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      Annelise Lockheart attempted to look casual as she stood on her grandmother’s old porch and watched the rain come down. Beyond the road at the front of the house, the river churned, fast and angry, the falling water only feeding it. The mug of coffee in her hands kept the jitters from showing, but she knew she wasn’t fooling the old woman behind her.

      The last time the river had risen too far too fast, the family almost lost the house. And Annelise had lost the man she thought she’d love forever. Though he lived just up the mountainside now, she hadn’t laid eyes on him in fifteen years. It had been a good spell, maybe too good. It was still holding. But rain like this? It could wash everything away.

      “It’s your home. It makes sense you would worry.” Story’s voice whispered in her ear as her grandmother stepped up beside her. She placed her hands firmly on the railing, either to steady herself or to look further across the street into the churning waters of the river that ran on the other side of the road. Annelise couldn’t be sure which.

      “The weather report says it could flood,” Annelise tried to say it as if it didn’t matter. As if the last flood here hadn’t been the pinnacle of an era of family tragedy.

      “It will be okay this time.” Story assured her. Though the old witch’s assurances were made in the time of the universe, as she liked to say. So ‘it will be okay’ could mean in fifty years.

      Annelise wasn’t fond of that time frame and she took a sip of her coffee so she didn’t snort her response to the old woman. There were lots of reasons to love the water. The river fed the gardens, then again, so did the local witchcraft. But the crops were plentiful along the river road.

      For cheap houses, the view was usually beautiful. Annelise had played in the waters with the Velasco boys as a kid. Gone tubing with Rowan around the bend as a teenager. And then watched, as a young adult, as the water rose and rose and destroyed her house and the too fragile life inside it. It had even stolen Rowan and the relationship she’d thought was true love, the one that could never be broken, and snapped it like a twig.

      Water was like that. Soft and gentle. Cleansing. Life-bringing. And also raging. A force that nothing could withstand. Not the house. Not her relationship. Eventually, not even the mountains.

      “Something’s headed our way.” Story nodded at the water as if agreeing with herself. Her white hair was tied back in a ponytail and her bohemian clothing hung on a frame that remained lithe despite her years.

      Still, Annelise wanted to huff an answer out. She was a talented witch herself. All the Lockheart women were—the most powerful in a sleepy little town nearly dripping with families with the craft. But her Grams’ prediction was about five hours behind the weatherman’s. So it wasn’t the craft so much as the TV on in the background.

      Turning, Story looked at her with a dead glare.

      Damn. Her Gram had heard her. Annelise shrugged. Story sighed at her. It was a usual conversation between them. With her grandmother making the same beleaguered sound from when her grandkids had come in from the river dripping wet and tracking mud. She declared more, “Something new and also old. On the road. Headed our way.”

      So, not the rain, then. Something else. Annelise nodded, though she knew there was nothing more to say. If Story had seen more in her vision she’d share it. She wasn’t in the business of being cryptic for drama’s sake.

      It would play out how it did. Besides, Annelise had more to worry about than whatever vision her grandmother had this week. The rain was bad news. The river was predicted to rise seven to fifteen feet. Seven would kiss the foundation of the house and all would be fine once it receded.

      Fifteen would destroy everything. And Annelise could not see into the future. Not even the next few days of rain. She’d tried and she’d seen nothing. The weather report couldn’t either. So her heart beat fast and heavy with worry.

      She and Story were the last of the Belle Hollow Lockhearts. Their family had lived in this spot long before this house had stood here, and her grandmother had been born in the back bedroom. Or so she’d been told. If the rain took it, that would mean they were truly the last. She could not bear to fail such a legacy, but she was afraid she might not have any other options.

      Even more, she had to confront her grandmother. “They said it could flood us.”

      “We’ll be fine.” Story gave one last look at the rain and dismissed the potential crisis it was bringing. She walked inside as if none of this mattered. As if Annelise was overreacting. “The water is bringing change to the Hollow.”

      Well, Annelise was a water witch and the only change it was bringing her was anxiety. Following her grandmother into the house felt like taking her eyes off the enemy. As if it could shift and strike harder if she wasn’t watching.

      But there was another enemy and she had to address it. “We got a letter from the homeowner’s insurance today. It was the final notice that the policy is canceled.”

      Storry looked at her as if to say, so what?

