did on a Friday night. Head down the mountain to a club with too loud music, overpriced drinks, and too many sweaty bodies crammed in together.  Not go home, fill a tub full of bubbles and pour a glass of wine, and get lost in a good book.

      Suddenly, I felt a million years old.

      “I’m not seeing anyone.” Brock’s chocolate brown eyes had the most intense golden ring around the iris. It seemed to flash for a moment when he looked directly at me. “We can go over now if you’d like.”

      I would, but it seemed selfish to shanghai him after hours. “I don’t mean to impose on your free time. Just because I have no life doesn’t mean you have to jump to my beck and call.”

      He shrugged and the motion caused a hypnotic ripple of muscle beneath his long-sleeved black t-shirt. He really was too damn pretty for my own good. “Spending time with a beautiful woman on a Friday evening is my idea of living it up.”

      My badly battered pride preened at the compliment even as I scolded myself not to let it go to my head. Brock couldn’t call me a frigid old bitch the way Kyle had because he worked for me.

      “Okay, sure. Let me just check the rear door and make sure we’re all locked up.”

      He leaned back and it wasn’t until then that I realized he’d been invading my space. “I’ll wait out front.”

      I used the bathroom and checked my appearance to make sure the professional businesswoman façade was in place, then secured the building and set the code.

      Brock stood by my Suburban. He scowled at the suitcases in the back seat. “Going somewhere?”

      Damn. I hadn’t wanted to get into it tonight, not with my GC. Not with anyone but my sister. I didn’t want to lie to him and he could be remarkably stubborn so evading him would take more energy than I had in my reserves. Brock would hear about it eventually. Might as well cut out the middle-man. “Kyle and I are separating.”

      Brock’s head whipped around and he stared at me. The intensity there burrowed beneath my skin like a chigger.

      “I caught him in bed with a prostitute.” Why had I said that? I certainly hadn’t meant to voice my humiliation.

      “What an idiot.” Brock’s eyebrows pulled together. “Want me to take care of him for you?”

      The deadpan way he said it made my lips twitch. “What, do you know a guy or something?” I didn’t think Australia had a mob, but you never knew.

      “Or something.” There was a feral light in his eyes that I didn’t know how to interpret. “I’d let you watch.”

      And didn’t that sound dirty as sin? Wait, were we still talking about murdering Kyle?

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah, I hate to break it to you but the cops always look at the ex-wife first. Motive and all that. So, while I appreciate the offer, I’m going to have to pass.”

      Thoughts of all that would happen surfaced like creatures from the deep. The lawyers. The court cases where we fought over petty shit. The gossip. I was so tired. Maybe I needed to change my diet. More iron or something. It couldn’t be normal to be so damn exhausted all the time.

      “Are you staying at Maeve and Kal’s?” Brock asked.

      When I nodded, he plucked the keys from my hand. “You’re in no condition to drive. I’ll take you.”

      I blinked up at him. “What about the Mid-Century Modern?”

      “It can wait until Monday.”

      My lips parted, a protest on its way up but Brock covered my mouth with his palm. His skin was warm and a little jolt of electricity went through me at the contact.

      “You deserve better than Kyle,” he murmured.

      I wanted to thank him, but his hand still covered my mouth. A chill breeze blew against the back of my neck and an involuntary shiver raced down my spine.

      The moment dragged out between us and I felt as though something shifted. As if I was seeing Brock in focus for the first time.

      Then he dropped his hand and stepped back. “Come on, possum. Let’s get you home.”

      I was in the passenger’s seat of my own vehicle and well on the way to my sister’s house when I realized something. “What about your truck? It’s back at the office.”

      “One of my pack will get it.”

      “And pick you up?” Maeve and Kal lived twelve miles from the town center.

      He made a noncommittal sound.

      I reached for the radio but he gripped my hand. “Please, don’t. I can’t take the noise.”

      “What?” I blinked up at him. “From the radio?”

      “I have an audio sensitivity,” he explained. “Loud music can be physically debilitating.”

      There went my mental image of him at a club. Or riding a fire engine. “So, what do you do for fun?”

      He slid me a sideways look. “I run.”

      “Run for fun?” The skepticism dripped from my voice.  “I only run so I can have a second glass of wine.” Or cheesecake. But I kept that last part to myself.

      His teeth flashed.

      “Different strokes for different folks.” I shrugged it off as he turned onto Maeve’s street. The white Southern-style home was a two-story structure and had been Maeve and my first project together. Maeve and Kal landscaped it beautifully and the wraparound porch was whitewashed every spring, to make the tulips and crocuses pop. Seeing it always brought a smile to my face.

      It disappeared when I spotted the motorcycle in the driveway. “Crap.”

      “What?” Brock asked.

      “My sister is here.”

      His brows drew together. “She lives here, doesn’t she?”

      I let out a heavy, put-upon sigh. “Not that sister. The bad one.”
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      “I didn’t mean it that way.” Why couldn’t I seem to hold my tongue around Brock all of a sudden? We’d worked together for almost two years and I’d never felt compelled to burp up private knowledge to him before.

      His lips twitched. “It’s okay. You don’t owe me an explanation.”

      I didn’t, but I was already in it hip deep so I might as well trudge on through. “Siobhan and I are like oil and water. Have been since we were kids. I love her more than anyone—except Maeve of course—but everything about her makes me nuts.”

