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      Charlie stood on the expansive back deck behind the Estaca Corazón, basking in the comfortable warmth of the mid-summer evening. Rows and rows of grapevines stretched out in front of her, setting off the dramatic background of the Cascade Mountains. The sun was setting behind the mountains, and deep red light bathed the vineyard.

      She shuddered. The light reminded her too much of blood, and blood had been uncomfortably at the forefront of her mind since Evie and Luc’s December wedding.

      Charlie had been willing to tentatively believe in the supernatural entities who’d made up the wedding party, and she couldn’t deny there was some kind of magic infusing Viv—her former lover and current dear friend.

      Angels and demons were one thing… But vampires crashing the wedding had been about a hundred steps too far down the path leading away from “normal.”

      And perhaps she’d staked one a couple months later before he could sample her neck, and there was a possibility she’d helped Stephanie drag it’s not-ashy-at-all body out the back door of the event space, and just maybe she’d enjoyed it a lot more than she cared to think about, but vampires?

      She shuddered again. She was not ready—would never be ready—to admit what’d happened. What might still be happening.

      With one last glance at her vines—the culmination of a dream she’d been carrying since her first job as a cellar rat doing everything she was asked to do from the tasting room to the wine cellar to assisting the winemaker—she drained her wine and turned around.

      She headed back inside the main event space to lock up and set the alarm before walking the three-quarters of a mile trip to her small home set behind a small copse of trees covered with bright new-summer green leaves.

      Charlie rounded the bend of her partially hidden driveway, visions of herbal tea and a hot bubble bath luring her forward. She stopped in the middle of the path, frozen with fear and unsure if flight or fight were going to win the amygdala showdown. Someone was leaning against the wall in the shadow of her front porch.

      Charlie had just about decided to see how fast her fifty-year-old body could sprint back to the lodge when the figure detached from the darkness and stepped forward. The motion-triggered light blinked on, illuminating the porch with a soft, yellow light.

      Her shoulders slumped slightly in relief. It was Stephanie Frost, her best friend and head chef at Estaca Corazón.

      Just as soon as she relaxed, she tensed again. Stephanie never showed up uninvited. She knew Charlie religiously guarded her space and privacy. If she was here now, did that mean there were more…

      Charlie couldn’t even bring herself to think the word again tonight. Denial was stupid at this point, but she was going to float down that river as long as possible. Stephanie’d probably just stopped by for some unscheduled girl time, maybe a few slumber party games. There’s nothing a few rounds of “light as a feather, stiff as a board” followed by a stroll down Ouija Board lane couldn’t cure. Hot flashes, stubbornly rooted chin hairs, and unpredictable menstrual cycles didn’t stand a chance in the face of Bloody Mary.

      She cautiously started up the drive again, keys in hand in case she needed to bolt inside to hide from whatever Stephanie had to say. “What are you doing here?” Charlie winced as soon as the question was out. Even when taken in the context of her usual bluntly direct speech, that was rude.

      Stephanie, a tall, white woman with long, iron-grey hair pulled back into a French braid, grinned broadly, but didn’t answer.

      “Sorry,” Charlie muttered. She wasn’t that sorry, but at least she knew how to be polite.

      “No need to apologize. I know how much you hate to be ambushed at home. I thought it would be better to catch you here than at the winery. And for this conversation, I didn’t want to give you a chance to run away. Can I come in?”

      For a moment, Charlie considered bolting, anyway. If Stephanie didn’t want her forewarned about this conversation, she was pretty sure she knew what it was about.

      She’d hesitated long enough for Stephanie to laugh softly. “It’s important, Charlie. You can’t avoid it forever. It’s been four months since Valentine’s Day when you staked your first vampire. I hoped you’d seek me out to have your questions answered, but we don’t have the time to wait any longer.”

      A snotty retort was on the edge of Charlie’s tongue, but she bit it back. Since when did she channel her antagonistic teenage self? “Please come in.” She infused as much sincerity and warmth into her voice as possible, and almost succeeded. She tried again, focusing on how much she liked her friend and not how much she dreaded what was coming. “I was about to make some tea. Do you want some?”