      Trying desperately to put a lid on her boiling anger, she asked calmly, “So what if it floods? How will we keep the house? How will we stay in Belle Hollow?”
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      The rain spattered hard against the windshield as Jenna Brooks leaned forward, squinting into the darkened sky. She almost couldn't see the road anymore, not more than just a few feet in front of her.

      The urge to open the window and peek out was strong, but doing that wouldn’t accomplish anything except getting her wet. The rain was that crazy. And there was nothing her wipers—even at high speed—could do about it. This was the kind of stuff that made her wish to pull over to the side of the road and wait it out. Or maybe even find an overpass to hide under. Somewhere she could take cover, where she wouldn’t have to hear the relentless smack of drop after drop.

      The universe seemed to be telling her she’d made a mistake. She shouldn’t have taken this chance. The people in Belle Hollow didn’t know she was coming, but it was almost as if the place knew, and it didn’t want her here.

      Suddenly, she felt very small. What was she even doing, anyway?

      She’d questioned herself so many times. It was a plain old DNA test. It made her so curious, but in reality, it didn't tell her anything about herself or these people. But it did make her so, so curious. She had to admit that she'd always wondered. Kids like her always did. Parents like hers had downplayed her curiosity, suggesting she didn’t need to know, and what if she learned something bad? But, given the recent turn of events, something inside her had pushed to know more. Some new little voice even told her to go find out what was waiting here in Belle Hollow. Where the matches had shown up. More than one.

      Now, it seemed as if the universe was telling her she’d made absolutely the wrong choice. She’d been wrong about the voice and now one step further could spell disaster. However, maybe the disaster might not be just for her. From as bad as it looked and what the radio had said before it went to static, this was awful for everyone in the area. As if she’d brought the bad tidings in with her.

      Jenna slowed her speed even more as if that would make her visibility any better. Braking softly, she watched the rearview mirror. No one came gunning up behind her. That was good—if they did, they would smack right into her car and send her spinning. Because no one could see anything in this dreadful rain.

      Luckily—unluckily?—she hadn't seen anyone for miles.

      Belle Hollow was a small town nestled deep in the Blue Ridge Mountains. It wasn’t close enough to any freeway to get to easily. She’d followed the state roads on her GPS, sometimes confusing the state road numbers with the populations of the little towns she’d passed.

      But if there was one thing she’d figured out in her life, it was that she sucked at going back. She just kept moving forward. On this road, right now, forward was the only option. She might want to huddle under an overpass, but there weren't any. There wasn't a pullout or even a shoulder on the side of the road so she could get out of the way. If she stopped now, she’d be sitting smack in the middle of the road.

      There were only two lanes that got more twisted and narrow the further she headed toward the little town. But that had been her goal, and it needed to stay that way. She was out of options.

      On her right, the ground pushed up sharply, growing close to the pavement and marking the kind of woods that she believed probably held all kinds of wildlife. If not for the torrential downpour she might have seen some of it on her drive. She would have loved that.

      On the other side of the road—luckily not the side she was driving on—there was a wavy silver guardrail and then almost nothing.

      The ground dropped away into what had begun as a charming creek. She'd followed it for miles. It had been beautiful when the sun was out. It was fascinating when the rain started falling, the burbling little rapids spotted with drops. But now it bordered on terrifying.

      The water had gotten higher and higher. Each mile she passed seemed to add another foot to the surface, though she knew that couldn’t possibly be right. She should have turned around and gone back—long before now—no maybe about it.

      Jenna regretted her choices as she gripped the steering wheel so tight her fingers and knuckles blanched white. She swallowed hard, thinking about the drink in the cup holder beside her. She was thirsty but didn't dare risk the extra movement required to pick it up. What if she missed something on the road? Something could be crossing—a car, a deer, anything—five feet in front of her and she could miss it. The day had grown that dark, and the rain was thick enough that even her brights couldn’t penetrate it.

      She’d slowed the car to a crawl, praying that no one came up behind her too fast. The locals probably knew this road like the back of their hands. Maybe they knew this weather, too. She hoped it wasn’t as bad as it seemed. Maybe she would meet some of them and they would all laugh at how terrified she’d been of a little rain.

      “You’ll be fine,” she murmured to herself over and over. She just had to keep pushing forward. Each foot she survived was another foot further.

      Jenna didn’t ask toward what?

      She was watching the road in front of her with an eagle eye when it happened. First, the water sluiced down the hill. It rushed out of the woods in a torrent. What had been a small creek that trickled down the mountainside and disappeared into a pipe under the road suddenly became too much. The water, full of mud, sticks, leaves, and more, barreled down the mountain in front of her. Whether it clogged the pipe or just overran it, she couldn’t tell. But it began to rush across the road.