      She shaved her head and carved geometric patterns into the stubble and then dyed what was left of it bright colors. She’d dropped out of college and taken various low-paying jobs for most of her life. She’d never been married, a fact she liked to open with when meeting strangers. She called herself “terminally single”. Just putting it all out there, like spilling your private business was no biggie. Her whole personality was pure impulse, designed to get the strongest reaction out of those around her. “Sibby is the absolute last person I want to deal with right now.”

      “Do you have somewhere else to go?” Brock asked. “Someplace else you can stay?”

      I hesitated. There was a place I could go, probably should go so that Sibby and I didn’t get into a knock-down-drag-out in front of Maeve’s kids. But I had to tell my sisters about Kyle first. “Are you sure you don’t need a ride back to your truck? Kal would be happy to….”

      “I’m fine, possum.” Brock moved closer, so close that I could feel the heat radiating off him. He didn’t touch me but his gaze left a trail along my neck and down over my cheek that felt like a gentle caress. “You have my number. Don’t be afraid to use it if you need anything.”

      My lips parted. What exactly was he offering? But before I could ask, he dropped my keys into my hand, exited the car, and jogged down the street. I popped the door and watched him disappear into the twilight. The man could really run.

      “Alys?”

      I whirled around and faced my two younger sisters. They stood in the doorway, side by side, looking like mismatched bookends. At forty-five, Maeve embodied everything a mother ought to be. Her dark curly hair, so like our mother’s, was sprinkled with silver. She’d never lost the pregnancy weight that came from bearing her twins six years earlier, but even though she griped about it constantly, I thought it suited her.

      Siobhan looked more like my reflection in a funhouse mirror. Her hair was shaved on the left side, with lightning bolts zig-zagging through the stubble and the right was flipped over the top of it and streaked with blue that matched her eyes. She had the family hips, which she accentuated in leather pants or short skirts. There was a new piercing above her left eyebrow and a tattoo of what looked like a snake winding up her right forearm. No one would have pegged her for being in her forties. She looked and behaved as though she were barely old enough to drink legally.

      “Who was that?” Sibby craned her neck as though she could still see Brock jogging up the street. “And where can I get one?”

      “That was Brock, our GC.” Maeve’s eyes were full of questions, which she didn’t voice.

      “We were going to check out the Mid-Century Modern, but he thought I’d better come here instead. Where are Kal and the kids?” The house behind her, usually filled with the scents of cooking and the sounds of laughter, stood quiet.

      “He took them camping for the weekend.” Maeve shifted her weight, clearly uncomfortable. “I was gonna have you over tomorrow so we could talk. I would have done it today but you said you wanted some personal time so….”

      It clicked then. She’d asked Kal and the kids to find somewhere else to be. That way if Siobhan and I mixed it up, there would be no witnesses for the ensuing bloodbath. Not that Sibby and I ever did more than shout.

      So what if neither of them had bothered to let me know she was coming to town? It didn’t matter that I’d had the same thought myself a few minutes ago. The fact that Maeve had cast herself as the peacemaker, as though I were part of the problem, chafed like a sandpaper thong.

      “Yeah, well I don’t want to interrupt. I just wanted you to know I’ll be staying at Aunt Jess’s cottage.”

      “What? Why?” Maeve’s dark brows pulled together.

      “Because I caught Kyle in bed with a prostitute this afternoon.” My gaze strayed to Sibby, waiting for her reaction.

      She folded her arms over her chest. She’d never liked Kyle. Had told me not to marry him the night before our wedding. Had insisted he was a bastard coated bastard with bastard filling. Anger still swirled in my stomach when I thought about that night.

      The night that had broken us in more ways than one.

      Maeve swore. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ll live.”

      Sibby snorted.

      “But Aunt Jess’s place is a mess,” Maeve fretted. “It’s probably infested with vermin. The roof is in terrible shape. And what about mold? No one has been in there in ages. Hell, there isn’t even electricity running to the place anymore.”

      “Then it will give me something to do in my free time.”

      Sibby snorted again, as though the idea of me having free time was absurd.

      Enough. I’d had enough of this day, of reliving the humiliation to my nearest and dearest. Time to retreat. I stepped back toward the car. “So that’s where I’ll be. If you need to reach me.”

      “Alys,” Maeve tried again, but I wasn’t having any of it. Not pity or condolences or any more of the fraught tension that stretched out between the three of us. I turned and got back in the car. It smelled woodsy and fresh, like Brock, and gave me enough control to turn the engine over and drive off without looking like I was running away from my sisters.

      Aunt Jess’s cottage sat on the far side of the lake from the public beach. Nestled in the trees, it was private and if I were honest, just a little bit creepy. The three of us had grown up there and it hadn’t felt odd when Aunt Jess and our mother had been in residence. Then it had been a bright, happy place, a place where the five of us had belonged.

      I drove slowly around the lake, past the battered blue and white sign that read Eckhart Town Limit until I spotted the dirt trail that led to the cottage. My headlights illuminated the mailbox as well as the hand-painted sign that proclaimed “Witch Way.”  The memory of my mother affixing that sign to the post made me smile.

      If I closed my eyes, I could still hear her say, “If everyone already thinks we’re witches, we might as well have fun with it.” Something in my chest throbbed and I put my hand over the dull ache as though I could physically ease the heart wound.