      Stephanie wrinkled her nose. “I hate tea.”

      Charlie laughed, and it almost sounded genuine. “I know, but I was also about to take a bath, and I figured if I asked you to join me there, I’d be sadly disappointed.” She winked as she led Stephanie into the house. If she could joke and flirt long enough, maybe Stephanie would forget why she was here. It wouldn’t work, but hope made the world go round.

      Her friend sighed dramatically. “Alas! Once again, I prove sexuality is not a choice with my continued attraction to men.”

      “At least you got a good one,” Charlie said as she hit the button on her electric kettle. While she was waiting for the water to heat up and assiduously avoiding eye contact with Stephanie, she opened the fridge. “Water? Wine? Milk?”

      “What’s the wine?”

      Charlie pulled three open bottles from the fridge. Being a winemaker often meant having a few open bottles around, and even more often meant she didn’t finish them after a glass or two to evaluate the taste, look for inspiration for her next wine, and ensure she was knowledgeable about what they were serving in the tasting room until she could offer a full flight from Estaca Corazón. “I have a grenache blanc from Cairdeas, one of the last ones I made before leaving to buy this place, a grenache noir/syrah rosé from Cairdeas I didn’t make, and this white blend from a newer winemaker in Oregon. Obviously, I think the grenache blanc is fantastic, but this white is particularly good. If you’d rather have something red, there’s a syrah I can pop open as well. I’ve been meaning to try it, but it’s been so warm lately.”

      “I’ll have the white blend. I love something new.” Stephanie grabbed a glass from the open-style cabinet and took the bottle from Charlie.

      After measuring the leaves into her tea strainer, slowly pouring the near-boiling water over it and into the cup, and waiting in silence for the timer to go off, Charlie thought through every argument she had on deck to shut down whatever Stephanie was going to say about the… She gritted her teeth and glared at her teacup. She might not want to believe—she’d never been a Mulder—but it was pretty ridiculous to deny what was going on. She didn’t have to like it, and she didn’t have to fall in line with whatever her friend was about to suggest, but she had to be able to at least think the word.

      “Vampires.”

      Charlie whirled around and nearly dropped her cup, catching it before any of the boiling hot tea splashed on her hands. “What did you say?”

      Stephanie regarded her placidly and took a sip of her wine. “Vampires. That’s why I’m here. You already knew that, but I wanted it out in the open so you couldn’t pretend to misunderstand.”

      “I would never,” Charlie protested.

      A broad grin cracked the weathered lines on Stephanie’s face. “That is your favorite conversational deflection. I have seen you use it over and over, with widely differing results, whenever you want to avoid or change the subject, when you’re trying to make someone feel foolish when they’re mansplaining to you, or when you’re feeling just plain ornery.”

      “No one says ornery,” Charlie muttered into her tea. Stephanie wasn’t wrong, but it still sucked being called out like that.

      “Your deflection skills are legendary. You should teach a course. Although I’m not sure what that lecture would look like.” Stephanie took another sip of her wine, then looked down at the glass, eyebrows raised. “This really is good. I love the way the soft minerality balances the acidity—and that hint of green apple and tropical fruit… Great summer wine.”

      “Right?” Charlie leaned forward, eyes widening. “It’s a newer winemaker on the other side of the Columbia, and I am already in love.”

      “With the wine, or the winemaker?” Stephanie teased.

      “The wine. So far. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting the winemaker, but her story is fascinating.” Charlie wasn’t trying to deflect—much. The winemaker really was fascinating, and Charlie was already scheming ways to orchestrate a meeting.

      “I cannot wait to hear everything about her,” Stephanie said. “Later. Lose your tea strainer and come sit down. I promise not to stay long if you promise not to interrupt.”

      “I make no promises, but I will do my best.” Charlie set the strainer in the sink and followed Stephanie into her living room.

