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      “I can’t believe we keep forgetting to check this stupid PO box,” I grumbled as I slammed the door of my Jeep. “I bet it's stuffed full of junk. We really should start the process of canceling Aunt EJ’s mail. Or at least forward it to the house.” I still didn’t know why she’d had this PO box, to begin with.

      My twin sister, Mae, closed the passenger door much more quietly, making me wonder if it’d even shut all the way. I knew better than to say anything to her, though. She was all meek and mild much of the time until it came to putting me in my place.

      But that was okay. I loved her anyway. If she didn’t stand up to me, who would? “You didn’t have to tag along, but I’m glad you did.” I held open the door to the post office. “You know how I hate running errands alone.”

      “Me, too.” Mae opened the inner door to the mailbox area for me. “In other countries, having errand dates with your friends is customary. Going to all the boring, annoying places together, like the dry cleaners and post office. We could start a trend here in the States.”

      I paused with my key held out, about to put it in the slot. “That’s a great idea. You and I run around together a lot, but errands are seriously boring and kinda lonely unless you’re married and have a spouse to go with.”

      Mae held her hands out while I cleared the stuffed box, catching the random envelopes and magazines as they slid out. “Oh,” she murmured. “How sad. This letter is addressed to Aunt EJ.”

      “Someone still hasn’t heard she passed?” I peered down at the envelope. “Who do we know in Townsend, Tennessee?” I locked the box back up as Mae shook her head absently. “Looks like an elderly person. Look how shaky the lettering is.” It looked like chicken scratch, as Aunt EJ would say.

      “No idea.” She stuffed it in her purse, then we sorted through the rest of the mail quickly into the large garbage can, throwing out the catalogs, ads, and coupons. In the end, we took one copy of Southern Living and three letters from Tennessee, all in the same shaky handwriting, back to the Jeep.

      “Open it up,” I urged as I turned over the engine and cranked up the air conditioning. Southern California was no place to be living without A/C in July. “See if there’s a phone number. We can call to tell that person that EJ passed over two years ago.”

      As I pulled out onto the main road, Mae skimmed the letter. “It’s kind of hard to read, but it sounds like this woman knows…knew Aunt EJ very well. And she definitely doesn’t know she’s dead.”

      It still caused a pang in my chest to hear her say those words. And no doubt they were just as hard for her to say. It wasn’t like in the movies when someone died, and six months later, everything was sunshine and roses. Our aunt, Eliza Jane, had raised us from infancy after our parents died together in a car wreck. She was the only mother we’d ever known, and it hurt no less to lose her.

      “Any idea how we can get ahold of her besides writing a letter?” I asked and turned into our neighborhood, conveniently just down the road from the post office. Mae and I lived together in our Aunt EJ’s house, which she’d left to us. It’d worked out pretty well when Mae divorced her no-good, lazy, piece of total crap husband last year. She’d moved in with me, and her daughter went off to college at the University of Tennessee. We’d been together ever since, and it’d been nice to see Mae starting to come out of the shell her ex had stuffed her into.

      Humming low in her throat in response, she opened the other letters. “We need to read these more closely. There’s some bizarre stuff in here.” When she opened the last one, she chirped, a little noise she’d always made when happy. “A phone number!”

      I pulled into the driveway, and Mae stuck the letters back in her purse while we unloaded the car. “Did you get that gluten-free cookie mix for Harriet?” I asked as I grabbed the shopping bags. “I still say you could just order it online and have it shipped directly.”

      Scoffing, Mae grabbed the rest of the bags, her bangles clinking together as she walked around me and into the garage. “I like buying locally. Not from some conglomerate that can ship it for me.”

      I kicked the back of the Jeep shut and followed. “What kind of weird stuff is in the letters?”

      The neighbor’s white Pomeranian, Mayo, ran around the corner of our three-bedroom bungalow and darted toward my ankles, yipping at the top of his voice. I squealed and ran into the garage, screaming for Mae. “Get this rodent!”

      Mae rolled her eyes at me, set the bags down, and picked the vicious mutt up. “He likes to bark, but you know he doesn’t bite.”

      I didn’t care. Glaring at my sister, I backed into the house and slammed the door behind me. Animals were utterly unpredictable. They could do anything at any given time, not to mention the germs. Licking themselves, going to the bathroom in the house, and who knew what else?

      Hey, I didn’t discriminate against dogs. It wasn’t that Mayo was a dog; it was about him being an animal. I didn’t like any of the vile creatures.

      Mae came back a few minutes later with the bags. She set them down, and I started putting the paper products away while she pulled the letters back out.

      “This is nuts. Talking about magic and murder.” Her voice was  incredulous, which was understandable if the letter seriously talked about magic. I mean, come on. Magic? Really?

      “If it’s an elderly person, maybe they’re not in their right mind?” I asked. We began putting groceries away, but Mae soon picked up the letters again.

      “Let me read this one to you,” she said. “My dearest Eliza Jane. It’s been too long since you last visited. Three years! If you don’t come soon, I’m going to die, and then how will you feel?” She blanched and glanced up at me. “Oof. Awkward.”

      “Very,” I muttered as I poured water to soak the berries. “Hang on. Who is this woman?”

      Mae skimmed the letter. “It says something about her health failing, and she doesn’t always feel like herself, then it’s signed, your loving mother, Susan.”

      I turned off the water and dried my hands as I slowly turned around to look at my sister. “What?” Eliza Jane’s mother, our grandmother, died before we were born. She’d told us that many times over the years when we’d asked. We had no family to speak of, save maybe some distant cousins none of us knew. We hadn’t even bothered doing one of those online DNA tests, though Mae kept saying she wanted to.

      She shuffled through the other two letters. “They’re all signed like that.”

      “Okay, let’s hear the rest of it.” I slid onto one of the stools at our kitchen island, the ones EJ had painstakingly picked out. We hated them, but neither of us could stand to get rid of them.

      “Okay, um. It says the magic of the mountains is gone and has been since EJ left. Yada, yada, please bring the girls to visit. They must be walking by now?” She raised her eyes to look at me, her right eye matching the blue of my left and my right eye matching the brown of her left. We were identical mirror twins. Identical in every way, except on the opposite side. The only difference was that I was born with a stork bite behind my right ear.

      She held the letters in her left hand, her dominant. That was one of the few ways we didn’t mirror. I was also a leftie. “Does this woman think we’re infants?” I asked. We’d looked just alike when we were babies and into our teens. Of course, like many parents of twins, Aunt EJ loved dressing us identically.

      When we’d gotten old enough to convince her to let us have our own looks, we’d started looking less alike and more like our natural selves. I put on a bit of weight in college while Mae stayed slim, even throughout her pregnancy, which I probably gave her crap about too often. I liked to keep my hair bright and colorful, and she tended toward not dying hers at all.

      My dear sister was all about living the crunchy life: natural fibers, organic food, and high-priced stuff. I was happy either way, so I let her have her way with the food choices.  As long as I had access to ice water and Diet Dr. Pepper, I was happy.

      “Yeah, here she gives advice for what to add to our formula since we aren’t getting breast milk.” She sat the papers on the island and looked at me with her mouth hanging open. “She’s got to be having memory problems, but that doesn’t explain how she thinks she’s EJ’s mom?”

      “Let’s call the number,” I suggested. “Maybe we’ll get some answers.”

      She pulled my phone out of her purse—I loathed carrying a purse—and slid it over to me. “You call. I don’t want to talk to people.”

      Mae wasn’t a big fan of peopling. As a doula and nurse, I always had to people, so I didn’t mind so much. “Sure.”

      I typed in the number and waited until someone answered. “Hello, Susan Myers’s room.” The male voice was rich and cheerful.

      “Hello, um, I’m not sure where I’m calling,” I said tentatively, putting the phone on speaker. “I received a letter from Susan Myers for my aunt. Could I speak to Susan?”

      “Are you a relative?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so. She’d been writing letters to my aunt, but my aunt passed away over two years ago. Susan wrote a letter recently, and we just got it, but she says she’s my aunt’s mother. That can’t be, as my aunt told us her mother passed away many years ago.”

      “Hang on,” he said, not unpleasantly.

      I shrugged at Mae, who gave me a wonky look. The man came back a few moments later, after a sound of shuffling papers. “Are you Lela or Mae Myers?”

      Erm, how’d he know that? “Yes, I’m Lela Myers.”

      “Susan’s paperwork says she doesn’t want us to notify her next of kin before her passing, only after. But since you’ve called, I can tell you that her next of kin is her sister, Bertha, and she visits daily. She’s here now. Listed after her are Lela and Mae Myers. It does have an Eliza Jane Myers as deceased, but Susan’s memory has been especially bad the last six months or so, so she may not remember that.”

      “Bertha?” I mouthed silently at Mae.

      She shrugged. She’d never heard the name either.

      “Well, as you’re the next of kin, I can tell you, if you’d like to see your grandmother before the end, I’d suggest you come immediately. We don’t expect her to last the night.”

      “Oh,” I whispered. “Well, as I didn’t know Susan existed before today, I’m not sure I’ll be able to come all the way to Tennessee, but can I get an address just in case?”

      He rattled off the place, and it matched the address on the envelope. “Whispering Pines Nursing Home. We’re right down the road from the county hospital. Can’t miss us.”

      I thanked him and hung up.

      “A grandmother we never knew we had?” Mae asked. “When did our lives turn into a soap opera?”

      On the other hand, this sounded like the kind of adventure we needed to get into, especially the opposite-of-adventurous Mae. I searched my phone and held it out for her to see. “According to this, Townsend is close to the University of Tennessee. Maybe we should go find out about this person who says she’s our grandmother. We can visit Harry while we’re there.”

      Mae waved me off with one hand. “You’re talking crazy. We can’t take off and go to Tennessee. Not and get there before the woman passes away, at least.” She paused and blinked a couple of times. “Could we?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Mae

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Mae! You have got to calm down.” Lela had resorted to squishing my face between her hands, forcing me to make eye contact with her.

      I pushed her hands away. “How can I calm down? Are you kidding me right now? We’re about to land in Knoxville, Tennessee, to visit a supposed relative we’ve never met. We should’ve at least tried to get more information before jumping on a plane. This is nuts!” My voice reached a feverish pitch as the old man across the aisle glanced nervously my way. Poor guy probably hadn’t expected to be seated near a lunatic on a cross-country flight.

      My level-headed and usually-in-charge sister leveled a stare at me. “Listen. Let’s say, worst-case scenario, the hunt for this long-lost relative doesn’t pan out. We’ll just consider this a vacation. We’ll visit Harriet, and then we can head up to Gatlinburg. You know you want a candy-dipped apple.”

      Lela was right. Even with her freshly dyed purple hair, which I was adamantly against, she was still right. It’d be nice to see my Harry, and what’s the worst that could happen? Also, I was never going to turn down a candy-dipped apple. As a matter of fact, I could’ve devoured one at that very moment. My stomach growled, right on cue.

      As the plane began its descent into McGhee Tyson Airport, I grabbed my twin’s hand and squeezed it tight. Even though she’d convinced me to do something entirely out of the norm, she was still my solid rock.

      As children, Lela was always the adventurous one. I could still picture her excited grin as she jumped from the roof of Aunt EJ’s tan Buick. She’d convinced herself that she could fly and had been dead set on proving me, the voice of reason, wrong. A pair of badly skinned knees and a broken arm later, Lela’d begun to plan out her next big stunt as I’d tried nervously to persuade her to sit calmly and read a book.

      And I couldn’t forget the time Lela snuck out of her bedroom window because she’d heard there would be some type of star alignment that would undoubtedly result in alien contact. That dummy had shimmied down the drainage pipe, hopped on her bike, and pedaled to the next town over. Needless to say, Aunt EJ hadn’t been too happy picking Lela up after a call from the police in the middle of the night. Lela hadn’t spotted any alien life forces that night, but she’d managed to meet a homeless guy who’d called his paper box house a spaceship.

      Despite many adventures and decisions that had run amok throughout our lives, Lela had somehow convinced me to bust out of my comfort zone. As the sensible, Type A sister, I wasn’t necessarily looking for an adventure. Ever. I preferred a quiet night at home, curled up next to my potted monstera, reading a cozy mystery.

      “Harriet will be so happy to see you. After all, it’s been a few months, right?” Lela snapped me out of my deep thoughts. Actually, it’d been seventy-two days. But who’s counting? In all honesty, it’d been tough to send my eighteen-year-old daughter off to college in a different time zone last year. Harriet had always said that she wanted to become an elementary school teacher and insisted she would attend the University of Tennessee. She’d completed her freshman year with flying colors and had wanted to take a few summer classes to get ahead of the system.

      How could I say no when Harriet’s time away from home had been a positive experience? Too bad for me, it’d been torturous. Now, don’t get me wrong. It’d been freeing not to have to worry about Harriet’s meals, laundry, and daily schedule. Suddenly, though, I found myself without purpose.

      My daughter wasn’t the only one in the family who had been focused on higher education. I’d always loved and respected plants and earned my bachelor’s degree in botany shortly after marrying my husband, Peter.

      The future had seemed bright until I became pregnant with Harriet. Peter insisted that I become a stay-at-home mom. “How can our daughter be well-rounded if she grows up in a daycare?” I hadn’t been able to come up with a strong argument. As usual, I’d given in to my husband’s requests.

      And just like that, my life had become a mundane routine of ensuring everyone else was taken care of. I’d watched as Lela followed her dream of becoming a doula. Her carefree attitude towards life led her to many escapades. Not to mention, she literally helped bring new life into this world. How cool is that?

      Me? I got my kicks purchasing new house plants that were suggested on my local social media plant pages.

      Peter had always expected perfection. And while preparing for Harriet to move out, I’d realized that I couldn’t continue that life. The one where I had to stay at home cooking, cleaning, and making everything perfect for a man who’d barely glanced my way as we passed like ships in the night.

      Right before we’d sent Harriet off to school, Peter and I had sat her down for a serious talk. We’d told her that we would be divorcing and that I would be moving in with her Aunt Lela. She’d taken the news surprisingly well and had even admitted to me later that she was happy I’d chosen myself for once.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve landed safely in beautiful Knoxville, Tennessee, with a landing time of three-oh-five in the pm. The temperature is a humid ninety-two degrees with partly cloudy skies. We hope you have enjoyed your flight today, and we’ll see you next time!” The pilot’s voice interrupted my contemplation.

      “Come on, Mae. Let’s grab our bags and be ready. I’m ready to get off this plane. My legs are stiff as boards!” The flight to Atlanta had been on a nice, roomy plane. This one, while not a puddle jumper, was definitely cramped. I felt bad for the tall, anxious man across the aisle from us. He’d been sitting with his legs half out in the aisle.

      As I stood to grab my purple carry-on, I lost my balance, teetering backward. “Whoa! Excuse me, sir!” I had almost fallen right into the lap of Mr. Nervous Nelly with the long legs. That would’ve been the cherry on top of his exciting flight.

      Lela grabbed my arm. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I just feel a little dizzy.” My brain was on a roller coaster, and my stomach was along for the ride. And I didn’t care for any of it.

      Lela stopped in her tracks as the color drained from her face. She covered her mouth and closed her eyes. She was feeling as sick as I did. I pushed her off the plane and down the ramp. “Hurry,” I urged under my breath.

      “I can’t go any faster than the people in front of me.” Her voice, low and severe, sounded as unsteady as I felt. But even as we stepped off the ramp, the feeling subsided and she seemed to have recovered as well by the time we made it inside the airport. “I thought I was going to barf all over the stewardess. Would’ve served her right - charging me for that drink.”

      “Do you think we have food poisoning? From the in-flight meal?” I asked with genuine concern.

      “Oh, you mean the greasy fish filet and questionably gray potatoes? Nah!” Lela laughed. At least she had her wits about her.

      My phone began to buzz. I pulled it out excitedly, knowing exactly who it had to be. The only other person who we’d told we were leaving. “It’s Harriet!”

      Hey, Mom. I saw on the app that your plane had landed. I hope you and Aunt Lela had a nice flight. I can’t wait to see you! Let me know when you guys want to come over so I can have the dorm somewhat cleaned up.

      Sweet Harriet. She had no idea what her mom and aunt were up to. I had no plans to tell her about this potential long-lost relative until I had some solid answers.

      The airport began to spin as I looked down to drop my phone into my leather fringed purse. This time, I had no control over it and fell smack to the ground. Literally fell in front of other humans.

      What was wrong with me? It took me a minute to regain my composure. During that time, not only had Lela squatted next to me, concerned, but I also had the pleasure of meeting a few flight attendants and a handsome pilot who just happened to be walking towards his next gate. Lovely.

      “Thanks, everyone. I just had a little dizzy spell, that’s all.” They all helped me up at once, which was extremely awkward. “Hey, I’m forty-two, not eighty-two. I think I’ve got this.” With my pride injured, I grabbed my carry-on and began walking, putting as much distance between me and the looky-loos as possible.