      Just as Jenna was trying to decide whether it was too deep for her to drive through, or if this was really the end, she watched as the pavement in front of her cracked and buckled. Slamming on her brakes, she prayed her tires would hold on the already too-wet pavement, and she barreled toward the now missing chunk of road.
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      Rowan Velasco watched as the rain fell, darkening the sky even though it was midday. Folding his arms, he stood at the window, dry and waiting as the droplets smacked the glass. The large bay window was trusted to keep him safe.

      But his underlying anxiety was well earned. In the past, the water had won. He told himself they didn’t have to worry now. Things had changed.

      In fact, his father had thought about exactly that when he had this place built. His dad had fought and paid for every bit of protection. These windows weren’t glass, not even polymer, but dual-paned, almost bulletproof pieces with an argon layer in between. They protected from water and sun and attacks.

      Rowan thought it was overkill, his dad’s own past fears driving him too far. But Rowan appreciated it now. Even though his father was long gone, he could almost see and hear the man beside him, pointing out the qualities the builder had sold him on. Even if the builder had just been upselling the old man because he could.

      Though he felt safe now, Rowan's arms tightened. Every muscle in his torso clenched, the past creeping in. It was fifteen years ago. He would have told anyone who asked that he was over it.

      He'd survived. His family all survived. Most of the families he knew all survived. But that day had been the beginning of the end.

      Now his home was higher on the mountainside. He knew a person's placement on the mountain was more than just topography. The higher land was safer, and it sold for more. Fifteen years ago, they'd lived across from the river. It was all they’d been able to afford. And they’d lived in a little row with families that had similar fates.

      The little cluster of homes had fought the water then, and only partially survived the rising, raging river.

      At his first opportunity, Rowan’s dad moved his big family up the mountainside. Then later, he’d done it again, getting higher, safer, farther from the water. They’d moved into this place right before he died.

      Again, Rowan told himself he was safe. That his mother was safe. His brothers weren't all here in the house with him, but he’d checked on each of them. Oldest of seven, he carried the responsibility of keeping track of them. Some of them weren't even in town. They were safe. He counted them again just to be sure.

      Watching out the window, he thought about the people who stayed in the little cluster of homes that fought the river and lost last time. Some stayed because the land was family land, and nothing would make them move. They would die on that plot. Rowan thought they just might.

      Some had been too traumatized to stay and packed everything into whatever old car they had and simply drove away from Belle Hollow. As far as he knew, they’d not come back. Some stayed because they had no other options.

      He thought of one woman in particular and wondered if she would be okay in this. Wondered if she felt the same anxiety he did. Wondered if she would blame him for this, too. Lord knew she could likely find a way, and somehow, though he desperately wanted to, he still didn't hate her for it.

      The urge to get in his car, drive down and check on people, was strong. But he knew, it was mostly about her. Besides, the emergency warning systems had been clear: Stay in your home. Attempting to save someone else would just create someone else the teams had to rescue later. That was if you were lucky. If you were unlucky, it would turn you into a dead body.

      Everyone who lived in Belle Hollow for any length of time remembered the last flood. Remembered how hard they’d fought. What they’d lost. What they’d found afterward. He stayed put and told himself it wouldn't be as bad as last time. It simply couldn’t be.

      But then, as his mother stepped into the room behind him, his sister Indigo right behind her, frowning, he turned. Indie was probably too young to remember when Belle Hollow flooded before. Or maybe she was just old enough to have the most terrifying memories of all. She glared hard at him, as if maybe this was his fault too. He had, after all, tried to convince her to come back here after college, and she'd arrived all of two weeks ago. Just in time for this.

      Still, he reminded himself if she was glaring at him, then she was safe. Somewhere in another part of the house, a door thumped as one of his brothers moved around, preparing for disaster or setting up games. Rowan couldn’t tell.

      As he looked next at his mother, he tried to let his calm expression reassure her. He failed. Because just then the radio crackled to life with a warning.
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      Holding her hands out in front of her, Annelise Lockheart wished she could see the magic and not just feel it. The ancient cord was wrapped between her fingers, stone dangling down by the pulse of her wrist. But it wasn’t enough.