      The room was cozy—burnished oak floors, rich blue walls, a small stone fireplace with a mantle holding dozens of pictures, and a soft, blue, overstuffed couch with a matching loveseat and two recliners. Open windows with light blue gauzy curtains fluttering in the breeze lightened the room enough to make it a comfortable summer relaxation spot, too, now that the front porch was no longer safe for an evening book and a glass of wine.

      The seats were arranged in a loose circle facing each other, with a low coffee table strewn with books in the center of the room and end tables between each of the seats.

      It was a place to gather with friends, a place to have a quiet read, and a place to lose oneself in the flickering flames of a winter fire. It was Charlie’s haven, and the first place that had ever been truly one hundred percent hers. She loved it.

      She set down her tea next to the loveseat and settled in, tucking her denim-clad legs under her, before picking up her tea again and inhaling the calming scent of peppermint.

      Stephanie was no less relaxed in the larger recliner. She had her feet propped up, and the loose, floral sundress she was wearing draped down over her legs. Her sun-browned and freckled shoulders were bare, and the hat she usually wore to shield herself from further sun damage was missing.

      “Where’s your hat?” Charlie asked.

      “Still deflecting. It’s in the car; I don’t need it when the sun is setting. Besides, it impairs my senses and my movements. Something I can’t afford right now. Because of…” She paused and stared at Charlie.

      Charlie closed her eyes to break Stephanie’s gaze. “Because of fucking vampires,” she said, resignation winding through her words.
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      Charlie massaged her temples and tried to focus on what Stephanie was saying.

      “You don’t have a choice.” Stephanie leaned forward and fixed Charlie with a hard gaze. “You staked a vampire in your kitchen after your Valentine’s Day winemaker dinner, and if you’d known what you were doing, you would’ve killed him. You’re marked now, and if you don’t learn how to defend yourself and take them out deliberately, you’ll be nothing more than a walking target, meals on wheels—or legs.”

      “It was one vampire, and it was an accident,” Charlie protested. “It wasn’t my fault. And anyone could’ve had the same thing happen to them.”

      Stephanie quirked up an eyebrow, something she did often to irritate Charlie, who couldn’t raise just one at a time. “Anyone could’ve thrown a steak knife across the room and had it sink right through a vampire’s chest? Tell me, how much experience do you have in knife throwing?”

      Charlie sighed. “None at all.”

      “And how many vampires have you staked in your life?” Stephanie’s left eyebrow remained raised in a deliberate taunt.

      “Just that one.”

      “One last question, then we’ll get to the good stuff.” Stephanie lowered her brow and smiled encouragingly at Charlie. “What would’ve you done next if Sky and I hadn’t been there to take over?”

      Charlie frowned. This wasn’t the question she’d been expecting, and she didn’t know the answer. “I don’t know. Probably what I did do. Drag him outside and leave him there.”

      “He would’ve been up and looking for revenge in less than five minutes. It takes wood and silver to down a vampire long enough to permanently dispose of them, and a steak knife doesn’t cut it.”

      Charlie snorted. “Nice knife pun, and if I may…I used a steak knife, so that had to count for something, right?”

      It was Stephanie’s turn to sigh. “When I write your unauthorized biography, there will be a whole section called ‘The Many Deflection Techniques of Charlie Williams.’”

      “And when I write yours, I’ll call it ‘Stephanie Frost and Her Stupid Left Eyebrow.’” Charlie crossed her arms and glared. As a comeback, it lacked…a lot, actually.

      “You need to cut off their heads. That’s the only way you can guarantee death.”

      “Ew.” Charlie wasn’t sure why that was her limit any more than she understood why demons and angels were okay—well, not okay, but believable—and vampires weren’t.

      “It can be pretty gross,” Stephanie said. “If they’ve fed recently…”

      Charlie put her hands over her ears. “Enough. Please. If I promise to think very carefully about what you’ve told me about the importance of getting trained and accepting that I have uncanny aim, can we drop it for now?”