      “Mae, wait up! I think I need to make a pit stop. My stomach is rolling. I’m afraid there’s about to be a code brown situation.”

      Great. I was falling out in the middle of the airport, and Lela was about to take a big ol’ dump in her pants. This trip was going beautifully.

      In the bathroom, Lela ran to the first available stall. I tried not to listen to the mayhem occurring behind door number three as I pulled my long hair into a top bun. Turning the cold water on, I cupped my hands together and filled them to the brim. Splashing my face seemed to help with the lightheaded sensation that was trying to overtake my body and send me back to the floor.

      With my eyes closed, I reached under the flow of the tap, but. What the heck? There was no water. It must’ve timed out. I hit the knob on the faucet, and the water began to flow again. As I put my palms under the water, it moved to the left of my hands. I shifted to the left, and the water had the audacity to move to the right! “What in the actual tartar sauce is going on here?” I screeched, overwhelmed.

      Lela escaped her throne, and eyed me suspiciously. “You all right?”

      “Yeah, I apparently chose the one malfunctioning faucet. Wash your hands and let’s go.”

      We were almost out of the airport, and I was looking forward to some fresh air. Breathing recycled ventilation on a plane always grossed me out. And now, with this strange buzzing in my head, I craved that mountain air I’d heard so much about from Harriet.

      We spotted a beautiful water fountain walking down the final ramp. It was adorned with river rock and surrounded by carved wooden bears. The sound of the trickling water immediately brought a sense of calm to my racing brain.

      All of a sudden, movement out of the corner of my eye drew my attention. The water seemed to be reaching up out of the fountain and coming straight for me. “Stop!” I yelled much louder than I’d intended and held my hands up as the water collapsed all over Lela and me.

      We stood there in shock, dripping wet. Our suitcases lay on their sides in huge puddles of water. The people passing by stood back, gaping at us in horror.

      Security and airport management came running to our side from all directions. They immediately demanded an explanation, talking over one another and trying to get a straight answer from us or each other. Nobody knew what had happened. Heck, I didn’t even have a clue. All I could do was point toward the fountain. They followed the trail of water, and someone suggested that the motor within the fountain must have malfunctioned.

      A kind, frazzled-looking man handed us a couple of gift shop certificates. “Here you go, ladies. I do apologize for the inconvenience. At least it’s just water, right?” With a nervous chuckle, the manager pointed us toward the gift shop, where we became the proud new owners of Great Smoky Mountains National Park t-shirts, each with a large black bear adorning the center.

      In the safety of a family-style bathroom, we could finally speak candidly. “Lela, that water was reaching out for me. I’m not kidding you. It’s almost as if it had a mind of its own. Am I going crazy? What is happening?” I began questioning my sister as I wrung the water out of my ankle-length skirt.

      “I think the food poisoning is going to our heads.” Lela glanced at her watch. “It’s already three forty-five. We need to get to the nursing home before visiting hours are over. Here.” She handed me a handful of brown paper towels from the dispenser. We changed out of our wet clothes and dried off as best we could. After gathering our soaked belongings, we headed to the rental car kiosk and then left for the nursing home. Time to find out what all this commotion was all about.
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      “We can’t sit out here forever.” I glanced over at Mae and tried to wait patiently. Neither of us particularly wanted to go into the nursing home to say goodbye to a relative we’d never met. It was the right thing to do, as this woman had obviously cared deeply for EJ. We owed it to our aunt if nothing else.

      How we’d deal with Aunt EJ having lied to us if this person turned out to be our grandmother, that was another story to be dealt with later.

      It wasn’t just nerves keeping us from rushing right in. Both of us were still nauseated and a bit light-headed. I’d driven because mine seemed more nausea, and Mae was more light-headed, but we probably should’ve called a cab or something until this food poisoning passed.

      I started to get out with or without her but then stopped and clutched my sister’s arm. In some ways, I was the brave one, but there was one specific thing that made me a terrified mess.

      Animals. “Look over there,” I whispered.

      Her head swiveled in the direction I was pointing. Next to the nursing home was a large pond with a big fountain—a nice view for the residents, most likely.

      The problem was that the pond, which I’d noticed was nice and big and empty as we drove past it, was now full of ducks. And more were flying toward it.

      They were all looking toward our car.

      “Are they staring at us?!” I asked, fighting and failing to keep an edge of panic out of my voice.

      “No,” Mae said firmly. “Come on. Let’s do this.” Mae sucked in a deep breath and jumped out of the nondescript rental car. She didn’t wait for me to catch up, which was fine since I always walked faster. By the time she hit the front door, I was right at her side. No way I was staying out here very long with a bazillion freaking ducks staring at me from the water.

      Once inside, I took a half-second to suck in a deep breath and pushed the fear away. Now that the ducks were a whole big wall away from me, I’d be fine.

      “Hello,” I said politely to the frazzled-looking woman at the front desk. “We received notification that uh…” Oh, sweet Johnny cakes, her name left me. No, no, no. What was her name?

      “Susan Myers,” Mae interjected as if she’d heard me panicking in my mind.

      “Yes, Susan Myers…” I squeezed Mae’s hand in thanks. “We’re her next of kin.” Apparently. “So, we flew out from California to see her.”

      “Okay, let me see.” She typed on her computer, then the phone rang. “Sorry,” she muttered. “Ms. Myers is in room 403. Elevator, then go right.” She turned away to answer the phone as she pointed to a couple of elevators down a short hallway.

      “Okay,” I said softly. “Elevator it is.”

      When we exited on the fourth floor, a sign told us to go right. The first room we passed, 401, had an open door. I didn’t look inside. It felt like snooping to glance in hospital or nursing home rooms while passing by.

      The only warning I had that I probably should’ve looked was a quick woof, and then an enormous golden retriever-looking dog bounded out of a room beside us.

      It was so shocking that I didn’t even have the fortitude to scream. All that came out of my mouth was a small squeak as I jumped behind Mae to avoid the obviously-rabid dog.

      Mae, the crazy dog, and I started circling around the hallway with the dog trying valiantly to get to me—it no doubt wanted to rip my arm off and use it as a chew toy.

      “It’s okay,” Mae said. “He just likes you. He wants to sniff you.”

      “You’re crazy,” I said in a huff as I jerked away. “Look in its eyes. It wants my soul.”

      A man ran out of the room behind the mutt as it almost got around to me. I wasn’t fast enough, and Mae wasn’t exactly cooperating.

      “Cooper,” the man said in a stern voice. “Sit.”

      The dog, Cooper, if that really was his real name, squatted on his haunches.

      “He’s not sitting fully,” I said peering over Mae’s shoulder and pointing to the gap between Cooper’s butt and the floor. “He’s poised and waiting to attack me.”

      The man laughed, but I didn’t glance away from the dog. It could attack at any second. “That’s how he sits. We’ve all laughed over it. He never puts his bottom directly on the ground, ever.” He snapped his finger once, and the dog moved to his side. I squeaked again and shifted to be better shielded by Mae.

      Hey, it wasn’t that I wanted her to be attacked first. The dog clearly wanted me and had no interest in my animal-loving sister.

      “Cooper, go lie down beside Ms. Chavez.”

      The mangy mutt walked into the room he’d escaped from. I finally was able to bring myself to look at the man who’d saved me – but only once the door was firmly closed behind the wild dog.

      “Thank you,” I said in a huff, walking out from behind Mae, who stepped farther away and straightened her bear T-shirt. I’d probably wrinkled it… I’d never hear the end of it if I had. “I’m Lela.” I nodded my head toward my twin. “This is Mae.”

      Mae smiled politely, but the man barely glanced at her.

      “Hello, Lela and Mae. I’m George, the head nurse on this floor. Can I help you with anything besides our emotional support dog, Cooper?”

      I gaped at him for two reasons. One, I’d finally realized how freaking hot he was. Chiseled jaw, creamy skin, dark, well-kept hair. And piercing green eyes.

      I liked.

      But also… “That thing is an emotional support dog? Are you sure it’s not in there right now, making an afternoon snack out of Ms. Chavez?”

      George burst out laughing. “I’ve never seen Cooper do anything but be a loving mess. He’s usually better behaved than to greet someone in the rude way he did you, but he was definitely not trying to be threatening.”

      With a wave of her hand, Mae completely dismissed my fears. “She’s terrified of animals of all shapes and sizes.”

      George turned his gaze back to me, and his eyes were all concerned now. “I promise you; Cooper will not hurt you. Ever. Would you like to meet him again?”

      I held up both hands. “As tempting as that sounds…” Uh, not. “We’ve got to get to room 403.”

      George’s face morphed from amused to concerned. “Oh, no. Are you Ms. Susan’s granddaughters?”

      Mae and I exchanged a glance. “Yes,” she said.

      At least, we thought so. Maybe. Possibly.

      George put his hand on my shoulder, and a zing of electricity went through me. “I’m sorry to tell you she passed away just about half an hour ago. Her sister is there, though, if you’d like to speak to her.”

      Mae took my hand as we absorbed the news. We’d never met the woman. Why was it sad that we’d now never get to?

      “Thank you,” I said. “We’ll go talk to her now.”

      Turning away from the handsome nurse, Mae and I made our way a few doors down and knocked softly.

      “Come in,” a voice came from inside.

      We entered the small room to find an older woman sitting beside a hospital bed, with the sheet pulled all the way up. “Hello,” I said softly. “We’re sorry to bother you now.”

      “No, come on in,” she said. “This wasn’t unexpected.”

      Her eyes were dry, but she looked upset.

      Mae still had hold of my hand, her nerves getting the better of her. I was glad of it, though. This was overwhelming.

      The older woman’s eyes studied us closely, taking in my half-purple hair and Mae’s long blond locks, our clutched hands, and finally, she settled on our eyes. “You’re Lela and Mae.” Her face paled into shock, and she settled back into the rocking chair. “At long last, you came. But too late.” She reached up and touched the bed. “My sister longed to see you for all of your lives.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mae said. Her voice sounded strong, but it was put on. We had a twin connection, of course, as most twins did. I knew when she was nervous or scared. She was definitely in over her head here, but so was I, so it was okay. “Who are you? We don’t even know who she was.” She nodded toward the bed.

      The elderly woman nodded toward the end of the bed at a little sofa—a love seat. “Sit. It’s a long story.”

      We sat. When a woman who looks like she met Methuselah in person tells me to sit, I do as I’m told.

      “I’m your great-aunt Bertha.”

      “Great…?” I asked.

      “Yes. I was Susan’s sister, and your mother was Susan’s daughter, Lela Mae.”

      Aunt EJ had told us we were named after our mother. That much wasn’t a surprise. “Okay, but the thing is, our Aunt Eliza Jane told us that her mother died many, many years ago.” I held up my free hand. “So how is this woman our grandmother, unless our aunt lied to us for years?”

      Bertha sighed and rocked in the chair. “Eliza Jane lied to you. It was a carefully formulated lie to keep you away from here, away from the Appalachian region. You weren’t even supposed to find out about this now.” She furrowed her brow. “How did you?”

      “Susan wrote letters to EJ,” Mae said. “We found them in Aunt EJ’s PO Box, which we’d been lax about canceling.”

      Bertha sighed. “Once Susan’s mind started to go, I instructed the staff not to post any letters she wrote. I was supposed to take them all.” She shook her head and half-smiled at the person under the sheet. “She found a way. When she couldn’t stop herself anymore, she had to try to contact you.”

      “No, the letters were addressed to EJ, and she spoke of us as if we were small children.” I shrugged. “I think she got confused.”

      “Well, you’re here now. How are you feeling?” She peered at us with surprisingly sharp eyes.

      “Uh, we’ve got a bit of food poisoning,” I said. “Something we ate on the plane.”

      Bertha blinked a few times before grunting. “Too bad. Anything else bothering you?”

      Mae and I glanced at each other before shaking our heads in unison. No need to mention the weirdness with animals since we’d gotten here or the water that had seemed to come after Mae and me. Those were just those fluke, weird things. Not worth mentioning.

      “Well, you don’t have to worry about the funeral,” Bertha said with her gaze on the sheet. “She had it planned out years ago. You just need to show up.”

      “Wh—” I started to ask where, but Bertha cut me off, not rudely, just briskly.

      “Here.” She pulled a manila envelope out of a bag beside her chair. “This explains everything. The where, when, all of that. Susan had it ready, just in case you two turned up. She hoped you wouldn’t, but now that you’re here, there’s nothing for it now.”

      “Why?” I asked, my mind whirring with questions. “Why didn’t she want us?”

      Bertha’s lined face softened. “Oh, girls. She wanted you every minute of every day. She mourned your mother with every breath she took, and it was multiplied tenfold by losing Eliza Jane and you girls. But it wasn’t safe for you to return.”

      “What made it unsafe?” Mae asked. “And is it still dangerous, whatever the reason was?”

      Bertha nodded. “It's much safer. Everyone who was a danger to you girls is dead now.”

      She glanced at her sister’s form. “She made sure of it.”

      She made sure of what? I looked at Mae in alarm. Bertha’s words had made it sound like Susan had taken some people out to make the area safe for us. But if that was true, why hadn’t she contacted us?

      “I’m sorry, why was it unsafe?” I tried to ask politely, but Bertha shook her head. “Read that first when you return to your motel or wherever you’re staying. My address is there, too. I wrote it on the front.” She rattled the packet, so I had to take it. She stood and sighed. “Come to me when you’re ready.”

      For a woman who looked as old as the hills outside the window, she walked out of the room pretty quickly. But she stopped in the doorway and turned to look back at the bed one more time. “Goodbye,” Bertha whispered, then went out the door.

      “This is so awkward,” Mae said, her gaze glued to the bed.

      “Should we say something?” I asked.

      Mae mouthed at me, then looked back at the bed. “Is it totally morbid that I want to see her?”

      I shrugged. “If she’s our grandmother, I’d like to look at her at least once.”

      “Well, there’s the funeral,” Mae said. “We’ll just wait.”

      I stood and grunted. “Come on.”

      Walking around to the other side of the bed, Mae put one hand on the sheet. “At the same time?” she whispered.

      Shoot, I had the heebie jeebies. But I put my hand on the opposite side of the sheet and nodded. “Now.”

      We pulled the sheet back just enough to see her face. The moment we did, my heart jumped nearly out of my chest, and I couldn’t stop the small shriek that escaped my lips. Mae jumped backward, almost falling over the rocking chair Bertha had been sitting in.

      Our dead grandmother’s eyes were still open. And she had one blue and one brown, just like Mae and me.

      “What’s the protocol here?” I asked. “How long do we have to stay here?”

      Mae stared in horror as I reached over and closed Susan’s eyes. “I don’t know.” She sucked in a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

      We covered Susan back up and tried not to be disrespectful as we beat tracks out of there. We didn’t want to be rude but… time to go.
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      “Please turn the air up higher!” Lela pleaded as she wiped the sweat from her brow. I slapped her hand away from the controls on the rental. “Quit! I’m freezing my buns off.” My teeth chattered, and I couldn’t think straight with the woozy feeling in my head.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror. Was that a goggle of birds following our car? Goggle. That couldn’t be right. I squinted closer in the mirror. Was it the ducks from the nursing home? No way. They’d been gone when we came back out to the parking lot.

      As we pulled into the parking area for the Misty View Motel, Lela attempted to jump out of the rolling car. I grabbed onto the back of her bear T-shirt as I slid into a parking space. “Are you trying to get yourself killed? At least let me park first.” Her face had a nice green tinge, so I quickly shifted the black rental car into park. As we’d left the nursing home, she’d headed toward the driver’s seat, but her nausea had overpowered her. I’d opted to drive this time.

      While Lela explored the motel’s landscaping on all fours, I checked us in, desperately hoping the guy at the desk would hurry. If I was going to pass out, I wanted it to be onto a bed.

      Hurrying back to the car, I rubbed Lela sympathetically on the shoulder as she leaned against the rental car. “I’ve got the key. You can now expel the contents of your stomach in the privacy of our bathroom.” Lela followed reluctantly, and soon we burst into our room.

      You would have thought we’d never traveled before. I’m sure we were a sight for sore eyes at that point. Lela was hunched over, grasping her stomach, and I looked like my hair had been through a hurricane.

      Lela landed face down on the bed closest to the door in what would best be described as a spread-eagle formation. All I wanted was cold water on my face. All over my body, really. Maybe it would shock me out of my stupor.

      “I’m going to grab our bags. No, no. Please. Don’t get up.” I waved my hands towards Lela, unable to hide my sarcasm. She was just lying there like a beached whale while I pushed through the vertigo. Typical.

      Rushing back into the sweltering summer heat, I slid to a stop and did a double-take at the landscaping in front of our room. The grass and surrounding bushes seemed to have grown a few feet taller. Okay, that’s it. I was giving up. I needed a nap. A long nap.

      “Here’s your crap.” I dumped Lela’s bags at the foot of the bed and only received a grunt in response.