      My car bumped along the rutted dirt for another half a mile. Maple, birch, and oaks flanked the winding drive on either side. In a few weeks when all the leaves came down, the trees would act as guideposts because the dirt would be covered in a colorful blanket handwoven by mother nature.

      And then the trees parted, revealing the cottage. The moon hung directly above it, turning the moss growing on the roof almost silver.

      Leaving my bags in the car, I snagged a flashlight from the glove compartment. Sure, the place was a little run down, but so what? I just needed space right now and the cottage provided that.

      Across the lake, a wolf howled. My heart pounded at the eerie, haunting cry and I hastened up the rotting steps and into the cottage.

      The door creaked open. I fumbled for the switch, flicked it a few times. Nothing. No problem. I didn’t need electricity. Not for one night. There was a propane-fueled heater in the downstairs bedroom if it got cold. I took a deep breath, scenting dried herbs and old dust and the sickly-sweet tang of memory.

      Boards creaked under my weight with every step. I headed for the hutch at the foot of the stairs that led up to the other two bedrooms. I paused, listening for the sound of scurrying—or worse, slithering—but there was only the moaning wind.

      The hutch held hurricane lamps as well as several candles and baggies of dry matches. Even when she had access to electricity, Aunt Jess was always prepared for the worst. I lifted the glass, struck a match, and lit the wick of one, adjusting the flame down to a cozy glow. Setting the lamp on a nearby table, I lit a second, smaller one that I could carry with me as I surveyed the space.

      The term cottage was a bit of a misnomer, as it implied that the place was small. It had been tight for the five of us, but as children we’d spent a good deal of time outside, exploring the woods around the lake and just being kids. No television, certainly no internet. Only books and conversation in the evenings. Our news came from the Sunday morning paper which Aunt Jess would pick up along with a dozen doughnuts. Otherwise, it was town gossip, which mostly focused on us.

      A simpler way of life to what I had been living.

      There were three bedrooms as well as a loft overlooking the great room. The wood-burning stove stood on the north wall of the main space. I didn’t bother to light it. It wasn’t so cold yet and the exhaust vents needed to be inspected for nests and other debris first. The kitchen stood to the south side of the great room. The long, battle-scarred knotty pine table where my sisters and I had done our homework and we all gathered for meals needed to be stripped, sanded, and refinished, but it was still a good piece. The ancient round fridge was unplugged and the door sat open. I doubted it worked. The gas stove was fueled from a propane tank out back that looked like a tampon only a dinosaur could use. I made a mental note to check the levels tomorrow.

      Mom had been a lousy cook, but Aunt Jess was the best. Sibby had learned all of her kitchen witchery, as she’d playfully called it, but Maeve and I hadn’t been interested. Maeve’s herb boxes still hung below the kitchen window, the wood of them probably as rotted as the steps. The only things that grew there now were weeds.

      The thought made me sad. I turned my back and walked to the greenhouse.

      Greenhouse implied a structure apart, but Aunt Jess had thriftily utilized the back of the house as one wall. On a standard house, a place like this might be termed a conservatory or later, a Florida room. A place to sit and bask in the sunlight. But this space was not meant for leisure. Three walls and a ceiling of windows were the only things that separated the greenhouse from the true outdoors. It was both part of the house and sacred space. A place where Maeve, Sibby, and I were never permitted. Aunt Jess had been a botanist with a specialty in horticulture and this space had been her livelihood. She’d brought our mother on as an assistant. Being allowed within had been a rite of passage for me and my sisters, one we had never managed to achieve.

      Though left untended for the last decade, the plants in the greenhouse still grew. Thrived. It was a living memorial to the women who’d poured so much of their own life and time into the space. I felt a little guilty, not about the plants, but about trespassing into the space without permission. But there was no one left to give it to me. And Aunt Jess had left the place to the three of us, so I guess that was a sort of permission.

      My earlier lethargy was forgotten as I set out to explore the forbidden.
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      Headlights bounced along the rutted road, blinding me from the book I had been trying to decipher. After shielding my eyes, I made out the distinct shape of a minivan. Maeve, of course.

      Setting the book aside, I moved to the front door and opened it to spy both of my sisters, who each hauled a humongous Rubbermaid bin toward the porch.

      “What’s this?” I set the hurricane lamp aside and reached out to take the bin from Maeve.

      “Stuff for your stubborn carcass,” my sister grumped. “Sleeping bags, cleaning supplies, and some food so you don’t starve to death.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You didn’t have to.”

      “Have you met her?” Sibby huffed as she set down her own bin with a thud. “Wow, I can’t believe this place is still standing.”

      “It’s got good bones.”

      “And crap finishes.” Maeve huffed. “Is that old fridge still here? And the stove from hell?”

      “Did you think it would walk off on its own?”

      She shrugged. “A girl can hope.”

      Sibby turned to me with sudden excitement. “Have you been in the greenhouse yet?”

      “I was just in there.”

      She made a quick circular motion with her hands as though prompting me to get to the good stuff. “And?”

      “And nothing.” I shrugged. “I found a few books but the light is hell and I barely got through a page.”

      “But what was on the page?” Sibby bounced on her toes. “Was it a spell book?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing that interesting. More like some musty geology project.”

      “That doesn’t sound like Aunt Jess. Or Mom.” Maeve shook her head. “Okay, so let’s get to cleaning the kitchen, and then we can eat.”

      “Why do you always make us work first?” Sibby grumbled as she took the rag Maeve thrust at her. “I’m hungry now.”