      Inside the house, she’d tried to tap into the water, but it hadn’t worked. The house was warded, and it was possible she’d built the barriers too well. Maybe her magic couldn't escape her own protections. She’d come out here to the porch, where the patio cover didn’t do enough to keep her dry. Where the wind whipped her hair from side to side. And she’d once again begun the work of casting her spell.

      It had to work. There was simply no other option.

      Magic was ruled by emotion and power. All the combinations of items and sacred pieces she could put together for a spell—the candles, the proper herbs, sacred waters, her book of shadows—could all be overruled by a witch who had enough control of her own energies. Annelise Lockheart had grown up knowing this. She'd grown up training it. And, at one point, she’d thought she was pretty good at it.

      Then she’d been smacked with the hardest lesson.

      So now she gritted her teeth and tried to rein in the fear. Fear could ruin everything.

      She tried not to let the doubt seep in. She told herself she was older and stronger and better than the last time the rain had come down this hard. The last time the water had come this high.

      She told herself now would be different, but it was so hard to believe it. The last time the river kept climbing, she’d fought with everything, and it had not been enough. She’d lost everything. So this time, she fought harder, with more skill. She had to keep the waters at bay, even though she knew the thing that was most likely blocking her magic was herself.

      Last time, the insurance hadn’t been enough. They’d scraped by, taking years to get the place livable again. But it was too late to yell at her Gram, because Annelise had first seen a notice just a few days ago: The policy was lapsed. She couldn’t recall ever having been so furious at one of her elders. Though she’d tried to fix it herself, she’d called in, trying to make the payment. They hadn’t let her. Canceled was canceled. Twenty-four hours too late. There hadn’t been anyone willing to set up a new policy either.

      Story wasn't just Annelise’s Gram. There was also her cousin Teagan. But, maybe more importantly, the woman considered herself a grandmother to the entire town sometimes. Spent her money where she saw fit to help others, even at the expense of her own wellbeing. At the expense of her own home. Annelise had tried the “you can’t pour from an empty cup” and “place your own mask before you help others” ideas on the old woman.

      But her Gram could pour from an empty cup. The magic in her veins and the years of practice gave her those powers. She didn’t understand empty cups or oxygen masks. None of the advice had stuck. So now, Annelise was grinding her teeth to bite back the words, I told you so.

      She was now the last line of defense between the water and her home. Chanting her spell on infinite repeat as she fought to hold the water back, even as her grandmother moved out onto the porch behind her, startling her with two heavy thunks.

      Thinking it was old boots on the older planks, she didn’t want to look. But the spell was already broken, so Annelise turned quickly.

      “Sandbags,” Story announced.

      Readily agreeing to the new tactic, she looked around. Sandbags might hold better than a spell. But . . .

      “Two is not going to cut it. How many do you have?” she asked, opting for the hopeful.

      “More than this.” Her grandmother looked at her, one eyebrow cocked, as if to say she wasn’t that dumb—and that was the problem. So why hadn’t she paid the insurance? Why had she left them in trouble like this?

      “Put them out where they work,” Story told her curtly and turned back, presumably to get more.

      Annelise wasn’t even sure where that should be. When they’d rebuilt, they’d taken a house that was cut into the hillside and raised it a few feet. Not as much as she would have liked, but all that they could afford with the government bail-out money. This was better than last time. She told herself the water simply could not get that high again. It was a hundred-year-flood and it hadn’t been close to a hundred years.

      They would be able to survive this time—unless the water kept coming up.

      Looking down off the porch, she searched for the best place to put the sandbags. But the quick and dirty mud began lapping at the lattice that covered the base of the house. Story had kept it painted a nice white. She’d power-washed it sometimes to keep it gleaming. Again, Annelise found herself being irritated that there was time for that, but not time to pay the bill. Because the curbside appeal would not save them from a flood.

      After sucking in a deep breath, she pushed her fear into a tiny ball in the darkest recesses of her soul. There were a few other things parked there. Some of them fifteen years old. Some more recent. All left in tiny knotted charms somewhere inside her to be pulled out and untangled later.

      Closing her eyes, Annelise chanted. Then did it again.

      She could still see the water pushing at the base of the house. She could still see it as it pulsed in tiny waves, sending the dirt and mud right through the lattice as though it wasn't even there, creeping up under the house. Her fear and anger pushed back at it.

      Trying to find a future, she looked into her mind's eye. She saw the water getting higher. She saw a small blue car she didn’t recognize on the side of the state road into town. Then she watched as the road collapsed, barely missing the little blue car, leaving a massive gap in the two-lane road. She watched as the town main street suffered a slow, smooth, rolling wave. Though it seemed too low to do much damage, she could tell—in minutes—the town center would be covered in a layer of water.