      Back in the bathroom, I pulled out my toiletry bag and grabbed some bobby pins to get the loose hair out of my face. Turning the cold water up full blast, I reached above the toilet to grab a washcloth from the linen shelf. As soon as I wet the scratchy, but clean rag, the sink seemed to… well, it exploded. Water flew out of the faucet and completely drenched me from head to toe.

      Squealing, I sloshed out the bathroom door with my hands held up over my head, ready to proclaim that I hated the state of Tennessee.

      But before I could muster a word, Lela whispered, “Mae. Come here. Quick.” She was staring out of the window in awe.

      I joined her and felt a bit awe-struck myself. Birds of all colors and sizes had completely filled the tree outside our motel window. They were covering the ground, and more flew towards us. Half of the ones on the ground were ducks.

      Covering her mouth with one hand, Lela quickly shared her thoughts on the matter. “I’ve never seen so many birds in one spot. I think I’m going to vomit. Shut the drapes!”

      “Yes, mistress. Your wish is my command.” I yanked them closed. She was terrified of all manner of animals, but even I didn’t like the look of all those birds. And it hadn’t escaped my notice that the grass was even higher, almost covering the bottom half of the window.

      A few seconds after I closed the drapes, Lela squinted at me. “Wait. Why are you soaking wet? Too weak to take your clothes off before showering?” There was that stellar wit again. Rolling my eyes, I explained that, somehow, we’d been given a motel room with a faulty faucet. What were the chances?

      After drying off and changing my clothes, we sat together on Lela’s bed and opened the mysterious packet from Bertha. Dumping the contents onto the maroon-colored bedspread, we first noticed an old photograph. I didn’t recognize the young couple standing in front of a Ferris wheel at a fair.

      “Flip it over,” Lela instructed. “Does it say anything?”

      She was right. The photo was labeled. Lela Mae and Robert Cable, Sevier County Fair, 1979.

      “They’re our parents.” Tears leaked out of the corners of my eyes. We’d never seen a picture of our mom or our dad. Aunt EJ had always insisted that she didn’t have any family pictures. Supposedly, she left Tennessee in such a hurry that she hadn’t had time to grab sentimental items.

      Lela gently took the photo from my hands. “She looks just like EJ. Twins like us.” The handsome couple was laughing as Robert fed Lela Mae a mouthful of cotton candy.

      “But, Mae, this says that their last names were Cable. So, I guess that makes us Lela and Mae Cable, right?”

      “Technically, I suppose that’s right. Our birth certificates say Myers, though, like EJ. I wish Aunt EJ had told us more about our parents.” I tried to think of a positive spin. “Maybe this is our chance to understand where we came from.”

      Wiping her tears away, Lela lifted a key hanging on a Tennessee Vols keychain. “Wonder what this goes to?”

      “I bet this’ll give us some answers.” I opened the envelope marked with our names in the same scribbly handwriting as the previous letters in California. Silently reading to myself, my mouth dropped open in disbelief.

      “Oh goodness. What is it? What does it say?” Lela snatched the letter out of my hands and began to read it aloud.

      

      My dear granddaughters,

      

      This isn’t the way I wanted to tell you these things, but there are details you need to know about your past. You’re descendants of a long line of granny witches here in the Appalachian Mountains. Because of your unavoidable fate, your parents were murdered when you were still in your mother’s womb. The magic saved your lives, and I had no choice but to send you with your Aunt Eliza Jane to the other side of the country to keep you safe from those who wanted you dead.

      

      But don’t worry, my little loves, I am so happy to say that you’re safe to come home now. The witches who wanted to take your lives are gone now. And yes, I killed most of them. You’re welcome.

      

      Your loving Mamaw,

      Susan

      

      “Hold up.” I jumped off the bed and started pacing the room. “Granny witches? What in the name of Colonel Sanders does that mean?”

      Lela blinked at me for a second, thinking. “I’m no expert on witches, but I think that means we’re gonna soon shrivel up, walk with a cane, and our noses will grow three times their normal size.” Lela burst out laughing. “Maybe we’ll grow warts on our long noses,” she said between guffaws.

      Sometimes I loved how light-hearted she was. Now was not one of those times. “How can you joke at a time like this? She’s claiming that our parents were murdered. Because of us and our supposed fate. Does this not disturb you?!”

      She sobered a bit and waved the letter. “Honestly, Mae, we must take everything this woman says with a grain of salt. You heard the nurse at the nursing home. He said that she’d been really confused the past several months. Sounds to me like we’re dealing with a woman who had dementia.”

      Nodding, I kept pacing. “Okay, sure, I get that. But do you remember when Aunt EJ had too much wine after the neighborhood block party?” I searched Lela’s eyes for some sign of recognition. “She kept saying crazy stuff, like, that those witches better not try to take her girls and something about the mountain magic being gone—what if she was speaking some truth while her inhibitions were low?”

      “I appreciate your attempt at explaining this. I’m just not buying it. And we know that Aunt EJ had a bit of a drinking problem. Don’t quote a drunk. They aren’t reliable sources.” Lela twirled her deep purple hair as she contemplated the message from our freshly deceased grandmother.

      “Well,” I mused. “The date on this letter is pretty recent. Maybe Susan was having a lucid moment?” I wasn’t giving up on this being at least somewhat true.

      “What’s in this other envelope?” Lela’d decided to ignore me. She tore the document open. After scanning it, she stood up on the bed. “You’re not going to believe this,” she said as she nervously ran her fingers through her bangs. “It’s a will! She left us a cabin. And property. And money.”

      “That can’t be right. We never met the woman.” This wasn’t happening. Long-lost relatives didn’t just appear out of thin air and leave us a valuable property.

      Lela tossed a business card at my head. It was for a lawyer named Bernard Briggs. “Must be legit.” She was proud of herself. “The key must open the cabin. There’s an address listed on the will. We have to check it out.” Lela was already putting on her shoes while I stared blankly at the business card.

      “The sun will be going down soon. Shouldn’t we wait until tomorrow?”

      “Nah.” Lela pointed to her phone. “The GPS says that the cabin is only sixteen minutes away.” She rushed out the door. Great. Another adventure. I could hardly contain my excitement. At least I was dry and no longer wanted to hurl.

      Since Lela was so jazzed up about finding the cabin, I let her take the wheel.

      That turned out to be a mistake. “Slow down,” I hissed. “You’re about to drive us off the side of the mountain!”

      She didn’t appreciate my backseat driving and ignored my criticisms.

      “Have you noticed anything strange about the foliage in this area?” I glanced at the trees that seemed to be leaning a little too close to our car as we sped down a curvy back road.

      “There’s a lot of it, that’s for sure. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many trees and bushes. We’re not in LA anymore.”

      She careened around a particularly sharp curve. “That’s it! Pull over.” I couldn’t take any more. “You went over the line. Again. This day’s been crazy enough without us taking the scenic route over the Great Smoky Mountains.”

      I wish I’d been this transparent with my emotions during arguments with Peter. Maybe things would have turned out differently. Then again, I’d never had trouble telling Lela precisely what I thought. Must be a twin thing.

      “Fine! If you think you can do better on these crazy roads, have at it.” Lela pulled over at a small country store and stomped to the passenger side.

      Gripping the steering wheel, I pulled us out onto Wears Valley Road, this time at a respectable speed. “We’re only a few minutes from the turnoff. Please watch the GPS for me, so I don’t have to look down.” Hopefully, she got my not-so-subtle hint that she shouldn’t have been glancing at her phone so often.

      Pouting like a child, Lela grabbed the phone and became my navigator. “Why are you going so slow?” she asked.

      I refused to respond.

      “The GPS says the cabin should be right here.” Lela pointed toward a gravel driveway that seemed to go straight up the side of the mountain.

      “Holy cannoli,” I muttered. “I hope this little rental car can do this.”

      I took the only turn we’d seen in at least a mile. After driving a few minutes in second gear, going what felt like completely vertically, we finally saw a structure through the trees. “This must be it.” I parked the car and applied the parking brake for good measure. We stared at the house in silence. It was larger than I’d expected, with two levels and a wraparound porch on the lower level. In the distance, smaller buildings were strewn across the property.

      “Is that an outhouse?” I squinted in the late afternoon sunshine.

      Lela leaped out of the car with excitement. “If you mean a small building where people used to drop their load into a hole in the ground, then, yes, I believe that’s an outhouse.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at Lela’s excitement over such a gross discovery.

      “We’re almost out of light. Let’s check out the house.” I was ready to get down to business.

      I began walking up the overgrown walkway, carefully placing my foot each time. Cobblestones that had once outlined an obvious path were now cracked and had been consumed by the surrounding vegetation.

      I was almost on the front steps when I tripped. It felt like something had grabbed my ankle, keeping me from walking forward. I looked down, and a vine had wrapped itself around my leg. I hurriedly kicked it off. “This property is so overgrown! And these vines have a mind of their own. Watch your step. I just tripped over one.”

      The front porch was wide and roomy. Old rocking chairs lined the perimeter, and the ceiling had been painted haint blue. “How cool! I read about these old southern porch ceilings. The light blue confuses evil spirits, who think the ceiling is water. It keeps them from crossing the threshold into the house.”

      Lela didn’t respond. She typically enjoyed my random trivia knowledge, but maybe this wasn’t her moment.

      The lock took some extra jiggling, but I finally pushed through the front door and stared in dismay at the interior. “Ack! Lela! It’s a mess. This is more than a fixer-upper. It’s in shambles!” I turned to see Lela’s reaction to the dilapidated interior, but she was nowhere to be found. Before I could begin looking for her, I heard her screaming.

      “Mae! Help me!”
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      Panic bubbled up my throat, bringing bile with it. Animals… animals everywhere. “Mae,” I whispered. She wasn’t far behind me, but my fight-or-flight response had morphed into that third option nobody talked about.

      I was about five seconds away from evacuating my bowels.

      “Mae, help,” I squeaked.

      “I’m right here,” she said soothingly. “I see it.”

      Animals surrounded me, some I’d never seen before a day in my life. A tawny deer peered at me over the top of a little bush, twitching her—or his, I had no idea, except there were no antlers—white tail. Beside the deer, a black bear lumbered out of the woods. “Holy cra—” I muttered, but Mae cut me off.

      “Come on,” she coaxed. “Back inside.”

      But I couldn’t move, despite the pressure in my stomach urging me to go on. “That’s a bear.” I couldn’t help but whimper as a skunk shuffled over. I didn’t know much about skunks or any animal, really, but that little thing looked like it was barely more than a baby.

      Baby skunk, baby skunk.

      My mind was latching on to nonsensical things to keep from totally freaking out. Mae started tugging me backward, and I moved, but only for a second. Every animal in the clearing, from the bear to the deer to the… was that a bat? Every single stinking one shifted forward one step as I went back once. “Oh, no,” I muttered. “This is not happening.”

      Mae tugged me back another step, and all the animals moved. A raccoon, a possum. Weren’t possums supposed to be blind, terrified, and play dead a lot?

      I had no idea. I’d never seen one in the wilds of Los Angeles! I’d rarely even seen them on TV.

      When a little lizard-looking thing darted forward, all twisty and creepy looking, well, that was all I needed. With a squeal and a jump, I bolted into the house. Mae was hot on my heels. Together we slammed the door, threw the deadbolt, and danced in place, shivering and moaning.

      Okay, maybe I was the only one dancing and moaning. Mae wasn’t terrified of animals the way I was.

      “That was freaking weird,” she exclaimed. She didn’t have to have a phobia to understand how unusual it was for a bear and a deer to stand and stare at us. “What the crap is going on here?”

      We tiptoed out of the entry and into the living room to peer out the window.

      Every animal was still out there. “Can they see us?” I whispered as we looked out the window.

      It certainly seemed as if they were staring straight at us.

      “I think maybe.” She moved to the right a bit, and sure enough, the deer’s head turned slightly. It was following her movement. “Crap, this is so wrong.”

      I didn’t have words for my shock when the next animal stepped out of the woods. “A moose,” I said weakly.

      Almost as if asking for an elbow to the ribs, Mae snorted. “That’s not a moose, you goose.”

      “It’s enormous,” I breathed. “And has big ol’ horns.”

      “Antlers. It’s an elk. I read there were a bunch here.” She elbowed me back. “A moose would be like twice the size of that thing.” She cocked her head. “Maybe three times.”

      Nope. I did not like this. Cancel subscription; I wasn’t a fan. “What do we do?”

      A dog-looking animal came out and sat almost underneath the moose-elk-thing’s legs. “A coyote,” Mae said, sounding slightly too excited. “We have those in California. I’ve heard them dozens of times but never seen one.”

      I kept scanning the animals, marveling over the foxes beside squirrels, rabbits beside some sort of medium-sized wildcat, three or four different owls in the trees, and holy crap! “A bald eagle.” I pointed to the right so Mae could see.

      Her jaw dropped as she kept looking. “There’s a rattlesnake.” She pointed to the ground near the right front tire of our rental. “I think.”

      I couldn’t see the back of his body to see if he had a rattle, but I took her word for it.

      The most shocking thing we’d seen yet walked out of the woods. The other animals made room for it as it stalked forward, coming closer than any of the others to sit directly in front of the rental car.

      “Why is there a lion in the mountains?” I asked. “I thought they lived in Africa or something.”

      Mae breathed through her still-open mouth as she looked at the enormous wild cat sitting bold as brass in front of the house. “It’s a mountain lion or cougar. They’re called different things. I read about them. The authorities on the subject keep saying that there aren’t any around here, but locals keep claiming they’re spotting them on trail cameras.”

      “I guess the locals were right,” I said dryly, my panic receding to regular old fear since I had a nice strong door between us and the wildlife.

      “Guess so,” she muttered. “What in the world do we do now?”

      Standing and backing from the window, I pulled my shirt away from my sticky back. “We’re stuck in a cabin without electricity in the July heat. I have no clue. Do you have any cell service?”

      She held out both hands. “Mine’s in the car.”

      I sighed. “Mine too.”

      Walking over to the old-fashioned rotary phone on a table by itself, I picked it up, then sighed in defeat. “No dial tone.”

      “Did you really expect one?” She turned in a circle, looking around the living room. “This is more a farmhouse than a cabin, don’t you think?”

      Shaking my head, I stared at my sister. “There are about two dozen animals outside who probably want to eat us, and you’re worried over whether it’s a farmhouse or cabin?”

      She shrugged. “I mean, we’re safe in here, albeit hot. I was just thinking about how it’s two stories and has the wraparound porch. Maybe it started as a cabin, but it’s really more of a farmhouse now.”

      At least she was right about us being safe. And hot, ugh. It was gross in here. As I followed her lead and looked around, I noticed more and more. “It needs more than a coat of paint,” I said as I studied the windows. They needed replacing. “I highly doubt Susan had enough money to leave us to fix the place.”

      “Yeah.” Mae joined me at the window, both of us ignoring the animals, the number of which had increased by another dozen or so. “If she had the money, she would’ve done it herself.”

      “Well, if there’s not enough money to fix it up, the real estate market around here is booming. We can always sell it.” I didn’t like the thought of that for some reason. As if I were betraying this woman I’d never technically met.

      “Yeah,” Mae replied, but she didn’t sound any more convinced than I was. “We could.”

      Why did it feel so wrong?

      Going back to the window, I peered out again and sighed. “Now there’s a bear cub with the bigger one. And I thought black bears were huge.”

      “No,” Mae said. “That’s grizzlies. You really don’t know your animals, do you?”

      I shrugged and walked toward the kitchen. “They’re terrifying.”

      “I would’ve learned everything I could about something I had such a fear of.” Oh, Mae. Don’t be such a smarty pants.

      I stopped in the kitchen hallway to look at the dusty pictures. “Mae,” I said excitedly. “Come look.”

      Most of the pictures had our mother and EJ in them. It was a chronicle of their lives up until the point EJ had left. The last picture on the wall was of EJ with a very pregnant woman who still looked remarkably like her. By the time we’d hit our twenties, Mae and I had our own very distinct looks. Our mother and EJ still seemed like the same person, at least in the pictures.

      “Over here,” Mae said. She’d wandered up the first few steps. Pictures lined the walls all the way up. “These are older.”

      A few of the pictures had little notes under the frame, typed out like on a typewriter.

      Great-aunt Eleanor. Great-grandfather Myers. “This house is in the background of several of these,” she said, going up more steps as I began studying the pictures toward the bottom. “This must’ve been the Myers family home.”

      “So, that would be our grandfather’s family,” I said. “Right?”

      She looked down at me with an expression that meant she was thinking hard. “Yes, I’d say so. Perhaps if Susan never got married, although that would’ve been unheard of back then.”

      “Still,” I mused. “Possible.”

      A car door slamming made us whirl around and look toward the front of the house. “Someone’s here.” I hurried down the few steps I’d started up, and Mae came quickly behind. We went the front door and peered out of the small window beside it to see Bertha exiting an old truck. The kind used on farms or like old men kept and babied until they died and left them to their ungrateful kids.