      “You’re worse than my kids.” Maeve handed me a broom and then snapped on a pair of rubber gloves.

      “Kinky,” Sibby muttered, earning a sharp look from Maeve. “I didn’t know you and Kal were into all that dominance stuff. Do I want to know what the gloves are for?”

      I choked back a laugh. I’d forgotten what a genuine smartass my youngest sister could be. And how much I enjoyed her sass.

      Maeve bristled. “Shut up, both of you, or I won’t share Kal’s double dark chocolate torte.”

      Maeve’s husband was a pastry chef for one of the local resorts and his double dark chocolate torte was the stuff of legends.

      “Yes, Mistress Maeve,” Sibby muttered but then set to wiping down the dining room table.

      “Are you really okay?” Maeve asked me, too low for Sibby to hear when I swept close to where she was scrubbing.

      “Yes and no.” I paused, glancing over my shoulder. “I knew something was going on with Kyle. And I ignored it because I didn’t want to deal with it, you know?”

      “I do.” Maeve’s eyes glittered in the low light from the hurricane lamp.

      She must have been talking about the twins. Maeve and Kal had tried for years to have children. Rounds of expensive in-vitro chased by constant disappointment. It had been a horrible stumbling block in their marriage. Family was very important to Kal. He had been shunned by his own family and his tribe for marrying a woman who wasn’t Inuit. They only had each other and Maeve had been eaten up with guilt because she couldn’t give him a family. Having never wanted children myself, I didn’t know what to say to her, how to comfort her when each attempt failed and seemed to carve another chunk out of her soul.

      And then a miracle had happened. Two little miracles. Arabella and Philip. Life between the two of them was better than ever, not the brittle image Kyle and I had projected outward. True joy. It was as elusive to me as the desire to spawn. Though I doted on my niece and nephew, there had never been that pang that other women mentioned, that yearning that must be critical to motherhood.

      Some people did get happy endings. And there wasn’t a better recipient than my sister. But I couldn’t help but envy her such absolute contentment. Maeve was a born nurturer, a mother, a wife.

      I was a hard worker.

      “Hey, you guys, check this out,” Sibby called from…

      Maeve gasped. “Did she go in the greenhouse?”

      “You know she’s always been too damn curious for our own good. It amazed me Aunt Jess kept her out of there as long as she did. Sibby has never respected boundaries.” I omitted the fact that I’d done the same thing not even an hour earlier.

      “I heard that.” Bright blue hair poked around the corner to the door. “You two always treated this place like it was a shrine. But I for one want to know what kind of crazy shit went on in here.”

      “What makes you think crazy shit did go on in there?” Maeve moved to the doorway but didn’t cross the threshold.

      “Um, you know Aunt Jess was a hippy. Locked greenhouse? Edible plants? Yeah, she was growing some super shrooms or maybe a little strain of pot that doesn’t look or smell like pot but toasts you ever so nicely.”

      “You’re nuts,” I muttered. “What are you going to do? Smoke every plant in the place to see if you get a buzz?”

      “Maybe?” Sibby’s grin turned wicked. “Want to try it with me, Alys?”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Maeve clapped her hands. “There will be no ingesting of plants from this room in any manner. No eating, smoking, huffing, or cooking down to shoot up. Is that clear?”

      “Has she always been so bossy?” Sibby whisper-mocked.

      “Motherhood made her worse,” I grumbled.

      “Now, get cleaned up. I have a lasagna as well as a good stout red and if I am going to spend the rest of the night with you two, I need wine.” With that Maeve spun on her heel and stalked off toward the powder room.

      I moved to follow, but Sibby pulled me to a stop. “Look at this a minute.”

      Turning, I spotted the yellowed scrap of paper she held out. It was handwritten, and my crap eyesight in dim lighting struggled to read the title. “Empowerment Brew?”

      “All the makings of it are right here.” Sibby waved around the room.

      My gaze narrowed on her face. “How do you know that?”

      “Because, unlike you, I paid attention when Aunt Jess and Mom took us on nature walks. See that one right there? That’s Belladonna. Nightshade. It is supposed to help people relax. And can also be used as a poison.”

      A cold chill gripped my spine. “You don’t think Aunt Jess was making poisons?”

      Even for Sibby’s wild imagination, that was a bit of a stretch.

      “No. I think she was making natural cocktails. Because that’s what this looks like.” She took the paper back. “Empowerment was kinda Aunt Jess’s thing. Mom’s too. And there was no doubt they knew how to cut loose and have a good time. I checked the list here. It seems straightforward enough. I think we should try it out. Couldn’t we all use a little empowerment in our lives?”

      I rolled my eyes. “If you want to ingest strange plants and risk Maeve’s wrath, I won’t stop you. But I’m not paying for your funeral, either.”

      At the word funeral, a little light went out of Sibby’s eyes.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You know you’re almost the same age Mom was when…”

      My throat constricted. “I do.”

      “I had this dream.” Sibby admitted “About you. Alone in the darkness. You were trapped and….”

      “And what?” My voice was tight, betraying nothing.

      She didn’t finish. Waved it away. “Nothing. It was just a stupid dream. Don’t pay any attention to me. It’s probably nothing.”

      “Probably,” I muttered, not mentioning the fact that I’d had the exact same dream.

      Except in mine, I was dead.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Alys

        

      

    

    
      “God, Maeve, this is good.” I moaned around my first bite of the double dark chocolate torte. “Like criminally good.”