      The question was: Would the rain stop before it got too high?

      She couldn’t see that. But she was pretty sure she could see Rowan Velasco standing at his big bay window with his arms crossed as he watched the rain from his vantage point, high on the mountainside. Or maybe she was just making that one up.

      Once Story brought enough sandbags, Annelise would stuff her feet into her wading boots and start placing the bags around the base of the house. She would do the practical thing. But, until then, she would do her best to hold the water at bay.

      She pushed at the rising flood again and again. Though she gave everything she had, though she’d been told so many times how powerful she was, the river kept winning in small increments. Some water witch she was.

      The wish in her heart was growing, that Rowan Velasco was standing on this porch beside her now. Maybe just so she could show him that she was okay. That she was going to win this time and that his family couldn’t hurt hers anymore.
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      As the road disappeared right in front of her in a flash of water and mud, Jenna slammed her brakes. It didn't even take a blink to realize that was absolutely the wrong thing to do.

      The small car hydroplaned, sliding closer and closer to the empty pit that had once been the road. Water washed down the mountain on her right and surged into the gully that had formed where the road simply cracked and fell away.

      Her brain flashed with sharp memories of every emergency instruction she'd ever been given. She turned into the spin. Pumped the brakes. And rode out the skid.

      If she went into the water, she should open the windows and let the car flood so she could get out. It seemed none of the advice was useful right now, and the emergency mechanism she was depending on was murmured prayer. She wasn't sure why, but the words that came to her lips were an old one she found in a book somewhere years ago. She couldn't quite recall the religion. Vaguely rhymed, short and fast, the words asked for the power to enact her own will.

      She chanted it three times before the wheels gripped and she came to a stop. She couldn't be that close, could she?

      From behind the wheel, the front edge of the car appeared to hang over the broken edge of asphalt. The tires must still be on the road. She wasn’t falling in, but she wasn't staying here either! Who knew when the piece of road she sat on would become weak enough to fall away? It could be any moment.

      Slamming the car into reverse, she fought the sharp urge to spin her tires. After she made it about forty feet away, sense took over. She was far enough back that it was unlikely the road would wash out from under her, and driving in reverse on a road in this weather where she couldn't see more than five feet in any direction during the mad downburst wasn't safe.

      She tucked herself as far to the right-hand side of the road as she could, but there was only a couple feet of gravel shoulder, not fit for parking. For once she was grateful her chosen car color was a pop of sparkly blue. Hopefully, someone coming down the road would see it and not just plow into her.

      Maybe it was a good thing she was sticking out into the roadway—it might stop some other person from driving right into the abyss. Because right now, crashing into her car would be better than going another forty feet and plummeting over the edge.

      Jenna sat quietly then, taking stock. She’d pulled to the side, waiting out the rain like she'd expected, just not in the way she'd expected. Realizing there wasn't much else to do but sit and hope the storm burned itself out sooner rather than later, she considered calling her Mom back home and letting her know what had happened.

      She sighed into the charged air. Since the ordeal wasn't yet over, all a call would do was cause unnecessary worry. Jenna had already taken enough years off her mother's life as it was. No, when she was safe and somewhere warm, she would call and let her mother know, but not right now.

      Holding up her phone, she realized there wasn't much signal anyway. Storm like this, the cell towers might be out. Or maybe she was just in another dead zone. She’d driven through two already—though she would have thought they didn’t still exist in the US.

      Turning the engine off, Jenna decided to preserve her gas and battery. There wasn’t any radio signal anymore anyway. She’d turn the car back on if her phone lost battery, but no one was coming to get her. She didn't even know anyone in the area, though she was coming to find them.

      She didn't have a phone number of anyone nearby. What would she even say? She’d been nervous enough about this whole thing that she hadn't even emailed or texted anyone. She'd simply gotten online and looked for the names of people the DNA test told her were relative matches.

      There were three people she’d matched close enough to want to talk to them: two possible cousins, and what was most likely a maternal grandmother—Astoria Lockheart. That was who Jenna had come to find. If there were others, that would be fantastic. But one connection at a time. She’d hoped to find her birth mother with the testing, and it simply hadn't popped up. But these people might know where to find her.