      She had several bags with her.

      And the animals were nowhere to be found. “What the crap?” I asked, throwing the door open. “Where’d they go?”

      Bertha shoved a paper bag in my arms and gave me a confused look. “Where’d what go?”

      “The animals.” I didn’t explain as I looked all around the yard. “This place was full of animals.” I spotted a pile of poo on the ground and hurried over. “See! There. One of them defecated.”

      Bertha bent over and squinted her eyes. “Bear. See the blackberries in there? Bah. They won’t bother you. Make sure you keep your car doors locked and don’t leave any food outside.” She shot me a sidelong glance. “Don’t be an idiot tourist who tries to feed them or pet their babies, and they won’t look twice at you.”

      Taking another bag from her, I narrowly avoided rolling my eyes at the elderly woman. That wouldn’t have been polite of me. “I wouldn’t do any such thing. If I had my way, all animals would stay a solid mile away from me.”

      Bertha clomped up the porch steps on surprisingly spry legs. She threw open the door, walked straight to the kitchen, and dropped the bags on the counter. Once inside, I realized the bags smelled divine. “What is this?” I asked.

      “Supper. Thought you might be hungry.”

      Mae followed with the last bag, closing and locking the front door behind her. “How’d you know we were here?”

      Bertha chuckled, then tried to flip on the light. “Getting dark. Ain’t you girls turned on the electricity yet?”

      Mae and I exchanged a glance. “We don’t know what power company or anything.”

      With a snort, Bertha clomped across the kitchen and unlocked the back door. “Come on. I’ll show you.”

      We followed her out the back, me keeping a wary eye out, especially for that lion. Pfft. Cougar, mountain lion, call it whatever. It’d kill us in a hot minute.

      Bertha used a hook to pull up a door in the ground, then disappeared into what had to be a cellar.

      “I don’t want to go in there,” Mae muttered. “It looks like there are a lot of spiders.”

      “Me either.” Spiders were very high on my list of things I disliked. They counted as animals, despite how well they controlled bug populations.

      “Are you girls coming?” Bertha asked reproachfully from inside the cellar.

      It looked as though we were coming.

      It wasn’t nearly as buggy as I’d expected. Bertha opened an electrical box that looked like it hadn’t been updated since Michael Faraday himself installed it.

      “We kept the electricity on,” Bertha explained as she flipped a switch. A dim bulb came on just over our heads. “But we turn it off at the breaker when we’re not here…” She sighed and turned toward us. “When we weren’t here.” A shadow passed over her face. She was missing her sister.

      I didn’t know what I’d do when this was Mae and me. I just hoped we went at the same time, leaving neither of us here to mourn the other.

      “Well, come on. I made homemade chicken noodle soup and cornbread. It’s an old family recipe. You two must be famished.”

      Chicken noodle soup and cornbread. “My favorite,” Mae said.

      Bertha stopped on the stairs and looked back at us. “You’ve had chicken noodle with cornbread? It’s not the most common combination.”

      I snorted. “Duh.” Oops. That might’ve been a little rude. “Yes, sorry. Aunt Eliza Jane made it all the time.”

      Bertha smiled and continued up the stairs. “Good. She raised you right.”

      Nobody said anything else, each of us was lost in our own worlds. I was missing EJ.

      An air conditioner in one of the windows had cut on while we were coming in, so blessedly cool air began filling the room. It was small but newer and powerful. I sighed in relief at the reprieve from the heat.

      Bertha doled out soup and cornbread, as well as butter and sweet tea. When we sat down, I could hardly contain my excitement about eating such a meal. I felt close to EJ.

      “So,” Bertha said as I swallowed the first heavenly bite. “Have you girls got your powers yet?”
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      I looked at Bertha in astonishment. “Powers? I’m not quite sure what you’re referring to.”

      “Oh, come on now, girlie. Your sister mentioned you’ve not been feeling too well since landing in Tennessee. Do you really think it’s food poisoning?” Bertha pushed the steaming bowl of chicken soup towards me. For the first time all day, my stomach responded favorably. It did smell delicious. “Now, why don’t you both eat up? I need to grab some reinforcements from my truck. I’ll be right back.”

      As soon as the door shut behind Bertha, I spun my head around faster than the greenery growing outside the window, which was nearly past the bottom pane. “I told you, Lela! There’s something to this magic nonsense Susan wrote in that letter! And maybe EJ wasn’t completely out of her mind when she slurred about witches and mountain magic.”

      Lela buttered a big chunk of cornbread and rolled her eyes. “Cool it, Nancy Drew. Let’s just see what the old bird has to say.” She stared me down while slurping down her bowl of soup. I didn’t respond. There was something to this, and we’d find out soon enough.

      Bertha soon appeared in the doorway, carrying a…jug? Yep, it was an honest to goodness jug with a cork on the top, like that old hill fella from the Andy Griffith Show. Plopping down into the chair across from Lela and me, she promptly uncorked the vessel and took a substantial swill.

      “Alright, you two. Why don’t you take a swig before I continue?”

      I stole a concerned glance toward Lela, but the delicious soup convinced me that whatever liquid was in the jug must be equally as tasty. I took a small sip and passed it to Lela. After taking a gigantic swig, she spewed her mouthful all over the kitchen floor like one of those fire-breathing circus acts. I began to choke and sputter on the tiny amount I’d swallowed. It hadn’t been so bad for a second, but it sure burned going down.

      “Ack! What is this? It tastes like gasoline,” Lela cried as she wiped her tongue on her bear t-shirt.

      I was equally grossed out. “Make it stop! My throat is on fire!” I gasped in horror.

      Bertha hunched over, holding her stomach tight, laughing so violently I thought we would need to scoop her up off the floor. “What’s the problem, girls? Can’t take a little moonshine? I made it myself, you know.”

      “You don’t say.” I was not impressed with her distillery skills. I did, however, notice a warming sensation in my body. With the heat still lingering in the house, I felt cooler, somehow. Moonshine, eh…I decided to throw caution to the wind. What the heck? When in Rome…err, the backwoods of Tennessee. As I gulped down a mouthful of the foul liquid, a crack outside the front door caught our attention.

      We all hurried to the living room to peer out the same window we’d watched the animals out of not too long ago. “That tree was not there when we came in,” Lela observed as she pointed to the mature magnolia tree that had suddenly appeared in the front yard. “It looks like it's two decades old.”

      “Okay, okay. Enough fun.” Bertha wiped tears from her eyes as she took the jug from Lela. “Looks like I was right. Your powers have returned now that you're back in the mountains.”

      Lela sighed and walked back to the kitchen to resume eating the cornbread. I followed suit. It was too good not to. And it was nice not to feel nauseated. “Listen, Bertha,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone. I didn’t want to be rude, but we needed some answers. And Lela wasn’t having it about the magic. “We appreciate your, uh, candor. Can you please tell us about our parents? There was a picture of them in the packet from Susan. We’ve never seen a photo of them, and we’re wondering why Aunt EJ kept us away from Tennessee all these years.” I didn’t want to waste any more time. Let’s get some answers.

      “Truthfully,” Lela said. Time to add her two cents. “We’re mentally and physically exhausted. Animals are stalking me, water is attacking Mae at every opportunity, and foliage keeps growing seemingly out of thin air. I’d really like to have some answers before we head back to the motel.” Lela glanced nervously out the living room window.

      “Of course, girls. I’d be happy to tell ya’ll the whole story. First, it’s important to know that you girls come from a very long line of what we mountain folk like to call granny witches.” She paused to observe our faces. I wasn’t giving her much. Stone cold. All the way. While I was sure something was going on… Granny witches? Really?

      Bertha moved over and switched on the kitchen light. It was nearly twilight, and now that I thought about it, I wasn’t too keen to be out here in the woods after dark. “Granny witches have a long history here in the Appalachian Mountains and an even longer history out of Scotland. Back in the 1700s, many of the granny witches and their families moved to the Appalachian Mountains in hopes of escaping persecution. You see, granny witches have abilities that can sometimes scare everyday people.”

      Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

      “What in tarnation is that commotion?” Bertha was obviously perturbed at the interruption. She walked to the front door to see what could be scratching on the door at half past eight o'clock in the evening. We followed, moving to the living room to get a better view.

      “Eeeek! Get out of here you filthy varmint!” Bertha cried. A skunk—the same skunk from earlier, if I was right—and I was often right—ran right through the front door and headed promptly to Lela’s feet.

      “No, no, no, no!” Lela jumped onto the couch and attempted to climb the living room wall. She wasn’t successful, but boy, did she try.

      Darting back into the kitchen, I grabbed a broom that was leaning up against the refrigerator and bravely, if I do say so myself, ushered the skunk back outside, where it belonged.

      Bertha slammed the door and assessed the situation. “I’m surprised that thing wasn’t foaming at the mouth. That’s not normal skunk behavior. He didn’t even try to spray us!”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever recover.” Poor Lela shook her head and slowly climbed down from her safe perch atop the couch. “Don’t these animals know that I despise them? Nay. Fully loathe them.”

      I patted my discouraged twin’s arm reassuringly and turned to Bertha. “You were saying?”

      After plopping back down into her chair, then getting a big swig of her moonshine, Bertha continued. “Well, before we were so rudely interrupted by that rabid skunk, I was trying to explain that the granny witches found solace in the Appalachian Mountains. Your ancestors were revered and respected here. They were known for being healers, predicting the weather, and even removing curses. Some could conjure spells and perform energy work.”

      Bertha paused and looked at Lela. “You clearly have some sort of connection to animals.” Then, she turned her attention to me. “Mae, it sounds like you have a magical connection to water and plants.”

      Could that be true? Were our blunders actually a manifestation of magic? I couldn’t keep up, and my head throbbed. Plus, the nausea was threatening to return.

      “Keep in mind there were variations of skills and abilities that sometimes skipped generations or popped up for no apparent reason. Most of the granny witches also supported their community by birthing babies and providing herbal tinctures for those afflicted by illness.”

      “Stop!” Lela scared me to death when she rudely and loudly interrupted Bertha. She pointed towards the kitchen window, where two beady eyes were staring at us.

      I couldn’t help myself. Laughter bubbled up my throat. He really wanted to come see Lela. “It’s that skunk again! He’s being a total creeper!”

      “It’s not funny, Mae! He’s out to kill me. We can’t let him in here. He’ll go straight for my jugular!” Lela threw a pillow from the couch towards the window. The skunk did not budge. Didn’t even flinch.

      “Here. Let me take care of it.” I walked to the kitchen window and got down to the skunk’s level. He was standing on a planter, making him just tall enough to see in. “Shoo,” I said firmly, then closed the curtains. “There. He can’t see you anymore. Now can we please let Bertha finish?”

      Lela nodded silently. I could almost feel the terror coursing through her.

      Bertha sighed before continuing. “Anyway, the granny witches knew of a prophecy that had been passed down for hundreds of years. It stated, “When selfsame daughters are born of a selfsame daughter, the mountain magic shall wane.”

      “What do you mean by ‘selfsame?’” I hated to cause another interruption, but I wasn’t following.

      Bertha waved her hand and took another swig of her silly juice. “Selfsame is what they used to call twins. The mountain magic was passed down from mother to daughter. And if a granny witch only had sons, the magic would end on her death bed. But in this particular instance, the prophecy stated that girl twins born from a set of girl twins would be so powerful that they would absorb the magic from the existing, and any future, granny witches.”

      A crash of thunder jolted us out of the story, and my body lurched involuntarily. As if this story wasn’t creepy enough with all this talk of witches and prophecies, now we had to sit through a storm.

      “So, I guess you can see where I’m going with this. Your Aunt Eliza Jane, and your mother, Lela Mae, were twins. As soon as they were born, the granny witch coven in our area of the Smoky Mountains called an emergency meeting. They explained to my sister, Susan, that the girls had the potential to create offspring that could, ultimately, take the magic from the rest of the granny witches.”

      Bertha took one shoe off and began rubbing her toes with the cork from the moonshine jug. The old lady was full of knowledge, but she was a little on the weird side. Note to self: no more moonshine. Blech.

      She squinted at us. “I’m not one for conspiracy theories, but I think that from the moment your mom and aunt were born, the granny coven decided then and there that they would keep close tabs on them once they were of child-bearing age.”

      The sound of heavy rain beating on the tin roof above interrupted Bertha’s story. But it was the leaking of said roof that sent us all flailing around the room. “This way! The pots and pans are in the pantry.” Bertha led us to a door to the side of the kitchen, where we filled our hands with various vessels. We quickly placed them under the streams of water.

      “I told you, Lela. This house is in a shambles!” As I hastily placed a wooden salad bowl under a leak in the dining room, I noticed the water arching in the air as if it was magnetically attracted to my body.

      Alright, Mae. Take it easy on the moonshine. I’d only had a few sips, but I wasn’t much of a drinker.

      When we ran out of containers, Bertha had a solution. “There are some empty flowerpots on the front porch. Let me grab them.”

      Guess who ran out of the storm when she opened the door? Yep. That dratted little skunk shot across the room and began rubbing his back against Lela’s legs like a domestic cat. Lela, to her credit, froze solid instead of jumping up and down and screaming.

      “I think that skunk likes you, Lela.” Bertha was obviously amused. “Little fella don’t seem rabid.”

      “Wait. Why aren’t you running?” I was completely dumbfounded that my sister hadn’t climbed on top of the dining room table at this point.

      She looked as stunned as I felt. “I don’t know how to explain it. As soon as he started rubbing up against my legs, a sense of calm washed over me. I think he wants to stay with me.” And after that last statement, Lela reached down and petted the dang skunk.

      Petted. It.

      A skunk!

      And I could’ve sworn I heard that thing purr.

      “Maybe he’s your familiar,” Bertha offered.

      “What’s a familiar?” Lela asked as she lifted the beast into her arms.

      “They’re animals that support those who have magical attributes. Sometimes they help guide you; other times, they might serve you differently.” Bertha seemed to know a lot about magic and all of the details surrounding it. Ugh, now I was starting to think of it as real. There had to be a reasonable explanation. I had to consider I was wrong as water splashed out of one container and arced across the room to land in another.

      As if it were playing. I turned away. Out of sight, out of mind.

      Now that the rain was being contained, Bertha continued her explanation. “You girls already know this part of the story. Your mom married Robert Cable, and she eventually became pregnant with you two. What you don’t know is that the granny witch coven held an emergency meeting with Susan as soon as they found out she was expecting. They told her that if Lela Mae was pregnant with twins, they couldn’t be allowed to live.”

      “Whoa. Those witches weren’t playing around. Would they actually kill innocent children to keep their magic?” Lela asked in a surprisingly calm manner as she stroked her new pet. Apparently so.

      “Not all of the granny witches were in agreement. But several feared they would lose their powers and the magic mountain would disappear with the twins. Somehow, despite trying to keep it quiet, word got out that Lela Mae was pregnant with twin girls.”

      Bertha became silent and looked toward the floor. I knew what she was about to say, so I said it first. “So, our parents really were murdered? Susan was telling the truth in her letter to us?”

      I reached for Lela’s hand and quickly jerked it back when I touched the wiry fur of the skunk. “Wow. I guess this whole pet thing is really happening.”

      Lela looked at me with an amused grin. “Yeah, I kinda like him.”

      Bertha gave Lela and the skunk an amused grin but sobered as she spoke again. “As soon as Susan heard that there had been a wreck on your parent’s street, she knew. Luckily, your magic was already strong, even in the womb. Lela Mae had a spontaneous birth. Susan instructed Eliza Jane to take you both completely across the country. Away from the mountains, your powers would be void. Susan knew that the granny witch coven would try to find you. After all, your birth immediately took the magic from all of us.”

      “When you say us, does that mean you were a granny witch?” I knew it. She had way too much knowledge about magic.

      “Yes, of course, child. The women in your family all possessed different flavors of mountain magic. I, for one, had a knack for predicting the weather and sometimes even the future. I’d get little inklings or glimpses into what would happen. It drove my momma crazy!” Bertha chuckled as she became lost in memories of her past.

      Lela and I glanced silently at each other. We were both in information overload.

      “You girls have a lot to talk about, and I know you’re worn out. I’m getting pretty tired, myself. Listen, you've got my address if you have questions or just want to chat. Stop by anytime. I don’t own a phone. Never believed in ‘em.”

      And with that final declaration, our newly discovered great-aunt left us. Alone. With the skunk, our dishes, and the leaking house.
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      “Wake up.”

      Burrowing deeper into the lush motel bedding, I did my best to ignore my sister. “No. I’m exhausted.” Technically, this was supposed to be a vacation. Why was she harassing me to get up early?

      “Lela, it’s almost noon.”

      Ignoring her, I sighed into my pillow and geared myself up to pull my consciousness into awake town and out of the blissful sleep I’d been in.