      Stephanie looked at Charlie without answering for long enough to make her squirm. “For now. Things are happening, things that are going to make Valentine’s Day look like a walk in the park. We can’t afford to wait another four months for you to get your shit together. One week. You have one week to mull this over, and then you’re going to have to admit what you already know. This isn’t something that’s going to go away. You’ve been called. Charlie, you’re a slayer.”
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      Charlie pasted a smile on her face, checked it in the mirror, and pushed a little more of it into her eyes. It was time to do interviews. She hated interviews. They were almost as bad as the conversation Stephanie’d forced her to have three nights ago, but if she was going to hire the staff she needed to make this place a success, she had to talk to people to get it done.

      It was a mixed bag today—three candidates for the assistant winemaker position, two for vineyard help, and three for front of house staff to help manage the tasting room. Until now, other than the winemaking and growing, the rest had mostly been managed by Charlie and the events manager, Sky Ballou. But the events were taking off much faster than Charlie’d expected, due mostly to Sky’s initiative and drive, and Sky didn’t have time to manage the tasting room anymore.

      Charlie sighed and looked down at the stack of resumes on the desk she hadn’t wanted in an office she barely used, but that Sky had insisted she needed. It came in handy for interviews, at least. And it was a great place to escape when she needed a break and didn’t have time to run to her house.

      She checked her calendar for the tenth time. The last time she’d scheduled a day of interviews, she’d accidentally scheduled three on top of each other. This time, Sky had made the arrangements along with a vague threat to hire Charlie an assistant. She shuddered. It was hard enough running a business without someone trying to run her.

      One more breath. One more check in the mirror to make sure her smile was somewhere in the vicinity of her eyes—Tyra would not give Charlie’s smizing talents her seal of approval—and she was ready to interview the first tasting room manager candidate.

      A bright-eyed and very perky woman of no more than twenty-five bopped into the office, and Charlie had to restrain the urge to roll her eyes. She had no right to judge this woman for her age and overall cheer. Five minutes of conversation proved that she wasn’t suitable, no matter how much her bubbly personality might encourage people to drop more money and try more wines than they’d intended. She not only knew nothing about wine, she had no intention or desire to learn.

      Charlie let out a breath and wondered if it would be bad form to make the other two candidates pour wine for her as part of the interview. It’d give them a chance to show off in a practical sense and would give Charlie the opportunity to dull the edges of her nerves. She hadn’t decided if this was the best or worst idea before the next candidate arrived.

      “Hello,” Charlie dipped her eyes down to the resume on the desk. “Raven?”

      A white person with close-cropped dark-grey hair and brown, weathered skin stood in the doorway, grinning. Their eyes crinkled in the corners and genuine cheer, not the pasted-on stuff the previous candidate had worn, twinkled in their eyes. “I’m Raven,” they confirmed. “Raven Lee.” Their voice was smooth, calm, and carried with it an agelessness that matched their hazel eyes.

      “It says here you’ve been the wine buyer for Emeralds in Seattle for the past five years, and have managed various tasting rooms, wine bars, and wine tasting events for the twenty years before that. What brings you here?” Raven’s work history was impressive, and the idea of running them through a trial in the tasting room took on more merit.

      “I’ve had my eye on Cairdeas for a few years,” Raven said. “And when I heard their best winemaker left to start a new winery, I kept my ears open so I wouldn’t miss it when you started hiring.”

      The heat of flattery warmed Charlie’s chest, and she had a hard time not blushing. “That’s very kind. It’s always good to hear that my name is known outside of the Chelan AVA. I’m inclined to give you the job based solely on that, but I’d love to show you our tasting room and run you through your paces with me as your customer.”

      “Of course not. I’d love to see the space where I’ll be working. I know the tasting room isn’t open yet other than for a few private tastings. It’s nice to be part of molding something new. After all, there’s a lot at stake when starting a new venture.” Raven stood to one side and waited for Charlie to lead them through the door to the tasting room.