      Several years ago, someone told her that the days of closed adoptions and anonymous donations were long over. Any adult could do exactly as Jenna had done—pop into a DNA test and figure out who your genetic parents were. She hadn't done it at eighteen, and it hadn't been that easy. But she'd found something, so she’d hopped in the car to come see if she could meet these people, eventually. If she liked them, she would tell them why she showed up in their tiny little berg nestled into the Blue Ridge Mountains.

      That was, if she could make it there alive.

      She waited in the car as the rain pounded on the windows and the occasional crack of a tree giving up against the onslaught broke the monotony. She had waited about twenty minutes when she was startled at the realization that some of the pounding was actually something directly hitting her car. Twisting one way then the other, she quickly scanned the windows, unable to see much through the gray water that slid over the smooth metal.

      It had come from the back corner passenger side, and she searched for something beyond the window but saw nothing. God help her if it was a bear. She jolted when the sound came again from directly behind her this time. Twisting back, she saw him.

      Not a bear.

      She was letting out a sigh of relief when he pounded on the window again, flat hand, pale brown skin smacking at the glass. He wasn't close enough for her to see his face, and she pulled back just from being shocked. But he leaned his face down closer as if that would help, then motioned to her to roll down the window, which Jenna thought was absolutely crazy. It quickly became clear that he wasn't giving up, and he waved his hand again.

      She had to turn the car back on and hit the button to make the window work. Sure enough, just as she suspected, the moment she even got the window cracked, the rain came pouring in. She was now soaked in a line across the front of her shirt.

      "You can't stay here," he had to yell it over the top of the roaring winds and smacking water, over the sound of the creek tumbling by not far enough away for Jenna's comfort—and clearly not for his either.

      What else could she do? She didn't know him from Adam. Looking closer, she saw he had kind, dark green eyes, a strong jaw, hair that was almost blonde, and skin that was almost brown. Some mix of ancestry she couldn’t even begin to place.

      "Come on," he told her, reaching for the door handle and tugging at it, only to find it locked. His frustration showed.

      Yeah, she thought, he might be incredibly good-looking and maybe even charming—but weren’t most serial killers?

      "Why are you out here?" she demanded.

      "I was out looking for any stuck animals," he said, as if that were normal. Then he pointed in front of her car. "The road’s washed away."

      "I know," she told him dryly, as if she were just sitting here for no good reason in the middle of a windy, backwards two-lane highway in her little blue car with the out-of-state plate he’d surely already spotted.

      "Come with me," he told her, this time motioning her out of the car.

      "I think I’ll just wait it out."

      He threw his head back and laughed. The hair that she thought might be blonde was now slicked to his skin.

      "Honey," he said, "the road's gone. You need to get somewhere safe and dry."

      Well, she thought, she'd been dry until he had her roll down the window. "All my things are in here."

      But he shook his head. "Just bring your purse. Shoes. Phone. Leave everything else."

      No. She didn’t want to. This wasn't really all her things. She still had her apartment back in Texas. Her roommate was still there. But she'd packed for a trip of indeterminate time. There were all kinds of things in the suitcases in the back—including her baby book, in case anyone here wanted to see it. She couldn’t just leave it.

      "We’ll come back for it later," he told her.

      She sighed, beginning to wonder if she had any other choice. Then she asked, "What if the road washes away?"

      He almost frowned at her like she was crazy. "Then you’ll lose everything anyway.”

      Not comforting.

      He continued, “It would be better if you're not in the car when that happens."

      This time, she unlocked the doors, feeling she truly had no other option.

      When she watched documentaries about girls who'd been kidnapped, so many times she felt they were stupid or just made bad decisions. Now, she began to wonder how many felt they didn’t have any other option. They’d placed themselves in a strange man's hands, and it simply hadn't turned out well.

      Grabbing for her purse, she slung the strap across her body then looked back before she opened the door—as if there was traffic roaring down this road.

      "Come on then," he said, slamming her door behind her almost before she was completely out of the car.

      She'd expected to walk back down the road. But she stopped and set the lock on her car and wondered if she’d offended him. He grabbed for her hand, her fingers now wet and slick between his where he laced them tightly together. She hoped he wasn't a serial killer—because she liked it. For some reason, she felt secure.

      Until he moved around to the back of the car and began to pull her along. Stepping directly into the woods, he tugged her along with him as they headed into the trees, directly up the side of the mountain.
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      Rowan mentally counted through his siblings yet again as the rain continued. He needed to keep track of them, be sure everyone was safe. Family first. Still, as he checked his list, he looked down the mountainside where he’d grown up.