      “No wonder Kal is getting so fat,” Sibby quipped.

      “He is not,” Maeve protested.

      “Is too. You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed when he’s on top of you. Then again, he’s a big old ox of a guy, so maybe not.”

      Maeve shook her head, the picture of denial. “He’s not the fat one. I am.”

      I hated when she said things like that and decided to keep chipping away at Kal. He wouldn’t mind a few good-humored knocks if it made his wife feel better. “You have to admit, he’s kinda rocking the Dad bod lately.”

      “Maybe he has put on a few pounds.” Maeve’s lips twitched. “We let our gym membership lapse when I was pregnant with the twins.”

      Sibby leaned forward and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Does he have bitch tits?”

      “What?” Maeve and I chorused.

      “You know, man boobs. Moobs.” She gestured to her own chest as if to illustrate. “Does he get all jiggly up top when he’s going to town on you?”

      “You are way too interested in their sex life.” I reached for my glass. “Kyle definitely has bitch tits. The prostitute called him an uggo.”

      Maeve’s jaw dropped.

      Sibby barked out a laugh. “Perfect. Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.”

      Maeve sobered. “You should probably go get tested. Since he was…you know.”

      “Screwing around with professionals?” I let out a sigh and admitted a painful truth. “Not necessary. Grabbing him by the balls today was as close as I’ve been to him in two years.”

      For once neither of my sisters had anything to say. I finished my piece of torte before I added, “It’s not Kyle. Well, it’s not just Kyle. I just haven’t felt the urge.”

      “Not even flying solo?” Sibby gaped.

      I shook my head. “It took a while before I realized what was going on. That and my cycle stopped. Full-blown menopause sort of sucked it right out of me.”

      “Forty-nine. Just like mom.” Sibby shook her head.

      I shivered and reached for my wine.

      “There are hormones,” Maeve protested. “Things you can do.”

      “What’s the point?” I pushed back from the table, collecting my plate and heading over to the sink. Maeve had lit some candles and the space glowed with cozy light. “That part of my life is over.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” Sibby urged.  “That hottie who ran off earlier was totally into you. Would like to get deeper into you, if you get my drift.”

      I rounded on her. “Brock? You can’t be serious. He’s a child.”

      “He’s twenty-nine, actually. Hardly a child.” Maeve looked thoughtful. “And Sibby’s right. He does have a thing for you. He calls her Lys. And one time I caught him giving her the look.” She directed the last part to Sibby.

      “What look?” I asked even as Sibby nodded.

      “You know. That one that’s full of heat. Like he can strip you with his eyes and would do you on the nearest available surface?”

      I wrapped my arms around myself. “Brock did not give me the look. Or any look. You must be wrong.”

      Maeve’s chin jutted up. “Stubborn. You can’t tell me what I did or didn’t see.”

      “He should be your rebound shag,” Sibby drained her wine and rose. “And I know just what will help you.”

      “What?” I asked.

      She tossed me a wink and then headed out into the greenhouse.

      Maeve got up and started collecting plates. “You know, it’s not a bad idea. You and Brock. He’s a good guy.”

      “I work with him,” I sputtered. “And he’s too young. He doesn’t want a woman on the far side of menopause.”

      “Maybe you should let him be the judge of that.” Maeve hip-checked me out of the way so she could set the plates in the sink.  She turned the faucet on and waited for the water to heat. “Listen, I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I know you’re ridiculously concerned with how other people perceive you. If you don’t want Brock, fine. But don’t give up on your sexuality. It’s about more than the physical sensations.”

      “Maybe for a happily married woman whose husband worships the ground she walks on,” I muttered. “The rest of us get our jollies where we can.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Maeve turned back to the dishes but before I could question her on what she meant, Sibby reappeared with a clear decanter full of…something sparkly.

      “No,” I groaned. “Why can’t you let this go?”

      She ignored me, pouring the pale contents into each of our empty wine glasses. The liquid effervesced in the candlelight like champaign.

      “Let what go?” Maeve set the last plate in the drainboard and then turned. “What is that?”

      “Empowerment brew.” Sibby set the empty decanter on the table with a dull thump and then collected the three wine glasses between her two hands and moved toward us. “It’s an old family cocktail recipe.”

      I rolled my eyes as Maeve frowned. “Where did you get it?”

      “I made it.”

      “From things in the greenhouse,” I added with a pointed look.

      “It’s some sort of Wicca-earthy cocktail.” She thrust the glasses forward and I took mine only to prevent her from dropping the glass and making a mess.

      “This is a horrible idea,” I muttered. “We have no idea what these plants will do.”

      Sibby flashed me a grin. “Sure we do. They’ll empower us. It’s right there in the name.”

      It amazed me that she could have so much faith in something that she knew so little about. Times like these, I was sure one of us had been a hospital mix-up.

      “Maeve?” Sibby arched her pierced eyebrow and focused on our middle sister. The tiebreaker.

      Something seemed to pass between the two of them, a current of communication that I didn’t understand and wasn’t privy to.

      “What the hell.” Maeve knocked back the contents of her glass in one gulp.

      My jaw dropped. “I can’t believe you did that. We have no idea what that will do to you.”

      “That’s the fun part.” Sibby let out a delighted squeal and polished off her own glass. I scanned the room for Maeve’s keys. Her van was blocking me in and I didn’t want to take the time to haul my bags out of the car so there would be enough seats for the three of us.  Great, I had to take both of my foolish sisters to the hospital to have their stomachs pumped.