      After dealing with the house, including getting the electricity cut off again, emptying the pots and bowls so they could fill up again in the drizzle, and locking up, we’d peered out the front door. The animals had all been gone, except for the skunk.

      He’d really wanted me to take him with us, but I’d told him to go back to his mother, his den, or wherever skunks lived.

      Why was I still feeling guilty about it? Because I was completely nuts, that’s why. There was nothing to feel bad about. It was a skunk. I wasn’t even sure he was a he.

      Except he was. I knew he was. And I had no idea how I knew.

      Magic, presumably.

      I was just about to roll over and sit up when I was violently accosted in the form of a feather pillow slamming across my back. “Oof.” Pushing up onto my elbows, I glared through my semi-purple hair at my sister. “I’m up.”

      She looked like she’d just had a day at the spa. Perfect makeup—light, as if she wasn’t wearing any—hair bouncy and fresh, and her peasant blouse wasn’t even wrinkled. “How’d you get the wrinkles out after we didn’t unpack until after midnight?”

      She winked and held out a cup of coffee from the little pot in the kitchen. I could smell it now that I’d rolled over. “I hung up my clothes in the bathroom while I took a long shower. I’ve been up for hours. Watch.” She held out her palm and focused, but nothing happened. “Oh, rats.”

      I moaned. “Don’t say rats. What if I accidentally summon a bunch?”

      Mae chortled, but I wasn’t kidding. If we were witches and I had a bond with animals, it was entirely possible I could bring a horde of rats down on me.

      After downing the lukewarm coffee, I took my turn in the bathroom. Mae flitted in and out, hanging my clothes up to presumably de-wrinkle. I took my time, shaved, the whole nine yards. Yet by the time I got out of the shower, my clothes were still covered in wrinkles.

      Shocker.

      I dressed and slapped on a layer of black eyeliner, mascara, and lip gloss. “I’m starving,” I said. “Let’s get some breakfast.”

      Mae arched one eyebrow. “Your breakfast is on the counter. This motel does continental, and I got you some, but you wouldn’t wake up.”

      Walking over to the efficiency kitchen, I poked the eggs and muffin but then wrinkled my nose. “This place has a bunch of good, locally owned restaurants.” It was lunchtime, anyway. “Let’s go.”

      “Aren’t we even going to talk about the fact that we’re witches?” she asked as I picked up and pocketed the keys.

      Ugh. “Can I get something in my belly first?” I asked. “We can talk on the way.”

      My sister, a master of the eye roll. She gave me a stellar one as she walked past me. “Fine. Let’s go. I’m hungry, too. I didn’t eat much breakfast. I was too busy playing with the water.”

      The water that now wouldn’t do jack for her. If I hadn’t seen all those animals yesterday with my own two eyes, I’d never have believed any of this crap.

      She stopped before opening the door. “Wait. Try one thing for me. See if you can intentionally summon an animal.”

      I sighed and stared at her, but she had that look on her face. The one that told me she wasn’t budging from this motel room until I tried it. She’d starve first.

      “Fine. Fine.” Plopping down on the couch, I focused on the little skunk from yesterday. The last thing I wanted to do was attract a bunch of rats like I’d been thinking of before. A mental image of dozens of rats pouring through the door and window flashed through my mind. I shuddered and pushed it out of my mind.

      Too bad the horror-inducing image kept popping up. “This isn’t working,” I said and hopped to my feet. “Maybe I can’t do magic on an empty stomach.

      “Uh,” Mae said. “Lela?”

      My gaze flew to her face. She had wide eyes, and her cheeks had paled to make her look sickly.

      “What?”

      She nodded toward the floor behind me. Oh, boy, did I not want to turn around.

      But I did. And gasped. “No,” I said, “No.”

      Coming out of the bedroom, from heavens only knew where were mice. And rats. Of all shapes and sizes. Little ones, big ones. Teeny ones. They crept forward, their little noses twitching and their whiskers moving as fast as their eyes.

      “No!” I yelled as I turned and sprinted out of the door. I got to the car, jumped in, and slammed the door shut before Mae even came out of the motel door.

      I watched her shut the motel room door and turn toward the car, calm as a cucumber. How could she not be freaked out by two dozen rodents in our bedroom?

      As she stepped off the curb, I took in the surroundings. The foliage was in hyperdrive. “Oh, for the love of Pete,” Mae said. “This is ridiculous.” I couldn’t hear her, but I knew her and watched her mouth move.

      She strode down the sidewalk, and as she came toward the car, the strands of grass, now easily knee-high, actually leaned toward her as if she were their sun.

      Freakin-frack. Mae got grateful plants, and I got rabid skunks and mountain cougars. Or whatever they’re called. Not to mention a whole motel room full of meeses.

      She slid into the driver’s seat like nothing was wrong. “This is a big step up from my old Camry,” she muttered as she used the backup camera to pull out of the parking spot. “Maybe it’s time for an upgrade.” She stopped at the exit, and I gave her a bit of a side-eye.

      “If we sell the property and cabin, we’ll have plenty of money for newer, nicer cars,” I said, helpfully putting a tick on the side of going back home to California, where mice didn’t invade my lodgings.

      She pulled out onto the main thoroughfare in Townsend, which was pretty much the only thoroughfare we’d seen so far. “You heard Bertha. If we leave, we lose our powers.”

      I shrugged. “Well, what do I want to keep the power to attract animals for? And really, what does the power to mess with water give you? A bath?”

      She snorted. “It’s still cool. Even if I can’t really get it to work.”

      I snorted. “That was the stuff of nightmares back there. How can you not admit that?”

      She pulled into the parking lot of a little diner. “That was pretty freaky. But the more you work with the magic, the better you’ll get at controlling it, right? That’s how it works in all the books.”

      Before I got out of the car, I looked around to ensure a bunch of mice hadn’t followed us. “The coast is clear,” Mae said dryly.

      We went in and stood at the counter of the diner. “Eat here or go back?” Mae asked.

      Shaking my head, I held up one hand. “Here. Let’s give plenty of time for the room to be…” I looked around to make sure nobody was listening. “...Uh, cleaned before we go back.”

      Mae nodded in agreement, then smiled at the hostess. “Two, please.”

      We waited to say anything else until the server brought our Diet Cokes and the menu.

      I couldn’t think about all-day pancakes. Lowering the menu, I glared at my sister over the top. “Do you know how ridiculous it is that we might be granny witches?”

      She brought her menu down. “I know, that does sound so silly. Why can’t they be called mountain witches or Appalachian witches? Why, granny?”

      “Actually, that much is true. Maybe we can start calling ourselves Appalachian witches and lose the image of a stooped over old woman with an apron and cane.”

      “So…” I snorted. “Bertha?”

      We both laughed so hard it broke my lousy mood and lingering fear of the mice. “Okay, okay, let’s get a big stack of pancakes,” I said.

      “They’re delicious.”

      The masculine voice behind me made me jump half falling out of the booth to turn around and see who it was. “George,” I said, happy to see him and dismayed at what he might’ve overheard. He was in the booth behind us in his scrubs, eating alone. Probably on his lunch break. The nursing home was pretty close. “How are you?”

      He turned fully to sit sideways so we could talk. “I’m well. But the thing is, I overheard what you were talking about just now, and your grandmother used to talk about granny witches all the time.”

      I looked back at Mae, no doubt my eyes full of total freakedoutedness. She didn’t move, but I could read the panic in her eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I asked politely.

      “I tried to get her to tell me more, but in her lucid moments, she acted like she didn’t know what I was talking about.” He shrugged. “The thing is, my mamaw used to tell me all about her grandmother, who she said was a granny witch. But her mamaw had all boys, and she was the first girl. She didn’t get the magic; then, she had all boys. So, it may or may not run in my family.”

      I tried to find the words to tell him I didn’t believe in any of it, but they wouldn’t come. “I don’t know much about it. It’s all very new to us. We didn’t even know Susan existed until just a few days ago, and now we’re here from California.”

      “I’d love to talk more about it,” he said.

      The server came over and gave George his check. He slid out of the booth and stood beside me. “Here,” he said, handing me a napkin with his number. “I’d love to talk more about it, but right now, I’ve got to get back to work.”

      Before I lost my nerve, I pulled out my phone and texted my name to the number on the napkin. “There,” I said. “We can chat about it sometime.”

      George smiled, and his whole face lit up. I couldn’t help but smile in return. He gave Mae a much less megawatt-y smile and walked out of the restaurant.

      That was it for me. I was on cloud nine until we got back to the motel, when I remembered that the room might be full of mice.

      We tiptoed into the room, but all was quiet. No mice, or any other varmints, as Bertha would say.
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      After the mouse fiasco, settling back into the motel room was hard. Lela looked under the beds suspiciously. “It just doesn’t make sense. How could that many mice disappear completely? There has to be a few more creeping around, waiting to strike.”

      “I don’t think so. We left the room. You weren’t here anymore, and so they had no reason to stay,” I explained.

      “Better safe than sorry,” Lela stated while covering her legs with a blanket. “If they decide to come back, I don’t want them running up my bare legs.” She shivered at the thought. “Alright, Mae. It’s your turn. Why don’t you try doing something with water?” Clinging to the blanket, Lela walked to the mini-kitchen and grabbed a plastic bowl. She filled it with water from the tap and shuffled over to me with that ridiculous blanket wrapped around her legs. After placing it on the floor in front of me, she held her free arm out. “Go ahead.”

      “I don’t know how this works. What should I try?”

      “Make it boil. It’s hotter than Hades outside. Maybe you can somehow harness that temperature and increase it within the water.” Lela said this as if it made perfect sense.

      “Okay, I’ll give it a try.” I wasn’t feeling very confident. Closing my eyes, I put my hands out over the water and imagined it boiling.

      I slightly opened one eye a minute later. “Is it working?”

      “Nope.” Lela was sitting crisscross applesauce on the edge of her bed, looking quite bored as she braided her bangs.

      “Hmm. Maybe the magic will flow easier into the water if I hold the bowl.” This sounded logical in my brain, but as I said the words, I realized how silly it was.

      After a few minutes of holding the bowl like a statue, I became infuriated. “Why won’t this work? You summoned a bajillion mice, and I can’t even warm this water above room temperature.”

      The past twenty-four hours had been maddening. Learning that our parents were murdered, meeting our grandmother after she had passed away, and being told we were granny witches was more than my brain could process. The anger and confusion I felt were the only things reaching a boiling point. Before I realized what I was doing, I chucked the bowl of water against the wall in what was not my finest moment.

      Lela’s scream pulled me out of my negative headspace. Assuming the mice had returned, I looked at the floor under her bed. Instead of rodents, I realized she was shocked by something else. I followed her gaze to the wall and was stunned to find a frozen sheet of water protruding outward, with the plastic bowl attached at the end.

      “Son of a motherless goat! Did I do that?” I ran to the wall and gently prodded the ice.

      “That was amazing! I mean, it’s the opposite of boiling. But still! Are you going to start singing an icy princess song now?” Lela began laughing and singing the earworm as she frolicked across the room, twirling as if she were five years old again and using the blanket as a cape.

      Feeling a boost in confidence, I decided to try boiling water again. “Alright, princess twinkle toes, how about you grab that bowl and refill it for me? I’m going to give it another shot.”

      As Lela placed the bowl of water in my hands, I focused my attention on my emotions. I took all of those overwhelming feelings and directed them toward the water. Closing my eyes, I silently instructed the water to boil. This time, I could feel the bowl warming in my hands.

      To avoid getting burned, I placed the bowl on the floor and hovered my hands above it. I closed my eyes again, summoned all of my strength, and shouted, “Boil!” Water immediately jumped at my command, transforming into a rolling boil. The steam reached its way upward and tickled my face.

      “Lela! Look! It’s working! I actually did it!” I screeched in excitement.

      “I knew you could do it, sis!” Lela clapped and jumped up and down. “I’m so proud of you! Try something else!” She’d thrown the blanket onto the floor. The water tricks were distracting her from the potential mouse situation.

      My confidence had grown. “Why not? Let’s see here.” I touched the side of the bowl as I commanded it to cool. And just like a well-trained pet, the water’s temperature dropped dramatically. I scooped a handful into my palm and threw it into the air. It hovered effortlessly at eye level.

      Lela slowly walked towards the levitating water. “That is the coolest thing I’ve ever witnessed.” She reached out and gently poked the water. Her push gave the blob of water just enough momentum to begin floating towards the bathroom. “It looks like water that floats in space with no gravity!” Lela was entranced as she slowly followed the blob through our small room.

      My phone buzzed, and I lost my concentration. The blob fell to the floor, and water splattered all over the brown, already stained carpet as I grabbed my phone.

      Mom! Where have you been? I thought you’d swing by the dorm yesterday, but I haven’t heard from you. I hope you and Aunt Lela are okay. Text me back! Love you.

      “Ugh! I completely forgot to text Harriet yesterday. She was expecting us at the dorm. What am I going to tell her?”

      Lela had begun the cleanup process on my ice creation and the wet carpet with a roll of paper towels. “Just tell her that we’ve been tied up, and we’ll text her later today. That’ll give us some time to figure out our next move.”

      Hey, honey! So sorry I forgot to text you yesterday. We’ve had a blast exploring the Townsend area. I’ll text you later. I love you!

      “What exactly are we trying to figure out? I think we should stay here.” I was shocked to hear the declaration leave my mouth.

      “Stay here? Are you serious? Our whole worlds are back in LA. What do you think we’ll do? Just live in the Misty View Motel for the rest of our lives? I know you love the maroon comforters, but I bet we can find something similar online.” Lela patted her freshly made bed. She wasn’t buying my pitch.

      “I don’t have anything or anyone waiting on me in LA Harry’s here in Tennessee. I really believe I could start a new life here. We could fix up the farmhouse and live in it. Together.” That last word was spoken softly. I glanced at my twin to see her reaction.

      “Mae, you know I want us to keep living together. But do you really think moving out to the middle of nowhere is the best plan? And just think how much money we could make if we rented the cabin out to tourists? We could always come back a few times a year to vacation and visit Harry.” She gave me a sidelong glance. “Or sell it and make a bundle,” she muttered.

      I grabbed the keys and slipped my sandals on.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Lela looked hurt.

      “We’re obviously not going to agree, and I don’t want to get into a heated debate with you. Let’s go see Bertha and get her opinion.” I grabbed the envelope with Bertha’s address written across the front.

      “I have a feeling she’ll side with you. Why wouldn’t she want her next of kin living right down the road? But I want to see what her cabin looks like, so I’m in.” Lela pulled her white sneakers on and grabbed her cell. She quickly tossed it to me, and I slid it into my purse.

      “Why can’t you at least wear a fanny pack or something?” I asked with a smirk as I locked the motel door behind us.

      “You can’t be serious right now. As a matter of fact, give me the keys. You’ve lost your driving privileges,” Lela chuckled.

      Good. She wasn’t mad at me for suggesting we stay in Tennessee. I tossed the keys to her.

      I tried to open the passenger door but it was still locked. I impatiently pulled the handle over and over again. “Lela! Unlock the door. Lela?”

      My sister wasn’t moving. She was staring down at her feet.

      Holy Toledo. This was it. The magic must have fried her brain. We should’ve known to head back to California when we were nauseous and the grass was growing a few feet per hour. It’s just not natural.

      I rushed over to Lela and, to my surprise, found the baby skunk at her feet.

      “Don’t move. He’ll spray us.” Lela was frozen to the asphalt.

      “Lela, he just wants you to hold him again. Pick him up!” I began to laugh with relief.

      “How did he find us? The cabin has to be at least fifteen miles from the motel.” Lela bent down and gently petted the skunk’s back as he stretched and leaned into her touch.

      “Where there’s a will, there’s a way. This skunk wants to be with you. Why don’t we bring him with us to Bertha’s? It’ll save him another treacherous trip back up the mountain in search of his new mommy.” The skunk looked up at me as if he appreciated my suggestion.

      “That’s crazy talk. What if something spooks him, and he sprays inside the rental car? Pretty sure we won’t be getting our security deposit back if that happens.” Lela had a good point, but then the skunk sat up on its hind legs and gently scratched at Lela’s leg.

      With a look of disgust, Lela opened the back door and allowed the skunk to jump inside.

      The drive up the mountain was pretty uneventful this time around. The skunk had decided to climb up into the back rear dash and was sleeping peacefully, with its little head on its even smaller paws. “Call me crazy, but I don’t think he will get spooked on this ride. He’s completely content.” We got more than one honk when someone pulled up behind us and realized we had a baby skunk back there.

      I didn’t want Lela to take her eyes off the curvy roads, so I snapped a picture of the snoozing critter. “This is definitely social media worthy. Maybe Nurse McDreamy would like to see a photo of your new pet.” I couldn’t help teasing her.

      “Don’t you dare! I can’t have people knowing that I have a pet. Let alone a skunk. I have a reputation to uphold.” Lela waved her hand in the air in protest.