      Ford was out looking for strays. Heath and Sawyer were safe out of state. Alder was at work at the hospital in Richmond. He’d already called to check on them. Indie was somewhere tucked into a corner, probably reading. And Jasper was in the other room—Rowan’s second oldest brother, he had a house on the other side of the hollow, closer to Richmond. He’d come over to keep Mom company, then was stuck. He was old enough to clearly remember the last time the rain had come down and Belle Hollow had acted as a funnel, siphoning all the water to the people at the bottom.

      Back then, the Velascos had been the people at the bottom. Next to him, his mother stood, also looking out the window, fingers worrying the rosary that she always wore and sometimes clutched. Or was it the rosary? It looked different. He didn’t get to check, because she murmured under her breath.

      "Ford.” She said it as if knowing he was taking stock of the family.

      Neither of them mentioned his father or the fact that it was the last flood that had changed everything for them. Vienna Velasco wouldn't admit that. It had been terrifying at first, but in the end, they had been better off.

      "He'll be okay, Mama," he told her.

      They stood like that for a few more moments, each lost in their own thoughts. She murmured her prayer beneath her breath, and he didn't think anything of it. Arms crossed, he stared into the gray, drowning rain and hoped everyone lived through this one.

      He truly did think Ford would be okay, and he told himself not to worry about the Lockhearts. They weren't his concern anymore.

      It wasn't until his mother had made it through the prayer the third time that he turned and looked at her. "Mama. What are you doing?"

      “Shhhhh,” she told him, brushing him off as her hand moved in front of her, aimed toward the window and the flooding, making a small circle as she recited the words again too softly for him to make it out.

      "Mama, no."

      It had been at the heart of old family feuds. He'd heard his grandmother telling her sons they'd only survived because the family put the old ways away. Grandma Velasco couldn't be clear enough: The family was not practicing magic anymore. His Grandparents only condoned his father marrying his mother because she wasn’t following the craft. But his mother’s family did have roots in the hollow—and in the hollow's deep, dark magic. So what was she doing now?

      "It's Ford. There’s danger," she told him.

      "Mama, how would you even know?" They had no magic. His great-great-abuela Astra and her sisters had made the pact with the town.

      “Shush,” she told him again, brushing him off with her left hand while her right still stayed aimed toward the window, the small circles never stopping.

      A few years ago, he'd sent her and her sister Paris to Europe to see the cities of their namesakes. The women had never traveled before—not in any real capacity. He wanted her to see the world, to see the dreams their mother had pinned on them with their worldly names. The trip was too late for his father to attend, but Rowan had needed time to have enough money to be able to do it.

      He’d been proud of it. But his mother had come back a little bit different, as if she and Paris had some kind of reckoning with their history while they’d been gone. Not that any of it was in Europe. The Velascos came from some part of Spain, probably. But his mother was born an Elborn and all their history was in the Blue Ridge Mountains if not the Hollow itself.

      The Velascos had arrived later, though still generations ago. Rumor was, the first had brought their own craft with them. It rooted into the pine trees. Flowed with the creek that fed into the river. And it was tied together with what Rowan understood was the darkest of magic.

      His great-great -grandmother Astra had been the healer everyone went to when the other witches failed. When a family was so desperate they were willing to make a sacrifice. But when the town cried out against it, she and her sisters fought back, eventually cutting a deal. They carved the family a secure place in the hollow, made them a real part of the community. Not as outcasts and skilled craftswomen to be used and shunned. Together they turned the family against the dark magic—and, in fact, all magic.

      His mother knew that when she married into the Velasco family. So why was she doing this now, and where had she learned it? "I'm sure Ford's fine, Mama."

      "Something is wrong," she told him, conviction he wasn’t used to in her tone.

      Her hands finally dropped to her sides as she turned to look at him and said, "But he will be. Something new is coming to Belle Hollow with this rain, and it will change everything."

      She turned then, walking away, leaving him stunned. When did she make heady predictions? Who knew if she was even right? She wasn’t the town witch. They already had plenty of those.

      Abandoning him to watch the rain alone, she moved to the back of the house where Jasper still thumped around the kitchen, completely ignoring the fact that the world had gone to hell beyond the double-paned windows and thirty-year shingles and manicured yard that Rowan had worked so hard on.