      “Come on, Alys,” my youngest sister cajoled. “Don’t be such a spoilsport.”

      “You are old enough to know better,” I told her.

      “But young enough to do it anyway,” she winked. “Live a little.”

      I turned my pleading gaze to Maeve. “How do you feel?”

      She considered a minute. “Fine. Better than fine, actually.”

      “Empowered?” Sibby suggested.

      I gave her a sharp look even as I pleaded with Maeve. “Please, let me take you to the hospital. If anything happens to you, Kal and the kids will be devastated.”

      Maeve blinked once, her pupils huge from more than just the dim lighting. “I want to go outside. Anyone else want to go outside?” Her words were slightly slurred.

      “Hell yes,” Sibby set down her glass and then grabbed Maeve by the hand. “You coming Alys?”

      I followed, terror coursing through me. The drink was still in my hand. I ought to bring it to the ER so the doctors would know what my foolhardy sisters had ingested and be able to treat them. “Guys, I really think we ought to go to the hospital.”

      Sibby had her arms out and her head thrown back. She spun in circles. Around and around, her face lit with joy and moonlight.

      Maeve had flopped onto her back, waving her arms up and down like she was making a snow angel. Except there was no snow, so all she was doing was running her arms and legs over the grass.

      “This tickles,” she started to giggle.

      The two of them were wasted. Trashed out of their minds.

      “Come on, Alys. Pull that stick out of your butt and have some fun,” Sibby shouted.

      “Weee! Maeve ripped up fistfuls of grass and let them shower down on her.

      They really did seem to be happy. Having fun in childlike ways. Was I being unreasonable to want to have them checked out for that?

      Maeve rolled from side to side, her long hair picking up dead leaves and sticks. Sibby skipped up to me.

      “Trust me, Alys.” At that moment she appeared stone-cold sober. “For once in your tightly controlled life, trust me.”

      I swallowed. I should have trusted her all those years ago, about Kyle. She was my sister and I hadn’t believed enough in her then. And we had lost years because of it. Maybe she wasn’t the bad sister. Maybe I was.

      Suddenly the drink in my hand was more than just a potentially deadly concoction. It was a peace offering. A fresh start.

      An empowerment brew.

      I brought the glass to my lips and took a cautious sip. It was fizzy on my tongue, bursting with a flavorless sort of effervescence. I tipped the glass higher and swallowed more. It cracked and sizzled like an energy storm as it went down my throat.

      Sibby danced back and clapped her hands. “You did it.”

      I had. I waited for something to happen. Something unusual or different. It wasn’t like overindulging at the bar. I felt…better. Less exhausted and more energetic.

      I set the glass on the porch and then looked up at the moon. It seemed to be singing. I closed my eyes and swayed from side to side, basking in the glow. The melody. It filled up all the cold, dark places inside me and I let it.

      She no longer held sway over me. My tides had stilled. I was my own woman, her equal.

      Those were not my normal thoughts. They were hazy and not fully formed.

      “I’m stoned,” I said in awe.

      “No, this is very important,” Sibby said, sounding like a stern toddler. She gripped my hand and dragged me to where Maeve lay prone.

      “Maeve. Get up.” Sibby nudged her in the ribs with her motorcycle boot. “This is serious business.”

      Maeve rolled over and giggled. Her face was flushed. Her eyes sparkling. “What is?”

      “We’re not done yet. We have to ask the universe for it.”

      “It?” I swayed from side to side, again lost in the dulcet tones of the moon.

      “Whatever it wants to give us. We need to tell it that we’re ready.” Sibby dropped my hand only long enough to haul Maeve to her feet. “Are you ready?”

      Maeve blew long strands of reddish-brown hair out of her eyes. “Aye aye.”

      “Then take Alys’s hand.” Sibby grabbed my other hand with her free one and then closed her eyes. “Al, are you ready?”

      “I hate when you call me Al.”

      “I know. Answer the question.”

      My eyelids drifted shut and I breathed in and out. Listened to the moon’s song. Equals. Powerful equals. “I’m ready.”

      “We’re ready!” Sibby shouted to the night sky. “Bring it!”

      “Yeah, bring it, beeyotch!” Maeve shouted, then clapped her hands over her mouth and snort laughed.

      “We’re ready!” I hollered and then hooted like an owl for no reason other than it felt good to do so. I felt wild, alive, and free.

      We screeched like banshees that we were ready for whatever the universe had in store until we ran out of oomph and sprawled on the grass, quietly staring up at the moon.

      “This is probably why Aunt Jess wanted to live in the middle of nowhere,” Maeve said. “Otherwise, the neighbors would have called the cops if they cooked this stuff up and got wild with it all the time.”

      “Neighbors can eat a dick,” Sibby grunted and rolled over. A few moments later she began to snore.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, it occurred to me that we should go inside. Instead of suggesting it, I basked in the moon’s glow and a feeling I hadn’t experienced in a long time. Contentment. I shut my eyes and listened to sister moon’s song.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I woke up feeling every minute of my age. The moon had set, leaving us at the mercy of the morning sun that threatened to crest beyond the distant hills. The dew had soaked through my clothes. My hair was damp, my skin clammy. As I rolled over my back twinged.

      “That,” I muttered as I sat up. “Was a monumentally stupid plan.”