      Instead, Charlie froze. One word threw all her newly formed plans offline. “What did you say?” Her voice was almost shrill.

      Raven tipped their head to one side and regarded Charlie, confusion wrinkling their brow. “I guess I made too many assumptions,” they said slowly. “I assumed that since you were hiring a tasting room manager before you really got things up and running that you were looking for someone to help shape the direction that was going to go.”

      Charlie’s shoulders relaxed infinitesimally. Stake was just a word. A word that meant a lot of different things. It didn’t have to mean anything vampiric. After all, her winery name—Estaca Corazón—meant she was staking her heart on this place and had a limited grasp of Spanish; it had nothing more to do with vampires than anything else she’d done.

      “Sorry,” Charlie said, forcing her voice back to its usual register. “It’s been a long few days, and I am exhausted. Which is why I need to hire someone, right?”

      Raven laughed softly, and Charlie’s shoulders unknotted a little further. “It’s a Catch-22, right? You need more people, so you’re not spending all your time doing everything, but you don’t have time to hire more people. I’ve been there.”

      Charlie led Raven out the side door of the main event center and into the tasting room. The inside was cool and dark—there were few windows to preserve the integrity of the wines stored within—but it wasn’t uncomfortably shadowy. She flipped the switch and warm light illuminated the room. Shelves of wine lined the walls, and a dozen two and four top tables dotted the middle of the room.

      Her pride and joy, however, was the wide spiral staircase that started just beside the bar and disappeared down and out of sight. The railing marked its location, and there was a door that could be slid into place flush with the floor if she wanted to close it up, although she didn’t usually. But maybe she should…

      Raven’s soft gasp drew Charlie’s attention away from the caves and back to her prospective—definite, unless Raven said something terrible in the next ten minutes—employee.

      “This is an amazing space.”

      Charlie smiled, the rest of her earlier tension melting away. “Isn’t it? There’s no A/C, but with the cool air coming up from the caves, it doesn’t get too hot, and look…” She walked to the front of the room and hit a button hidden behind a large curtain. A sliding barn door slid smoothly and noiselessly open, flooding the front of the tasting room with light and revealing a tucked-away garden patio with more tables and chairs spread out under arbors green with grape leaves. She loved this space, was almost as proud of it as she was of her grapes, and hoped Raven was equally enamored.

      “You’ve made such an amazing space. You’ll have people coming not just for your wines, but for the location, the view, and the atmosphere.” Raven walked onto the patio. It was dappled with green light and surrounded by gardens of poppies and daisies humming with bees. A trellised archway led to more casual seating for people who wanted to take their time with their wine and not have a more organized tasting. The view opened up over the Chelan Valley, with the Cascades rising in front of them and the vineyards stretching out between the patio and the mountains.

      “You’ve created a rare treasure here,” Raven said. “And I’d be honored to help you guard it.”

      Something about the way Raven said it—whether it was the implication that this was more than a job, more than making it a successful venture—sent a cold shiver down Charlie’s spine, but the warm, late June sunshine chased it away before it could take hold.

      Charlie rolled her eyes at herself. She had to stop reading spooky meaning into everything she heard. Raven had an impressive resume, and the length of time they’d stuck around at each place they’d worked showed a commitment to the success of the venture besides the welcomeness of the paycheck. They were just ready to give that same treatment to Estaca Corazón.

      “But wait!” The cheer wasn’t even a little fake this time. “There’s more!”
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      In the end, she hadn’t taken Raven into the premium seating areas in the caves. It was still being evaluated and seismically retrofitted for safety. Instead, she opted to show off pictures and plans. She had Raven taste a few wines and talk about them, just to see what their palate was like.

      After that, there’d been no question that Raven was going to be the newest Estaca Corazón employee. The rest of the interviews passed in a blur. She hired a quiet, earnest young man, Timothy Sterling, who’d recently graduated from UC Davis with dual majors in viticulture and chemistry to be her assistant winemaker, and Rudy Stein, a quiet, strange man with a slight accent she couldn’t quite pinpoint, German maybe, to help manage the vineyard. He’d looked down for their entire interview, only becoming animated when talking about biodynamic theories of farming.