      The magic had never left Belle Hollow, he knew. But he couldn't do more than frown at his own mother’s sudden proclamation and wonder how long she'd been at this and just what shade of magic she was practicing now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      "You can't fight the river," her Gram told her again.

      They’d trekked back and forth, pulling out all the sandbags from the garage, a few from the tiny tool shed, and two others from inside the house. Annalise had no idea why they were inside but she didn’t ask.

      They’d put on their wading boots and placed the bags carefully around the foundation. They wanted to push against the lattice wood that was there just for design. It took a little longer to get them stacked. Luckily, the back of the crawlspace was cut into the side of the mountain, and they only had to protect the front.

      Still, it was backbreaking labor, and she worried about Story. In the time it had taken them to get it all situated, the water had risen half the height they covered. It threatened to slosh over the tops of her almost knee-high rain boots and into the well that formed in the pit of her stomach.

      Unless the rain quit now, the sandbags wouldn't save them. Wouldn’t even come close.

      But Annelise didn't stop fighting. She would not let the water win. She wasn’t sure her grandmother could bounce back a second time. She’d been young enough fifteen years ago. Now? Annelise tried not to calculate the woman’s age. It only worried her. Not paying the bill worried her, too.

      She wrapped her hand around the crystal at her neck and felt the heat, mild but true, as she pushed her magic through it, purifying her thoughts.

      Her grandmother was a generalist witch, and would do what she could, but Story couldn't fight the river. Annelise's power had always been in the water. She could do this. She hadn't been old enough, skilled enough, or strong enough last time. She'd not been able to save the house. Only the bones of the old place had survived. The foundations were intact, but everything else washed away or was destroyed by the floodwaters.

      The Lockheart women had to move while the repairs were taking place. The only reason the house still stood—or stood again—today was the government emergency assistance. Like most insurance policies, the funds didn't simply pay out and let the devastated homeowners move away. They helped only if they stayed in the same place and rebuilt in the same spot.

      She now understood that it prevented people from using an emergency as a chance to cash out on the government's dime. But it also prevented them from moving to safer ground. So here they were, in the exact same place, fifteen years later as she stood on the porch while the water once again refused to back down.

      Though she didn't say it out loud, and though she spent the majority of her energy working through her spells, the underlying chant I can do it this time was just as strong a force as any magic she was casting.

      Annelise watched as, slowly, the river moved slightly, heading away, curving around the house. Subtle shifts in the way it hit the rocks turned the currents, taking the silt, the sticks and twigs that carried—and hopefully the havoc it would wreak—away from her home.

      Holding the river back was slow, difficult work. The steady drumming of the rain, the soft climb of the water higher and higher up the grassy bank, forced a massive effort. She had to sustain fighting a storm, a river, and the force of nature.

      She’d been standing here, pushing back, when the water crossed the road. Then, she pushed back again as it rolled across the sidewalk that led to the porch steps. Now it licked at the porch as she still fought to keep it at bay.

      As she glanced down at the driveway, she saw her tires were only a few feet from the water, too. If the river got higher, the car would be in trouble. If they were leaving, it would have to be on foot and up the mountain behind them. There would be no way to drive along the road as it was now. If she couldn't fight it, the water would rise, and it would get the engine of the car. Another loss.

      The thick trees that blanketed the mountains backed right up to the house. Barely fifteen feet of grass and Story’s flowers separated the back patio from the mountain flora that threatened to encroach. They brought the elemental magic of the woods right to the Lockheart's back door, but it meant there was nowhere else to drive. The outside world had seeped into the hollow over the years. As the families or individuals escaped, they’d gotten educated, and often come back. And they brought bits and pieces of the modern world with them, which butted up against the ancient magics on a daily basis.

      Taking a deep breath and holding it, Annelise sustained the spell as next to her, her Gram snorted.

      Annelise wanted to ask what that was about, but she was afraid if she stopped even for a moment, allowed even the slightest break in the power she wielded, the water would come rushing up, the dam she provided broken. It would mark the end of everything. Annelise had lived it before; she wouldn’t do it again.

      In the end, she didn't have to ask, because Story snorted again. "The rain comes as long as it comes, child.”

      Annelise felt her teeth push together and wanted to say, Water witch, remember Gram? but she didn't.

      They waited another few minutes like that, Story offering small prayers—general ones though—for safety, for the animals, for the houses down the street. If she turned her head and looked directly at them, Annelise could see the water licking at the neighbor’s homes. As small as her own, and as old, all the houses had been here for the first flood. Most of the
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