      At that moment, I noticed a black swarm of…something heading towards our windshield. Lela also spotted it and pulled over on the shoulder of the road as quickly as she could.

      “What is that?” Lela screamed.

      Just then, the swarm attacked the windshield.

      “They’re cicadas!” I yelled over the sound of the huge insects pelting the car.

      “What the heck is a cicada? And how do you know this?” Lela was, once again, surprised at my knowledge of living things.

      “Cicadas are these huge bugs that live underground for fifteen years. They’re prevalent in the southeast. Looks like you might have summoned them with your hand waving.”

      “I certainly did not summon these nasty things. What do we do? I can’t see out of the car!” Lela panicked as the bugs crawled in layers on the windshield and windows of the car, leaving us in the dark.

      “You summoned them. Tell them to go away! Close your eyes and concentrate.” That was the best advice I could muster, considering I’d just obtained my magic abilities the day prior.

      Lela released her white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel and raised her hands towards the bugs. She closed her eyes and dropped her head. I watched in astonishment as the bugs began flying away. After a few minutes, they were completely gone.

      “Lela! Open your eyes! They’re gone!”

      She stared around in shock. “Whoa. They actually did what I told them to do. Well, what I told them to do in my mind. Is that how you made the water transform?”

      “Yeah, that’s a good way of describing it. But I also noticed that my emotions or thoughts played into the process.” More practice was needed, for sure.

      Lela pulled back onto the curvy road. “There’s the turn for Susan’s cabin.”

      I glanced at my phone. “The GPS says that Bertha’s place is half a mile ahead. I didn’t realize they lived this close together.” I zoomed in on the map of Wears Valley to see if there was a backroad connecting the two properties. There wasn’t.

      When Lela finally turned onto Bertha’s gravel driveway, I breathed a sigh of relief. Enough magic for one day.
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      “Whoa,” I muttered. “This place is a dump.”

      Mae gasped and slapped at my arm. “Are you nuts? This place is a gold mine!” She peered out the window and pointed at an old busted up clunker of a car. “Do you see that?”

      I pulled the car to a stop and stared at what seemed like an old muscle car turned planter. “Er, yeah?”

      “That is a Mustang. Now, if I remember correctly, thanks to Peter’s obsession with them, that is a 1965 Shelby. Even as junked up as that one is, it’s worth a few bucks.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “They were all painted white with blue stripes. Only thirty-four were made.”

      It looked like a pile of junk to me, but whatever. “Okay, so she might have one valuable thing. Look at the rest of the yard.”

      Mae had big old stinking stars in her eyes. Oh, the yard sale enthusiast was in her prime. She was an obsessive watcher of that TV show about barn finds. She loved telling me that the skinny guy on the show was going to be her second, ex-husband. “Lela, that’s an old gas station pump, sometimes those are very valuable.”

      If she said so. Sometimes they were just a pile of metal, too.

      She clasped her hands together as I crept forward. “There’s an old pedal car! Oh, my gosh, I tried to find one for Harry when she was little, but Peter was too dang tight-fisted to pay for one in decent shape.” She straightened her spine and wiggled around, trying to see better. “That one doesn’t look too bad. I bet I could paint it.”

      Why was my sister like this? I giggled at her excitement. It was cute, really. I was more the type to like newer things, clean lines, and all that. Mae was about the primitives.

      I parked beside Bertha’s ancient truck. Mae leaned in close and looked at it over my lap. “That thing is worth a few dollars, too. She’s kept it in great shape.”

      She hopped out of the car and kept looking around. “Old oil signs…” She looked over at the dilapidated barn. “That’s an old Coke sign. Those are so cool.”

      I let her ramble on as I let the little skunk out of the car. He twittered, then disappeared in the brush that passed as a yard. This stuff looked like a massive pain for whoever had to go through it when Bertha passed to me. Mae was in hog heaven.

      Bertha’s front door slammed open, and she stomped out onto the porch. Mae leaned in close to my ear. “Now, this is a cabin.”

      I couldn’t argue with her. It might’ve had two or three rooms inside, max. And it looked like it was held together with chinking and a prayer. I was transported to my days of reading Janette Oake and Laura Ingalls Wilder's books. I’d gone through a major pioneer phase.

      “Welcome,” Bertha barked. “Come in, come in.”

      “Bertha,” Mae said, practically skipping toward her. “Where’d you get a ’65 Shelby?”

      Bertha squinted toward the car out in the yard. “Oh, that was an old beau’s. He loved to race cars.” She shook her head slowly.

      “What happened to him?” I asked.

      Snapping her gaze back to us, she blinked a few times. “Died in a race. His parents couldn’t keep the car after that. Gave it to me.” We were close enough to her now that I could hear her whisper, “I never moved past that man.”

      Whoa. That sounded terrible. Mae squeezed my arm, and we followed Bertha inside. The smell hit me before the impact of the stuff in the room. It wasn’t a bad smell, exactly. Mothballs and wood smoke, mostly combined with some cooking spices.

      The chaos from outside continued into the cabin. And it had two rooms, from what I could tell. One big room that held the kitchen, Mae’s bedroom, and a living area. There was one door in the corner. I really hoped it went to a bathroom. If I had to pee while I was here, the last thing I wanted was to use an outhouse.

      At least there was electricity, and the fireplace was bare. A fire in here in July would’ve been the icing on the cake. A small window unit kept the room fairly cool.

      “Sit.” She pointed toward the couch, which at least was clean. It was near the cold fireplace, with Bertha’s bed on the opposite side of the room.

      Mae was lost in looking at the old tools on the walls. “You’re a collector?” she asked.

      With a grin, Bertha nodded. “Yes. Used to drive Susan crazy. You saw her place. She was something of a minimalist.”

      Bursting out laughing, I pushed at Mae’s shoulder. “Just like you and me.” I winked at Bertha. “I’m the minimalist. As you can see, Mae is the collector.”

      Bertha settled into a rocking chair. “Look all you want. It’ll be yours when I’m gone.”

      We both stopped, and stared at her in confusion. “What?” I asked.

      “This land, the cabin, my belongings. All yours. I have no other family besides you girls.” Her lined face softened. “Susan wasn’t the only one who missed you two. It felt like your mother and Eliza Jane were my daughters almost as much as Susan’s. I lost my beau before we had a chance to get married, but Susan lost her Thomas in the war a year after the twins were born. I moved into the farmhouse then and helped her raise them.”

      Mae’s attention was solidly on Bertha, the room full of treasures forgotten. “What war?” she asked.

      “Vietnam. He just missed having to go to Korea. Too young. But your grandfather hit that Vietnam draft, and then he was gone. Just like that.” She sighed and rocked her chair.

      Mae and I sank onto the couch to listen to her. “We moved on—both of us—me from my Reggie and Susan from her Thomas. We raised your mother and aunt, and when they were old enough, I moved back here, to Susan’s and my family home.”

      “You lived here with your parents?” I asked.

      She grinned. “Yes. There are two small bedrooms through that door.” Oh, the cabin was deceptively large, then. It did not look like there was enough space for bedrooms. “This home has been in our family for many, many years. We’ve never had much money, as you can see. Granny witching tended to pay more in chickens and eggs than cold, hard cash.”

      “It’s really cool that something like this is still in the family, though,” I said. I meant it, too. “Coming from a life where it seemed like we had no family to having all this heritage and history is really cool.”

      “So, did you have powers?” Mae asked. “Before we were born.”

      “Yeah, hang on.” I didn’t mean to interrupt, but something she’d said at the farmhouse had been aggravating me. “You said our birth stole all the magic from the other witches? Like, literally?”

      Mae furrowed her brow. “I don’t think I heard you say that before. That sounds terrible.”

      “Yes, I mentioned it but left soon after.” She shifted in her rocker and sighed. “The prophecy said when female twins were born of a female twin, all the magic in the mountains would go to the twins.”

      “Okay,” Mae said. “I remember you saying that now. But that’s terrible. It didn’t happen, did it? I mean, after all, we haven’t been here to take the magic.”

      Bertha nodded. “Yes, it happened. None of us have magic now.”

      “You had it?” I asked. “Before we were born.”

      She sat up straighter. “I did.” With a sly grin, she stood. “And since you’ve been home, look at this. I think some of your magic is leaking over to me.”

      Bertha looked at her hand and sighed but kept staring at the palm of her hand, held flat out in front of her. “Come on, you bugger,” she muttered. “Do it.”

      We all jumped a little when a ball of flame appeared in the older woman’s palm. “There,” she crowed. “I did it!”

      Scooting forward, I couldn’t help but marvel at the flames dancing across her palm. They weren’t touching her skin, nor was any heat coming from them.

      But then, the crazy old woman stumbled. The fire spewed away from her hands, going in all directions. It hit her rug right at my feet. I stomped on it, super-fast, to make sure it didn’t spread. Mae grabbed a blanket and put out the little spot on the arm of the couch, and Bertha used her power to call back the piece that had fallen onto her rocker.

      None of us saw the piece on the curtains until it was too late. By the time we turned and spotted the fire, it had engulfed a big chunk of the curtains.

      Mae grabbed a cup of water on the coffee table, then turned and flung it at the curtains.

      “No!” Bertha yelled, but it was too late. The curtains went up in an inferno, fed by whatever the liquid had been. Clearly, it wasn’t water.

      “Turn on the tap.” Mae’s words were loud and clear, but I’d been looking at her, and she had not moved her lips! What in the world?

      Whatever, no time to figure that out now. I rushed over to the kitchen sink and twisted both knobs all the way open.

      Bless her heart, Mae’s powers didn’t fail her. She grabbed the water from across the room and directed the stream onto the curtains. She had the fire out in a jiffy.

      Mae stuck her finger in the glass and then tasted the liquid on her finger. “Moonshine.” We both looked at Bertha, but she just shrugged.

      “What? I like a nip now and then. Keeps my bones warm.”

      We stood there for a second, confounded. “Everyone okay?” I asked.

      Mae nodded, but Bertha was studying her hand. “I’m okay,” she said, but I wouldn’t let her brush me off. I might’ve been a doula by trade, but I was also a trained nurse. And she had a nasty burn.

      “Where’s your first aid stuff?” I asked.

      Bertha didn’t look so happy about being doctored, but she sighed and sat in her rocking chair. “Bathroom.”

      I headed through that little door’ a little bit glad I had the excuse to explore the back of the cabin. The bathroom was tiny, with ancient plumbing. Another door led out of the bathroom. The first aid kit was on a shelf beside the toilet, but I took the opportunity to peek out the door. The other two bedrooms were really just one small room with a partition—what a way to grow up. No privacy. Presumably, her parents had slept out in the main room.

      Yeesh. No thanks.

      I hurried back to Bertha with the basket of first aid stuff. “Come over here to the sink,” I instructed, leaving no room for argument. “Let’s wash it.”

      “Don’t we need to pour peroxide on it?” Bertha asked.

      “No, that’s been proven to be harder on the wound than it is helpful. A bit of running water and some good old soap will do the trick.”

      I cleaned the burn very gently, then dried it with a piece of gauze from the first aid kit. She didn’t have any ointments that would work for burns, and the triple-antibiotic ointment was out of date.

      The back of my neck tingled as if my magic were trying to tell me something.

      A sense, some sort of ancient instinct, told me what to do. It wasn’t like a thought in my head; it was more like intuition. I opened my mouth and blew gently on the burn with my magic coursing through me.

      It disappeared.

      “Hoo-boy!” Bertha crowed as she looked at her hand. “You really do have the gift, little girl. You blew out the burn. You’re a healer.”
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      “Open up those windows,” Lela instructed as she coughed and sputtered from the thick smoke. We’d been so focused on the burn we hadn’t noticed the acrid smell and leftover smoke.

      “I don’t think opening the windows will cut it for our lungs or these curtains. Let’s go outside and get some fresh air.” Putting my arm around Bertha’s shoulders, we walked out of the cabin into the semi-hoarder’s front yard.

      “At least there’s plenty of seating out here.” Lela walked out carrying the skunk under one arm and the fried curtains under the other. I hadn’t even realized the little fella had gone inside. “Where’d all of this come from, Bertha?”

      Bertha plopped down into an old metal glider with chipped yellow paint. The rusted armrests didn’t seem to concern her.

      “What you see here represents years and years of collecting. I’d scoop up the best deals when someone had a yard sale. If someone passed away and the family didn’t want the furniture, I wouldn’t let it get sent to the dump. After the house filled up, I had to start putting stuff in the yard.” She glanced around at her collection with a satisfied smile.

      “Have you ever considered contacting one of those TV shows where the people come out and pick through your antiques and offer you cash on the spot?” Admittedly, I watched way too much reality TV when Harriet wasn’t home.

      “Heavens no! I’d never part with any of this.” Bertha stood up and stretched her arms out. “And I can’t deprive you girls. All of this will be yours one day!”

      “Oh, my. What a…generous gift, Bertha. Are you sure you don’t want us to help you sell some of it now so you can use the money for fun adventures while you’re still earthside?” Lela was already considering the amount of time it would take for us to dig through, clean, and list all of these items for sale. It really was a treasure trove, though.

      “Absolutely not. Every day is an adventure for me. Especially now that you girls have come back home.” Bertha’s voice caught in her throat. She walked over to us and threw her arms around our necks. “I’m so happy to have you here.”

      Why were my eyes blurry? This wild and care-free mountain woman was becoming the elderly matriarch we’d never had as children. I returned her hug and allowed myself to enjoy the tenderness of her embrace.

      “Well, as much as I love this precious Hallmark moment, my stomach is about to eat itself. Can we grab some sustenance now?” Lela asked while twirling her purple hair. She didn’t do well with emotional moments, and it was apparent she wanted to dodge any additional affection.

      “I know just the place.” Bertha perked up. “There’s a little gas station right up the road. It’s called Slaw’s Corner. They have the best hot dogs in the world. Trust me.”

      Glancing sideways at Lela, I shrugged. It was reassuring to know we hadn’t been food poisoned on the plane. Maybe we could make the us vs. food poisoning score 2-0. Fingers crossed.

      Bertha wasn’t kidding about the gas station being close by. We arrived within a few minutes and parked next to one of the empty gas pumps.

      “I don’t know about getting hot dogs, or any food for that matter, from a gas station. Sounds like a burning butthole waiting to happen.” Once more, Lela spoke her mind.

      “I’ll run in and order some food. Trust me, Slaw’s hot dogs are a staple around these parts. Be right back!” Bertha sauntered into the gas station like she owned the place.

      “I bet she eats here several times a week.” I glanced over at Lela in the passenger seat. She was stroking her skunk like a cat, and the little critter flopped over on its back.

      “Yeah, chili dogs go great with moonshine.” Lela rolled her eyes.

      A tap on the driver’s side window interrupted our cackling.

      A tall, burly, rather old-looking man stood outside the car. I jumped because I hadn’t been expecting Mountain Pete to be leaning against the door frame.

      “Lela, I made eye contact with him. What should I do?”

      The man tapped on the window again. I froze. If I held still long enough, maybe he’d go away.

      “He looks like he wants to tell us something. Just crack the window enough to let him speak.” Lela’s suggestion sounded reasonable, so I grabbed her hand for emotional support and cracked the window approximately one-half inch.

      “Hello, ladies.” The man grinned, showing off his toothless smile. Well, let’s be fair. He had about three teeth. Well-spaced out.

      Fiddling with one of the snaps on his overalls, the man continued. “Are ya’ll lost?”

      “Uhh, no, sir. We’re waiting for our aunt to order some food.” I didn’t want to give away too much information, lest this shirtless good ‘ol boy follow us to Susan’s house.

      “I’m glad to hear it. You know, when my wife was alive, God rest her soul; I would always pump gas for her. She never even knew how to do it herself. Would you like me to pump your gas for ya’ll?”

      Oh. He was friendly. He only looked scary.

      I dropped Lela’s hand and opened the car door. “That is so kind of you.” I stood up next to the man, who appeared to be around Bertha’s age. “My name is Mae, and this is my sister, Lela.” I reached my hand out and shook his calloused hand. “We’re visiting the area from California for a few days.”

      “The name’s Maynard. I live just up over the hill.” As he pointed back towards Townsend, the stranger spat a long stream of brown liquid from his mouth. Blech. “You go right past the broken-down tractor and then take a left at the old oak tree. If you need anything at all, now you know where to find me.”

      What a kind hearted man. Guilt washed over me for assuming the worst.

      “My, my. What type of pet do you have there? Is that a skunk?” Maynard eyed Lela as she sat the skunk onto the passenger seat.

      “Well, he’s not exactly a pet. But, yeah, he’s a skunk.” Lela joined us next to the gas pump and shook Maynard’s hand.