      Charlie wasn’t sold on biodynamics or organic farming at all, but his breadth of knowledge was impressive, and she didn’t have to ascribe to any of his viewpoints if he didn’t convince her of their merit. In the meantime, he was infinitely more qualified than the other candidates, definitely less irritating, and if she could learn something new, it’d all be worth it.

      She closed the door on her last interviewee—another earnest young recent grad who’d majored in classical Greek and spoke passionately about the moral arguments against the consumption of alcohol.

      She rubbed the knots in her temples and tried to will away the tension headache that was threatening. It was days like this she missed Viv. They were much better friends than lovers, but Viv had magic hands.

      Charlie grinned. She could almost hear Viv’s smirking response. “You know I have magic hands.” It’d been too long since they’d talked, and way too long since they’d seen each other. She picked up the phone to call her friend to invite her down, then tucked it back into her pocket. There wasn’t time for a visit. She was too busy to be a proper host, and Viv was still recovering from her recent bout with cancer.

      She sighed, rolled her shoulders to release a bit more tension, and headed over to the tasting room to make sure it was locked up. There was an open bottle of chardonnay sweating on the bar and looking like an invitation. She filled her glass, tucked the bottle back into the wine fridge behind the bar, and walked out onto the garden patio. She hit the door button as she passed, and the heavy barn door slid back into place behind her.

      It really was a magnificent view. And a wonderful vineyard. And it was all hers.

      The heat of the late afternoon sun and the cool wine did what her temple massage had failed to do, and Charlie leaned back in her chair and let her shoulders fall away from her ears. The low drone of insects lulled her into a near-meditative state until the buzz of her phone startled her so much, she sloshed wine over her arm.

      She dug in her jeans and pulled out her cell. Without looking at the screen, she answered. “This is Charlie Williams at Estaca Corazón, how can I help you?”

      Genevieve Kane’s warm voice, lightened by a familiar teasing note, replied. “I heard you missed me and needed a visit to cheer you out of whatever funk you’ve let yourself fall into.”

      “You heard? From who?” Charlie wrinkled her nose. She’d just been thinking of Viv, but… “Wait, can Siri read my thoughts now? I thought the AI uprising was a few years away, but if my phone knows what I’m thinking, this is even creepier than invasive targeted messaging.”

      “I might resent you calling my intelligence artificial, but I heard from the voices in my head, so it’s at least as creepy as our eventual robot overlords peeking into your brain.”

      Viv’s voice finished the tension relief the afternoon sun started, and Charlie took a deep breath. “It is really good to hear your voice, Viv. I don’t think I have the time or bandwidth to host anyone right now, but soon, okay?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Viv’s voice morphed from light teasing to the no-nonsense decisive tone she used when she’d brook zero arguments against what she was about to say. “You don’t have to ‘host’ me.”

      Charlie heard the air quotes through the phone and rolled her eyes.

      Viv continued on smoothly, leaving no space for Charlie to respond. “I’ll be there tomorrow afternoon. I’ve already cleared your schedule with Sky. She says your new staff aren’t starting until next week, you don’t have any events this weekend, and there’s nothing to do in the field or the winery that’s time sensitive, other than worrying and obsessing.”

      “I do not worry or obsess,” Charlie protested.

      Viv didn’t respond, and the silence of disbelief went on long enough for Charlie to cave. “Okay, fine. I worry and obsess, and Sky is probably right, although you should’ve cleared it with me and not her.”

      “And if I’d asked you?” Viv prodded.

      This time, Charlie didn’t respond.

      “Exactly. And you need an assistant so I have someone else to ask besides your events manager. Like I said, I’ll be there tomorrow afternoon. We’re not spending the day at Estaca Corazón, beeteedubs. I’m taking you away from all that.” Viv’s breezy tone signified she knew she’d won; Charlie’d heard it more often than not over the fifteen years they’d known each other.