      A groan sounded beside me. I turned just as Maeve sat up, wincing. She looked just as bedraggled as I felt, with her hair full of leaves and sticks. And her clothes sticking to her body.

      “I don’t think I’m hung over?” Maeve said it as a question. “You?”

      The birds were singing in the trees but the sweet chirp didn’t make me wince. I shook my head. Stiff and sore yeah, but my head felt surprisingly clear. “Nope, no hangover. What about you, Sibby?”

      I turned to my other side where she’d passed out. There was an indent in the grass to show she’d been there, but no sign of Sibby.

      “Maybe she went in the house?” Maeve suggested. “Started the coffee?”

      “There’s no coffee pot.”

      “I brought a French press and grounds. Plus powdered milk.” Maeve groaned and climbed to her feet. “All you need to do is boil water on the stove.”

      “You really do think of everything.”

      Maeve shrugged. “Just because you decided you would rather be a hermit out here doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy the modern conveniences.”

      “Speaking of which, I could use a shower. I have to meet Brock at the Mid-Century Modern at nine.” Then find a divorce lawyer and deal with the whole Kyle mess.

      “Are we not going to talk about it?” Maeve asked as we headed for the house.

      “Talk about what? The fact that we got drunk and howled at the moon then slept outside even though we know better.” Seemed pretty self-explanatory to me.

      She pulled me to a stop. “You felt it too. I know you did.”

      “Felt what?” I knew what she was talking about. The moon. The kinship I had felt with what amounted to be a lump of dead rock in the sky.

      She hesitated, as though she were trying to put whatever had happened after we screamed at the universe to bring it into words that made sense.

      Like we weren’t tempting fate with that dumbass maneuver.

      “The connection,” she said at last.

      “Maeve, I don’t have time for this.” I detoured toward my car and snagged a suitcase out of the back seat. I lugged it up the dicey steps—was really going to have to fix those—and then past where Maeve stood and into the main bedroom.

      Praying the pilot light on the hot water tank was lit, I turned on the shower and let the water run. My fingertips grazed the water and I smiled when after a moment it heated up to a decent shower temperature.

      After retrieving a towel, washcloth, body wash, shampoo, and conditioner from my bag, I laid out the items I needed and then shucked my damp clothes. I stepped into the avocado green tub and pulled the discolored shower curtain. The warm water helped to loosen the knotted muscles in my back and neck and I had just started lathering shampoo into my hair when the shower curtain was ripped aside by my wild-eyed sister.

      “Sibby’s gone,” Maeve said.
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      “What do you mean she’s gone?” I glared at my sister from behind a sudsy tangle of wet hair. “Did you check upstairs?” It would be just like Sibby to wake up cold and drag herself inside to a comfy bed and leave us to sleep on the cold ground.

      “I checked everywhere,” Maeve insisted as I rinsed the shampoo from my hair.

      “Try her cell.” I reached for the conditioner, but Maeve snatched it out of my hand.

      “Alys, It’s on the table where she left it. She is not here.”

      A prickle of unease went through me. Sibby was one of those people who was forever texting or screwing around on social media. For her not to have her phone on her…I reached down and shut off the water.

      Maeve handed my towel over and proceeded to pace the confines of the bathroom. “Both of our cars are here. Her motorcycle is back at my place. She couldn’t have gone far.”

      “What are you most worried about?” Maeve had a bad habit of catastrophic thinking.  Some horrible thought must have lodged itself in her gray matter to get her so worked up.

      Maeve stopped and turned to face me. “I’m worried she was all out of her head on that brew and wandered into the lake.”

      I froze. Outside the bathroom window, the morning went utterly still. No wind, no birds. As if the entire world was on pause. That thought hadn’t even occurred to me. But we had all been senseless the night before. Dancing and hearing songs that weren’t there. What if, still under the influence, Sibby had woken with some urge to swim, panicked, and drowned.

      “Should I call Kal?” Maeve wrung her hands.

      My hair dripped water as I stalked out of the bathroom. “We don’t want to upset the kids yet. Let me try someone else.”

      Brock’s number was programmed into my phone, as were all my business contacts. I was supposed to meet with him this morning anyway, so I knew he’d be up.

      “Lys?” He sounded sleepy as he breathed my name into the phone.

      “My sister’s missing. Can you help Maeve and I look for her?”

      “Where are you?” The grogginess vanished. In the background, I could hear a rustling sound, as though he were pulling on his clothes.

      If I hadn’t been on the verge of panic, I might have felt embarrassed to be naked while I was on the phone with a man who was also in the buff. But thoughts of Sibby and the lake pushed everything else aside.

      “My Aunt Jess’s place. It’s on the far side of the—”

      “I know where it is. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” He disconnected and I dropped the phone.

      “Brock is on his way,” I told Maeve as I reached for my underwear. “Check the house again while I get dressed. Make sure you look for notes or clues.”

      Maeve nodded and dashed out the door.

      I dressed as quickly as I could, wresting to yank jeans up over my still wet flesh. Finally dressed, I ran out into the main room where I bumped into Maeve who was coming down the stairs. “Nothing.”

      “Did you check the greenhouse?” Not waiting for her to reply, I headed through the kitchen, past the dining table, and out into the greenhouse.

      All the plants turned to face me. Away from the sun, they stretched toward me.

      I jolted to a stop. Maeve slammed into my back. “What? Is she in there?”