      “You know, I’ve heard of people keeping skunks as pets, but I’ve never seen one. Now I can say I have.” Maynard gave us a big, toothless grin again as he patted his protruding belly for good measure. “Well,” He pronounced it Welp. “If you’re sure you don’t need me to pump your gas, I’ll be on my way. I hope you ladies have a nice day, and maybe I’ll see you around these parts some other time.” Maynard tipped the brim of his John Deere hat and walked back to his old farm truck just as Bertha made her way back to the car.

      “Can one of you open the door for me?” Both of her arms were wrapped tightly around a brown sack covered in grease spots. “Who were you talkin’ to?”

      “We met a nice local man named Maynard. He was asking if we were lost or needed any help.” I took the bag from Bertha so she could climb into the back seat.

      “Ahh, yes. Maynard Baldwin.” She leaned toward the front of the car and stared dreamily towards the old farm truck as it pulled out of the gas station.

      “Maynard used to be a hot commodity around here. That is until his wife roped him into marrying her. That woman never lifted a finger. She worked poor Maynard to the bone.”

      I glanced at Lela as we pulled out of the gas station. She and the skunk were listening closely to Bertha’s story.

      “He always had rough hands from farming the land.” Bertha looked out the window and sighed. “Those hands were magic, though,” she softly added.

      Wait. What?

      “Eww, gross!” Lela shouted.

      “Lela! Don’t be rude.” I gave my twin a sharp glance.

      “What? I didn’t say anything.” Lela looked at me with a baffled expression.

      Weird. I could’ve sworn she’d said that Bertha’s magical hand comment was gross.

      After driving up Susan’s ridiculously long driveway, we made a beeline for the front porch.

      “Let’s go inside. It’s too humid to eat these hot dogs outside.” Bertha was a hot dog authority. I wasn’t equipped to argue with such expertise.

      Once inside, we scarfed the chili dogs and tater tots. “These are fantastic!” I had to give credit where credit was due.

      “Told ya’,” Bertha exclaimed as she wiped the corner of her mouth with a paper napkin. “So, Lela, let’s talk about healing powers.”

      Lela stopped mid-air as she hand-fed pieces of hot dog to her skunk. “Umm. Okay. Are you sure I have healing powers?”

      “Oh, yes. I’ve seen many granny witches with the same instinct you had back at my house. What you did is called blowing the fire out of a burn,” Bertha explained. “When your grandmother and I were just little, there was a granny witch who lived in the holler near our house. She was known for healing thrush from newborns by chanting and blowing air into their mouths. And she could even remove warts from peoples’ hands with a penny.” Bertha took a swig of her mountain juice.

      “Do you think Lela could do all of that? She’s always had a very caring demeanor. As a matter of fact, she moved in with our Aunt EJ when her cancer spread, and EJ could no longer take care of herself.” My eyes filled with tears as I squeezed Lela’s hand. She knew I was thankful for her doing what I couldn’t while being a stay-at-home mom.

      Bertha smiled warmly at me. “Only time will tell. But I do believe that you girls have some very special magic brewing within you. It will take time to hone those abilities and sharpen your skills.”

      I reached into my purse to get a tissue. Yes, it was true. Once a mom, always a mom. I was prepared for anything. One never knew what type of item I would pull out of my Mary Poppins bag. Could be a dollar, could be a lamp.

      “Crud.” My mascara had rolled out onto the floor. And rolled. Then rolled some more. “What is going on with this foundation? It must not be level. And don’t get me started on the spongy floor in the bathroom.”

      “Mae knows a lot about construction because her ex-husband is a contractor,” Lela explained to Bertha. The skunk was in a hot dog coma on her lap.

      “Ya’ll can fix the house yourselves. I’m sure you’ve got earth magic.” As Bertha finished her fourth hot dog, she stomped the floor with her right boot. “This old house still has a lot of life left in her.”

      “I don’t think we’ve reached that level of magicking, Bertha.” Lela was rightfully skeptical.

      “As much as I’d like to get the house in working order and possibly live here, I just don’t see how we could come up with the funds. This house is just too far gone.” I sighed.

      “Speaking of funds, have ya’ll called that lawyer yet?”

      Oops. We’d completely forgotten about the business card included in Susan’s envelope of goodies.

      “I’ll call him right now.” Lela grabbed her phone and the business card from my purse and walked out onto the porch.

      Thank goodness Lela was taking on another peopling assignment. I just couldn’t.

      Bertha stared at the skunk sleeping on the couch next to her. “Lela needs to get a leash for her new baby.” She laughed with half-eaten chili and onion in her mouth.

      Lela quickly reappeared in the doorway. “Mr. Brigg’s secretary said that he can see us this afternoon if we head that way now.”
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      “We gotta go if we’re going to have enough time to talk to this guy.” I swallowed the last bit of chili dog and gave the skunk some of the bun. He’d already had two hot dogs, complete with all the fixins’, as Bertha had called them, but still, the little imp begged for more. “You’re going to get fat,” I whispered as I slipped him another tater tot.

      “Take me home along the way,” Bertha said. “I’ll start working on clearing the smell out of my place.”

      Mae and I exchanged a look. “You could just stay here,” she suggested to our elderly aunt. “At least there’s air.”

      Bertha scoffed. “I ain’t never lived with an air conditioner. My sister went soft after she married Thomas Myers. Even had a washing machine, of all things.” She waved her hand, causing Mae and me to exchange another look.

      Bertha didn’t have a washing machine? “Do you use a laundry mat?” I asked.

      The older woman rose—slowly—to her feet. “Never. The sink is just fine for me, and when we were little, we used the crik.”

      Creek, Mae mouthed to me, but I heard it as if she’d said it out loud.

      Okay, what?

      “Come on, you two. Pick up this trash, and let’s get going.” Bertha stomped toward the front door as Mae, and I scrambled to scoop up all the garbage. “Don’t leave that trash; bring it along and throw it away in a dumpster in town. Them dang bears will break into a car faster than lickety split to get after food garbage.”

      We’d read about bears. “In theory, I could stop them,” I said as we bagged the rest of our wrappers and hurried to the car.

      Bertha got into the back of the car and rolled her eyes. “You’re as bad as a tourist.”

      As we buckled, I turned and looked at her inquisitively. “Why?”

      “Tourists don’t realize how persistent bears can be around here. They get in the garbage, break into cars, anything to get easy food. And then there’s the darn fools who try to pet them. The black bears around here aren’t mean, scary beasts like grizzlies, but they aren’t pets or entertainment. They need to be left alone and not fed. Fed is dead.” She crossed her arms and harrumphed.

      I hadn’t realized we’d touched on such a sensitive subject. “We will be careful.” I was listening but only glancing occasionally at her in the mirror as I navigated the winding driveway.

      “Good.” Bertha’s features softened a bit in my rearview. “See you do. I don’t mean to be harsh about it, if you have this discussion with anyone local, you’ll get the same response. We’re tired of seeing our bears put down, thanks to ignorance.”

      I saluted our aunt and pulled out onto Wears Valley Road toward her place. As soon as she was out of the car, Mae set our GPS, and off we went.

      As it turned out, the lawyer was just down the road from our motel on the main thoroughfare of Townsend in a little strip mall. It was between a Pizza Hut and a bookstore. “This is a nice town,” Mae said as we got out of the car. “I’ve always thought this area was overgrown with tourist trap stuff, but not here.”

      “I think that’s the next town over, in Pigeon Forge.” I looked up at the sign. “Bernard Briggs, Family Law.”

      Mae grinned. “I bet in a town this small he does a bit of it all.”

      A little squeak reminded me we weren’t alone. “Listen…” I squatted down beside the car, hidden from the lawyer’s office, but if anyone looked out of the bookstore window, they’d see me talking to a skunk. “It’s too hot for you to stay in the car. Can you hide in the bushes until we come out?”

      He huffed at me but waddled over to settle in under a leafy bush. “Good boy,” I whispered. “We’ll get you a treat later, okay?”

      I could’ve sworn the little fella smiled at me, but someone looked out the bookstore window just then, so I quickly pretended I was tying my shoes.

      Too little, too late, I remembered I was wearing sandals.

      “What are you doing?” Mae hissed from the front of the car. “Come on.”

      Scrambling to my feet, I followed my sister to the door, then went in first since she held the door open for me.

      A woman sat behind a desk, and bless her, she rivaled Bertha in age. “Hello,” she said as she squinted through half-inch-thick glasses. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes,” I said in a bright, customer-service-fake voice. “We’re here to see Mr. Briggs.”

      “Lovely.” She got to her feet with surprising agility and walked around the desk. “Are you the Myers girls?”

      It was hard not to look over at my sister. “I guess we are.”

      The woman led us through a small hallway and into a small office, where an equally decrepit man sat behind a desk so large it took up most of the room.

      “The Myers girls.” The older woman winked at us, then inched around us to get out of the room.

      I had to scoot sideways between the huge desk and chairs so Mae and I could sit down.

      “Hello,” the small man boomed. “I’m Bernard. Which of you is Mae and which is Lela?”

      “I’m Lela.” I held out my hand, which Mr. Briggs shook vigorously. “Nice to meet you.”

      “And you.” He beamed at Mae and shook her hand. “You girls look so much like your mother and Aunt.”

      Mae grinned. “We hear that a lot.”

      She was partly right. We’d heard it about our aunt a million times. This was a first about our mom. Apparently, he knew the whole story, not just the part where we pretended to be EJ’s daughters.

      “So!” He clapped his hands together. “Let’s get right to it.” After pulling out a stack of papers, he leaned across his desk and handed us each a copy. “The will is pretty straightforward.” He pointed to a paragraph, but the words all blurred together.

      “Could you tell us?” I asked as sweetly as I could.

      “Oh, of course. What this boils down to is that she had a burial policy, so that’s all paid for. There’s a little bit of money in her bank accounts. I was able to get totals for you before you came.” He squinted down at the page. “Those totals are toward the top of page two.”

      Mae and I both turned the page. The number at the top was a little over two thousand dollars. Nothing to write home about, but I sure wouldn’t turn it down.

      “Here, on page three, you’ll see that the property is a little over fifty acres. And the house, as I’m sure you’ve seen, will need a lot of work.” He gave us a sympathetic smile. “She thought you might choose to sell, but the way our markets have been lately if you do, I’d wager you’ll get a pretty penny.”

      Mae nodded, and I said, “We’ve been considering doing something like an Airbnb or selling maybe. We’re not sure.”

      “Oh, and the last thing.” Mr. Briggs opened a desk drawer and pulled out a velvet pouch and an envelope. “A letter from your grandmother and the family heirloom jewelry. When she went into the nursing home, she asked me to hold them for safekeeping.”

      Mae took the bag, and I took the letter. We didn’t open either here. It felt too private. Somehow, we both must’ve had the same thought because we both tucked them into Mae’s purse on the floor between us.

      “Thank you, Mr. Briggs,” I said, rising and holding out my hand for another shake. “We appreciate you very much.”

      “Bernard, I insist.”

      Mae smiled. “Thank you, Bernard.”

      We waved at his receptionist on the way out, only to find her chin resting on her chest and her mouth slightly open. She let out a roar of a snore, which made me jump nearly out of my skin, but at least she wasn’t dead. My heart beat loudly all the way to the car.

      “Come on, Stinky,” I called and held the door open for my new little friend. Amazing how much I was growing to like the little guy when I’d been bone-deep petrified of any and all animals just a few days before.

      My phone started going off in Mae’s purse as I turned onto the road toward the motel. “Can you grab that?” I asked.

      Mae was already in the process of pulling it out. “Oh, it’s Harriet. How odd.” She pressed the button to answer. “Hello, sweetie. What are you calling Aunt Lela for instead of me?”

      “Your line is going straight to voicemail.” Oh, she sounded aggravated.

      “Shoot.” Mae pulled her phone out and sure enough, it was dead. “Sorry, hon. What’s wrong?”

      The line was silent for a few beats. “What’s wrong? I’ve been waiting around my dorm all day. Are you guys coming or not?”

      Mae blanched and hunched her shoulders. “Honey, I am so sorry. Things got a little crazy here.”

      “Tell her the truth,” I whispered.

      Mae sighed but nodded.

      Listening carefully, I pulled into the motel parking lot and killed the engine.

      “Harriet, the reason we came to Tennessee is a lot more complicated than just for a visit.”

      “Why else would you come all the way out here?” Harriet sighed. “What’s going on?”

      “We’ve been overwhelmed and wanted to talk to you about this in person,” I cut in, leaning close to the phone.

      “Spill it,” my sassy niece said.

      “We came to try to see a relative who was dying.”

      Harriet didn’t reply for a few solid seconds. “What?”

      “We found letters in your Aunt EJ’s PO box that gave us some shocking news. Our grandmother was alive and living here in Townsend in a nursing home.” Mae looked at me, and the worry in her eyes made my heart clench. She didn’t want to upset her daughter. I didn’t blame her.

      I continued for Mae. “We decided to drop everything and come see her because when we called, the nursing home told us she might not make the night. But when we got here, she’d just died. We’ve spent the last few days dealing with her last wishes, her affairs, and so on.”

      “Holy crow,” Harriet said. “Are you guys serious?”

      “As a heart attack, sweetie. That’s why we’ve been MIA.”

      “Okay.” She waited a few seconds, then said again, “Okay. So, you’ll come see me tomorrow then, yeah?”

      “Absolutely,” Mae and I said at the same time.

      “First thing tomorrow,” Mae promised. “Love you, bunny.”

      She said goodbye with her millions of pet names while I got the stinky fella out of the car. “I promise not to call you eighty different names,” I whispered as I picked him up and looked around surreptitiously. I certainly didn’t want anyone to see me carrying him into our motel. That’d be a nice conversation with the motel manager.

      “Okay,” Mae said five minutes later when we were settled in. “Let’s see this letter and these supposed jewels.”

      My dearest Lela and Mae,

      I didn’t want to put this information in the letter Bertha has, though she knows it herself. I waited to give this letter to my most trusted lawyer at the last minute.

      Your inheritance isn’t in a bank, at Bertha’s insistence. She doesn’t know exactly how much I’ve managed to save over the years, and she’d probably have apoplexy if she knew.

      The money is buried on the east side of the property, under the large oak tree near the creek. There is a large flat stone over it.

      Be careful.

      And that was it. Short and to the point.

      “Well, maybe there’s a couple thousand more if we’re lucky,” Mae said. “Enough to help us get the house ready to sell?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.” Without an inheritance, we didn’t have the capital to fix the house up enough to rent it out. There went our dreams of living here, even part-time.

      “What’s in the bag?” I asked.

      Mae pulled out the velvet satchel and opened the top. I held out my hands, and she shook out the contents. It was two rings.

      They were beautiful.

      “Yes, they are,” Mae said.

      I looked up from the rings in my hand at her in surprise. “What are who now?”

      “The rings…” She picked one up. “You said they’re beautiful. I was agreeing with you.”

      I hadn’t said it out loud, and I opened my mouth to say so, but Mae put down the ring and picked up the other one.

      And the remaining ring in my palm grew warm. “What the heck?” I yelped. “Is yours warm?”

      She nodded. “Very.”

      We held the rings side by side. “Do you notice something?” Mae whispered. “About the colors?”

      I nodded. “Did you notice that only when you picked up that ring, they both got warm?”

      “I did.”

      The ring had two rather large stones each, set side by side. One was a spicy brown color. “That’s topaz,” Mae said. She would know what kind of stone it was. “And presumably, the other is sapphire.”

      It was blue—blue and brown. I held my ring up to compare the colors of the stones to Mae’s eyes, which were the exact color of mine, only on opposite sides. “They match.”

      She held her ring up to my face. “Exactly the same colors.”

      “Put them on?” I asked.

      She grinned. “Yes.”

      At the same time, we both stuck the rings on our middle fingers. Why’d we both pick the same finger?

      Not a clue.

      Nothing happened.

      “Erm.” I looked around the room. “I was expecting some magical crazy thing.”

      “Me, too.” Mae’s eyebrows raised in question. “Try your powers?”

      I looked over at the little skunk, asleep at the foot of the bed. “Hey, wake up little guy.” Digging deep, searching for the little nugget of power inside me, I repeated my sentence. “You gonna wake up?”

      Nothing.

      “Lela,” Mae whispered. “Look at the kitchenette.”

      But I’d already heard it. The water had turned on in the sink. “Did you do that?”

      Mae shook her head slowly. “Try to move the water.”

      No way. I held my hand out and pictured pulling the water toward me.

      It did come toward us—in a huge splash. The poor skunk was woken up by a splash of water that kept coming. “Make it stop!” I screeched.

      “No,” Mae yelled.

      I looked down to see the skunk with his little tail up in the air.

      “Don’t spray,” Mae said in a severe voice.

      The little guy lowered his tail, then looked at us. “He’s confused,” Mae said.

      He kept looking between us. “It’s okay,” I said, but he didn’t even look my way when I spoke.

      “Take them off?” I asked.

      Mae responded by yanking the ring off of her finger. “Let’s switch.”

      We traded rings and put them back on. She lifted her hands, getting all the water off of us, the skunk, and the bed, then let it drop into the sink.