      “Fine. I’ll be ready to leave tomorrow afternoon, and I won’t even argue when you won’t have a glass of wine in my new, fabulous tasting room.” She paused just long enough for the hook to sink. “Wildflowers, wine, sunshine, mountain view.”

      “Ugh. You give demons a run for their money with your temptation skills, but I’m holding firm. We are getting you off the property. At least for the day. I might give in to a glass of wine to watch the sunset from your new, fabulous space.”

      “Are you at least going to tell me what we’re doing?” Charlie asked. Knowing Viv, it could be anything from a spa day to laser tag, although it was less likely to be the latter at their age, at least until Viv was fully recovered from the rounds of chemo she’d undergone earlier that year.

      “You ask like I even know yet.” Viv laughed, and Charlie shook her head.

      “Silly of me to assume. But I guess I don’t have a choice in the matter. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Charlie’s finger hovered over the end call button, but she didn’t press it yet. If she didn’t let Viv have the last word, she’d call back.

      “You never had a chance against me. Love you lots, Charlie.”

      Charlie missed the audible click you used to get when a phone was hung up, but the silence coming from the other side was signal enough. She was once again alone with her thoughts.

      The sun slipped behind the Cascades, and the shadows lengthened. Charlie grabbed her glass and went back through the tasting room to trade it for the half-full bottle. She took a long look at the open door leading to the caves. It’d be fine. Probably.

      Stephanie’s words from the night before floated back to her. “Things are happening…”

      “Dammit,” she muttered. She set down the wine and slid the heavy wooden door out from under the bar and into place. It looked almost seamless. If you weren’t looking for it, you’d never know there was a door there.

      Cave security in place, she finished locking up, then not-quite-ran home to be back inside before the last light of day faded from the western sky.
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      The numbers were dancing in front of Charlie’s eyes when her cell phone buzzed from where she’d stashed it in her desk drawer. It was probably Stephanie. She’d called every afternoon since their chat on Friday night, and every afternoon, Charlie’d let it go to voicemail. She had a week, dammit, and she was going to use the whole thing.

      She took a breath to clear her mind. She was going to have to hire an accountant or a business manager or someone who could do both. Charlie could do the books, but she hated it. It took way too long, and she invariably spent most of the time chasing down silly mistakes. However, based on what she was seeing in her accounting software, she was maxed out on who she could afford to bring on staff. At least until the winery started producing enough to offset the costs of existing. She’d had a fair amount squirreled away for this venture, and she’d gotten a generous small business loan, but the revenue from the events keeping Sky busy weren’t enough to counter the costs of the equipment she needed to be a viable vineyard and winery. However, if she didn’t start turning a healthy profit soon, there wouldn’t be any books for her hypothetical accountant to keep.

      The phone buzzed again. Charlie glared at the drawer, but it didn’t intimidate the phone into stopping. She sighed, checked the time on her smartwatch, and gasped. It was after two, and she was supposed to be waiting outside and ready to leave. Viv was going to kick her ass.

      She grabbed her phone, read the three text messages from Viv, grimaced, then hit the “call” button.

      Viv growled into the phone. “I swear to god, Charlie. If your next words aren’t ‘I’m right behind you,’ I will march in there and drag you out by your ear.”

      “I’ll be out in five minutes. Pinky promise.” She hung up before Viv could say anything, grabbed her purse, and dashed into the bathroom. After washing her hands and checking her hair, she took a breath and headed outside.

      “I don’t like to be kept waiting.” Viv, a slim white woman with startlingly blue eyes, pulled Charlie into a hug that softened her words. Viv’s usual undercut with the streaks of bright colors was missing. Her black hair had grown back after chemo with chunks of silvery-gray, and she was rocking the look. Her light skin was barely lined, a gift from her indoor graphic design career, and was finally returning to her pre-cancer glowing health.

      “I know, I know,” Charlie said as she pulled away. “You like to be the one making others wait.”