      My pulse throbbed in my ears. I could feel them. All of them. Feel their roots sunk into the soil. Feel their need for light, their hunger for my attention.

      “Alys?”

      Sibby. We were looking for Sibby. I scanned the room, the plants.

      “No.” Slowly, ever so carefully, I backed out of the room and shut the door. “No, she’s not. Let’s go look outside.”

      We burst through the door as though the cottage had ejected us. “Sibby!” We shouted. Waited.

      Maeve circled the house and I headed toward the lake.

      Sunlight playfully dappled the surface of the lake as we approached it. I scowled at it. The water had no right to look so cheerful when my sister was missing, possibly drowned in its depths.

      Clouds gathered before the sun, blocking its rays from the water. There was no wind, no rise in humidity. Nothing that explained where the clouds had come from or why they had formed.

      The sound of gravel crunching beneath tires.  I turned and spied Brock’s pick-up truck barreling down the road. He pulled to a stop alongside Maeve’s minivan. I ran to greet him.

      “How long?” he asked. “How long has she been missing?”

      “We’re not sure,” I said as Maeve jogged up to meet us. “We were all…drinking last night and fell asleep outside. When Maeve and I woke up, Sibby was gone.”

      Maeve wrung her hands. “Should we call the Sherriff?”

      Brock shook his head. “They’ll just tell you to wait twenty-four hours to report her.”

      In twenty-four hours, Sibby might be dead. Could already be dead. I pivoted to face the lake once more.

      Brock surveyed the tree line on the far side of the house. “I’ll check the woods around the house. See if we can find her.”

      “What should we do?” My throat closed up and I had to choke out the question.

      “Stay here. Call me if she turns up.” He put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll find her.”

      He squeezed once and then jogged toward the evergreens.

      Maeve came to stand beside me. “You didn’t mention the lake.”

      “There’s nothing he could do about that.” If Sibby was in the lake, we would need the Sherriff’s office to help dredge it to find her body.

      The thought of Sibby, cold, lifeless, waiting to be found at the bottom of the lake….

      Before the intent was fully formed, I stormed toward the water. Anger was building up in my gut and the sky above me grew darker, more menacing. Behind me, I could hear Maeve calling my name but I didn’t pause, didn’t alter my stride one bit as I pushed onward.

      At the point where my feet should have hit the water, my sneakers sank into the mud. I took another step. Squish. Another. And another.

      Maeve gasped. “What are you doing?”

      I looked down and saw that the water was retreating from me. The lake retracted like a beaten animal fearful of its abusive owner. I took another step. The water withdrew further.

      Was I doing this? Was I somehow responsible for pushing back the lake? Or was the water responding to my rage somehow?

      Debris littered the loamy bottom. It lay before me, its secrets unguarded by its familiar liquid blanket. Bass flopped at my feet. A broken fishing pole stuck out of the mud at a sharp angle. Some rotting orange fabric had snagged on a rock. Plants bent low and snails crawled along. No sign of Sibby.

      I was thirty feet out into what should have been very deep water. I turned back to the shoreline. Maeve stood there, her hands covering her mouth as she gaped at me, and the wall of water which towered behind me hovered in a way that defied gravity, defied nature.

      Sibby was a decent swimmer, but she wouldn’t have made it past this point. Not in the state she had been in the night before.

      I returned to the shore, could feel the water groveling around my heels, as though begging for forgiveness. A glance back over my shoulder told me all was as it had been before I’d moved into the water.

      The plants, the clouds, and the lake.

      “What the hell did you do?” Maeve breathed.

      I shook my head, unable to tell her what I didn’t understand.

      “Help!” A voice cried from behind us.

      Maeve and I whirled around, saw Sibby standing on the roof of the cottage. Relief filled me at the sight of her. We ran to a spot just below her.

      “You scared the hell out of us!” I bitched as we reached the ground. “How did you get up there?”

      My youngest sister glared down at me. “I have no idea.”

      “How is that even possible?” Maeve asked.

      I shook my head and scanned the area. There were no ladders or trellises along the structure, no large trees close enough to climb up. The windows had been painted shut to prevent drafts years ago.

      “I swear, Sibby. If this is some sort of elaborate prank—”

      “It’s not,” she snapped. “Believe me, Alys. I have no clue how I got up here.”

      I let out a breath. I believed her. “Why didn’t you answer when we called for you?”

      “Can you get me down before you start interrogating me?” She crossed her arms over her chest and waited.

      My phone rang and I extracted it from my back pocket to see Brock’s name on the display. “Hey.”

      “Any sign of her?”

      “Yeah,” I cleared my throat. “She’s here. On the roof.”

      And she better have a good explanation as to how she got up there because I was ready to throttle her.
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      Brock had an extendable ladder in the back of his truck. Maeve and I held it as he climbed up to help guide Sibby down. Something about seeing him touch her bothered me. I turned my back on them and stared toward the lake.

      The one I had relocated by sheer force of will.

      Don’t think about that. Or the plants. I didn’t want to lose it in front of Brock. Sibby and Maeve had seen me come unhinged more than once but Brock worked for me. I didn’t want him to see me like that because when I lost my cool, I lost it. No man could withstand Alys Stevens’s temper unleashed.

      No man would ever want to.

      “There you go.”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that Brock had reached out a hand and laid it on Sibby’s back to guide her down.

      My fingers curled into fists. The wind off the lake picked up, blowing my hair into
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