      “Damn straight. How are you, really? You sounded stressed yesterday, you lost track of time today—I assume you weren’t avoiding me on purpose—and my vision said you urgently needed me to visit.” Viv tapped the side of her head and widened her eyes significantly at Charlie.

      “Fine. Stressed. It’s a lot, but I had been thinking about calling you just before you called. But how are you? Should you even be here? Be driving?” Charlie clasped her friend’s shoulders and looked her over. Was it her imagination, or were there more wrinkles around Viv’s eyes since the last time they’d seen each other last winter? And was that exhaustion from the winding road down from Eden Valley to Chelan? Or was it more? Guilt gnawed at her. She shouldn’t have agreed to Viv’s visit so easily. Selfish, she remonstrated herself.

      “Whatever’s causing that crease between your eyes, stop it. I am here of my own free will, and not only did I owe you a visit, you owe me another case of wine. I’m just in it for the booze.” Viv’s smile lightened her face, and the tired lines lessened. “And I’m fine. Miracle cure and complete remission, the doctors say. I guess god is good, right?”

      Charlie snorted. “Since when do you ascribe anything to the deity you don’t believe in?”

      “Ha. Yeah, not crediting any gods for my cure, although I don’t know if you’d call me an unbeliever so much as a ‘completely uninterested in getting entangled in any divine tantrums ever again’ kind of person.” Viv slipped her arm through Charlie’s and pulled her down the driveway. “Don’t ask. I’m not ready to get into it, and I have a suspicion you don’t want to know the details, anyway.”

      “I’ll let it go. For now. But only because I have a feeling I’m going to be saying that to you a lot this afternoon. Now, are you finally going to tell me where we’re going?” Charlie disentangled her arm from Viv’s to open the door of the baby blue BMW convertible in the driveway. “New car?”

      “It’s my ‘I didn’t die’ car. Like it?” Viv ran a proprietary hand down the hood and grinned.

      “If we were still dating, I’d be jealous right now.” Charlie slipped into the car and nearly groaned in pleasure. “The new car smell and the buttery soft leather… No wonder you’re in love.”

      “She’s gorgeous, isn’t she? Her name’s Bathsheba.” Viv pushed a button, and the engine purred to life. “I’d been driving a boring sedan since Bernadette Michelle Washington fell into a hellmouth. Bathsheba was just what I needed.”

      “Does Bathsheba have a middle and last name?” Charlie asked. She closed her eyes. Even the luxurious interior and gorgeous views weren’t enough to keep her eyes open while Viv was driving.

      “Of course. Bathsheba Magdalene Williams. Named her after you.” The sound of tires spinning on gravel nearly drowned out Viv’s delighted laugh.

      “Have I ever told you how much I abhor your driving?” Charlie asked through gritted teeth. She knew Viv was an amazing driver—she’d gone through a phase when she’d taken a lot of stunt driving classes and had excelled—but it was still disconcerting to be in the passenger seat.

      “Not in a few years, although it’s been that long since I tricked you into the front seat of my car. And even longer since I lured you into the backseat.” The good-natured leer in Viv’s voice was obvious even though Charlie didn’t open her eyes long enough to see the broad wink she knew Viv was aiming at her.

      Charlie kept her eyes closed until the engine’s vibration disappeared. She opened them and looked around, then tilted her head and regarded Viv skeptically. “Mini-golf?”

      “Why not? It’s different, it’s low stakes, and it’s definitely something you don’t do regularly. What better way to step away from the stressors in your life for an hour or two? Plus, they have amazing pizza here, and since Eden Valley doesn’t have a good pizzeria anymore, I need my cheesy fix.” Viv got out of the car and tapped her foot until Charlie joined her.

      “This is…not what I was expecting,” Charlie said. “And good pizza at a mini-golf place? Are you sure?”

      “Positive. Bev brought Barachiel here to play mini golf a few weekends ago, and I never doubt her word when it comes to food.”
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