      “Hey, fella,” I said quietly. “Can you hear me?”

      The skunk chittered happily, then climbed into my lap.

      “Hang on,” I said. “Switch back for a second.”

      We traded rings, and I spread out on the bed on my belly, gently prodding the skunk to the side. “See if you can heal my back. I’ve had a collapsed disc for years that flares up on me.”

      “Okay,” Mae said nervously. “I’ll try anything once, I suppose.”

      As I giggled, my back warmed. “It’s just like reaching for the magic to move water,” she said, “Though this seems a bit resistant.”

      The warmth cooled, and Mae sat back. “I think that worked.”

      Jumping to my feet, I twisted, squatted, and jumped up and down, trying to make the hitch give me pain. “By George, sister, you’ve done it.”

      “Yeah,” she said with a smile. “That’s awesome, but here. Let’s trade back unless we have some reason to need each other’s powers, okay?”

      “Deal.”
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      “She’s never going to wake up! I swear it’s like I have Rip Van Winkle for a sister. Just with less beard.”

      I slowly opened my eyes to see what all of the fussing from Lela was about.

      “Oh, good morning, Your Majesty! Shall I draw a bath for you? Or would you prefer your servant to wait another hour for you to wake up fully?”

      I sat straight up in bed. “Lela, your mouth didn’t move. How are you doing that?”

      “Oh, you could hear me? Whoops.” Lela snickered.

      “You said that you were my servant, but your mouth didn’t move. Try it again. Say something about me, as if you’re talking to me. Just don’t say it out loud. Think about it.” I was standing on the scratchy motel carpet now, too excited to stay in bed.

      Lela rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’ll give it a shot.” She stared at me, focused.

      Nothing happened.

      “Are you thinking about something? I don’t hear your voice inside my head.” I put my index fingers on my temples and squeezed my eyes shut.

      You look like an idiot! Lela exclaimed without verbalizing her insult.

      My eyes flew open. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      “We can communicate telepathically! Maybe it’s when we’re thinking as if we were talking to one another.” Lela bounced on the bed with excitement, her red pajamas flailing wildly.

      Will you at least put a bra on before celebrating on the bed? You’re liable to poke an eye out. I couldn't resist thinking of a snarky comment.

      “I heard you. And, excuse me? I happen to have full control over my breasts.” Lela chuckled at my boob joke.

      “If we can communicate with our minds, then we can potentially have full conversations in front of others without them hearing us.” I was really trying to understand the implications of such an incredible power.

      “We’ll have to practice, but I don’t see why not. Before we attempt to hone in on that skill though, I’ve been waiting for you to wake up. The sun rose at least an hour ago. Can we please find the buried treasure now?” Lela had the patience of a four-year-old child.

      Must. Have. Coffee.

      She better have heard that.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it a buried treasure, Lela. Doesn’t that sound disrespectful? And can I at least pee first? Maybe some coffee?” I moved towards the bathroom as Lela started the coffee pot, but tripped over a pair of Lela’s shoes on the way. “This motel room is too cramped! We need more space,” I hollered over my shoulder.

      “I’m glad to see you in such a happy mood. It really brings me much joy.” Lela was too chipper this morning. The sound of whistling confirmed it.

      It was all I could do to keep her inside while the coffee brewed in the pot. “Come on,” she moaned.

      We’d spent most of the evening playing with our powers. We’d had dinner and talked about how disappointed we both were that it didn’t seem likely we’d be able to keep the property.

      Lela had latched onto the idea of the buried treasure. So had I, but I wasn’t nearly as excited as she was.

      Okay. Maybe a little.

      After sliding our shoes on, we carried our mugs of steaming coffee to the rental car. We didn’t bother with changing out of our pajamas. After all, it was only seven-thirty in the morning. Who would see us?

      “Oh, wait! Let me grab Lil’ Stinky!” Lela jumped back out of the car.

      “Lil’ who? Lil’ what?” I hollered at her, but she was already unlocking the motel door. She quickly reappeared with the baby skunk under her arm. With a satisfied smile, she placed him on the center console.

      “Umm, did you name your skunk?” I asked while pulling out of the motel parking lot. I was confused. Was this my twin? The one who typically had a bowel release upon spotting an animal near her personal bubble? The one who once called 911 because the neighbor’s dog had been standing in EJ’s driveway?

      “Well, yeah. If he’s going to be my pet, he needs a name. And what better type of name than a rapper name? You know how much I enjoy a good old-school gangsta rap song.” Lela pulled Lil’ Stinky up to her face and kissed him.

      What is happening? Is this real life?

      “I think you could start a new trend. Pet skunks.” I laughed as a billboard featuring Lil’ Stinky and his skunk friends ran through my mind.

      The skunk, er, Lil’ Stinky, slept peacefully in Lela’s arms all the way to Susan’s. I put the rental car in park and turned to Lela. “Do you have the letter? With the instructions for finding the treasure?”

      “Yep. Got it right here.” Lela pulled the piece of paper from her pajama pocket. “It says that it’s buried on the east side of the property under a flat rock, under an oak tree, by the creek. That’s not very helpful. Which way is east?” Lela hopped out of the car and turned in circles like a dog chasing its tail.

      “You know, there are these cool new things called cell phones. They typically have a compass app built in.” I started scrolling through my phone to find it. “Lucky for us, you don’t need cell reception to use it.”

      “Once again, Nancy Drew to the rescue.” Lela placed her skunk on the ground so he could scavenge for…whatever skunks scavenge for. Bugs? Ew.

      “Okay. East is this direction.” I pointed towards a storage building on the opposite side of the property. I scooped up a broken terra cotta planter.

      “What are you going to do with that?” Lela eyed my possession suspiciously.

      “We need something to dig up the box, right? Come on.”

      She shrugged. “I figured we’d look around for a shovel, but okay.”

      Once we reached the other side of the yard, we began looking for a large oak tree. I’d pulled up a picture to show Lela. She wasn’t as into plants as I was.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I was clueless.”

      The shed was in horrible condition. “I’m seeing a pattern here. Look at that roof. It’s practically caved in. We’ll have to check out the contents another time. I bet there are some goodies in there.” I tried to peek in the side window, but it was too dirty to see the contents of the building.

      “Yeah, there’s no time for antique picking.” Lela tugged on my arm. “Come on.”

      We found several oak trees, but it took a few minutes in the woods behind the house before we found a creek. “There’s an oak,” I said, pointing to a big, old tree near the water, then started looking for a flat stone. Sure enough, it was about ten yards behind the storage building. “Bring that old planter over here,” Lela said. She was already on her knees in the morning dew, shifting the heavy, flat rock to the side.

      After digging for what felt like a good fifteen minutes, my trusty terra cotta shard hit something solid. “I think I found it. Here, help me dig it up.” I threw my digger to the side, and we both dug quickly with our fingers. Lil’ Stinky decided to join us as we removed the soil around the tin box, going as fast as he could with his little paws.

      “I’m going to need a manicure after that.” Lela picked dirt from beneath her fingernails as I pried the box open. “Well, what’s in it?”

      Speechless, I stared into the box. It took me a minute to speak. “Umm. Gold coins?”

      “What? Let me see.” Lela snatched the box from my lap. “These look really old. You’re the antique expert. Do you recognize them?” Lela tilted the box in my direction.

      I was already two steps ahead of her as I began attempting a reverse photo lookup on my phone. “The cell service is sketchy out here, but I have one bar on this hill.” After a few long minutes, the results loaded. “It looks like they’re Scottish in origin.” I picked one of the coins up. “There’s some type of inscription on the lower half of this side, and…”

      Whoosh!

      A burst of air escaped the box and took my breath away. The temperature surrounding us suddenly became very cold, especially for a July morning.

      “Mae? Mae, what’s going on.” Lela reached for my hand and Lil’ Stinky scurried onto her shoulder, chittering.

      A hushed voice rose from the coins. At first, I couldn’t understand it. But then, a female voice whispered in a Scottish accent, “We brought these coins with us when we fled Scotland. We came to these mountains to avoid persecution and sought refuge from oppression.”

      Goose bumps rose on my neck, and I felt the need to touch the other coins, which were now emitting a soft green glow. As I did, more voices joined in until there was a chorus of whispers. Some spoke in English, others Gaelic.

      Lela touched a coin, resulting in a trembling of the ground beneath us. A final voice whispered, very clearly, “We forbid you to use the coins unless there is great need. Sla’n.”

      The chaos stopped as suddenly as it had begun. The temperature returned to normal and the ground quieted. The whispering voices and green glow also disappeared with that final word. Sla’n.

      Before Lela could ask what the word meant, I was looking it up on my phone. The results took a while to load, but I finally saw the answer. “Sla’n is a Gaelic term that means goodbye. The literal translation is ‘safe.’” I glanced at Lela. I wasn’t sure whose eyes were wider, Lela’s or Lil’ Stinky’s.

      “Well, I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that we probably shouldn’t use those coins.” Lela shifted them to the side of the box and inhaled sharply. “Oh, my!”

      “What now?” I peered over the side of the box and saw a stack of cash.

      Lela wasted no time counting the large stack of hundred-dollar bills, but even as fast as she went, it took a minute. I tried to help, but she shushed me. “There’s a little over two hundred thousand dollars here!”

      My jaw hit the grass. “Are you kidding me? That’s more than enough for us to fix up the old farmhouse. We can rent a trailer or small house until we complete the renovation.”

      “Slow your horses, Mae. Even if this is enough money to fix up the house, what are we supposed to do? Just completely relocate from Cali?” Lela fanned herself idly with a stack of hundreds.

      She wasn’t bossing me around this time. “I don’t know about you, but I want to be close to Bertha. And Harriet. You can find a doula job around here. And, besides, there’s enough money here to keep us afloat while we renovate full-time. Come on, Lela. For once, I’m asking you to go on an adventure with me.” I grabbed both of Lela’s hands and squeezed tightly.

      “Oh, all right. But don’t expect me to start brewing moonshine or attending witch meetings by the light of the moon. I’d like to keep things as normal as possible, alright?” Lela continued to pick dirt from her fingernails.

      “Of course. But you know I can’t take you seriously with Lil’ Stinky riding on your shoulder, right?” I giggled at the silly scene.

      “Yoo-hoo! Good mornin’, girls.” We had been so entranced with the haunted coins that we hadn’t heard her pull up in the old truck. “What are ya’ll doing way out here in the woods?”

      Once Bertha made her way to our side, carefully walking along the path, so narrow it was probably a deer trail, her eyes grew wide. “Oh. I see. You’ve found your inheritance.” She smiled broadly. “What’s the verdict?”

      “There’s a lot more money here than we expected. It looks like we’ll be staying in Tennessee, Bertha. Can you handle that?” I threw an arm around Bertha’s neck and had to untangle my ring from her long, gray hair.

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a good decade. We can get you set up in Susan’s house. I’ve got plenty of old furniture you can use if you need it or prefer it to Susan’s style. Let’s see. We’ll need to make sure you girls can access your electronic doo-dads. And…”

      “Hold on, Bertha.” Lela raised her hand. “There’s no way we’re moving into Susan’s house. It needs way too much work. Mae had a great idea. We’ll move into a camper or trailer here on the property while we renovate the cabin.”

      “That is, if we have access to the sewage line and a way to hook up to electricity. And we could probably get a hotspot for the time being.” I had to impart my logistical knowledge of the situation.

      Alright, miss know-it-all. Lela shot me a sly grin.

      I glanced at my watch. “It’s already getting late into the morning. Let’s head back to the motel, get dressed, call your clients and get them settled with other doulas, and see if we can find a camper that’ll meet our needs.” I was already walking back toward the car.

      “As long as we can get some food.” Lela hollered at me as she and Lil’ Stinky jogged to catch up.

      “Bertha, you’re welcome to come with us.” I was walking backward at this point—no time to waste.

      “Nah, that’s all right. You girls have fun. I’m gonna head back to my place for my mid-morning nip and nap.” Bertha chuckled and followed us back to Susan’s driveway.

      After a long afternoon of viewing campers, talking to sewage system experts, and choosing a high-speed wi-fi hotspot at the cellular store, we headed back to the motel, exhausted.

      “I’ve never paid cash for such a large purchase before,” I observed as I tossed the motel key onto the small side table. The camper had come fully furnished and ready to be hooked up at Susan’s property.

      “It was really nice of the owner to offer to pull it up to Susan’s.” People in Tennessee were so kind and helpful.

      “Yeah, I think he would’ve carried it up the mountain for you with his bare hands.” Lela nudged me with her elbow. “He might’ve had a bit of a crush on you, Sis.” She placed a small bowl of water on the floor for Lil’ Stinky.

      “No, that’s ridiculous. He knew we weren’t from around here and had no way to get the camper from point A to point B. That’s all.” My cheeks flushed. I wasn’t used to a man flirting with me or, better yet, going out of his way to be helpful.

      Lela came up behind me and put her arms around my neck. “What’s that for?” I asked, returning her hug.

      “Love you, Mae. I’m really excited that you talked me into this. I think the mountains suit us. Don’t you?”

      “Yes. I think the mountains are calling us back home.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            Lela

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My stomach grumbled. “I’m starving,” I moaned. “Let’s just go across the street and grab something from the Little Bear Café. Their stuff smells amazing.”

      Mae nodded, but she was totally engrossed in something on her phone. “Sure, sure. I’m just reading about these coins. Some of them are really old, Lee. Like, majorly old. There’s a lot of money here.” She met my gaze. “Potentially millions?”

      Well, there was just no way. I couldn’t even let myself get excited because it wasn’t possible. “Okay, well, you keep looking that up, and I’ll go get dinner. You want your usual?”

      She was utterly engrossed in the website and waved me off. “Yeah, sure.”

      My stomach by far ruled me more than Mae. I lived and died by my hunger pains.

      Traffic was light this time of the evening, but it was apparent why as soon as I crossed Main Street and really looked at the parking lot of the Little Bear. It was crammed full. “Geez,” I muttered as I crossed the gravel lot. “I’m gonna be waiting forever.” My stomach growled loudly as if on cue.

      Sure enough, the lack of traffic was because everyone was here, eating. There wasn’t even a table open for me to sit at, and a line of people waited outside for tables to open up. I found a log to perch on and sat down to do some people-watching.

      Mostly it looked like folks who’d just come off the river. I could just see it behind the restaurant, and while I sat there, the local tubing company van drove by about a dozen times. Tubing on the river sounded awful, at least at first. When in the river, what if I ran into a snake? Or worse… a fish?

      But then I remembered my powers. I could command all animal life to stay far away from me, couldn’t I? I hadn’t tested it, but it stood to reason it was possible.

      And something I wanted to try at the first opportunity.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the little witch who never texted me.” The voice was familiar and teasing. I jumped to my feet to see George getting out of a white car.

      “Hey,” I said. The smile that spread across my face was unavoidable. I couldn’t have stopped it with magic. “How’ve you been?”

      I was pretty sure I looked like hammered crap, but there was nothing I could do about it now. I tried to smooth down my hair as he turned away to lock his car.

      “What do you mean I didn’t text you?” I asked. “I texted you right then when you gave me your number.”

      He shook his head. “No, ma’am. I never got one.”

      Pulling my phone from my back pocket, I pulled up the text. “865-555-5224.”

      “Ah, that explains it. It’s 5334.”

      “Crud.” I pulled up the contact card for George and, edited the number then sent another text. Hey, this is Lela.

      George smiled a slow, sultry grin that made me want to kick up one heel and sigh. “Got it.”

      He walked around me and into the restaurant, exiting five minutes later with a bag in hand. I looked down at the buzzer in my hand morosely. “How’d you get in and out so fast?”

      With a wink, George handed me a menu. “Call ahead. They’ll put you right in the line.”

      He opened his mouth to say something else, but my buzzer started flashing red and vibrating. “Ah,” I said, my hunger pangs reminding me that food was more important than flirting. “My turn. Text you later.”

      Five minutes inside, and I was on my way back across the street. I had to wait another minute this time to cross traffic. While I stood, I tried to think of a smooth way to get a fry out of the packages of food without spilling it or anyone noticing I couldn’t wait until I got to the motel.

      A whistling sound pulled my attention away from the food. My heart froze, and I nearly lost my grip on the food as a small brown bird with a white belly and brown dots landed on my shoulder. “Please move,” I whispered, nearly beside myself that it would peck out my eyes or something.

      To my absolute amazement, the bird hopped down my arm and rested on my hand, then began to sing to me. It whistled, tweeted, and chirped the most beautiful song, an absolute melody of notes worthy of the loftiest composer. “Thank you,” I whispered, suddenly in the presence of Aunt EJ. She’d loved classical music, and while that song hadn’t specifically sounded like anything she listened to, somehow, I knew she was with me. “I miss you, EJ,” I whispered. “Hug Mom and Dad for me, and Grandmother Susan.” After a moment, I added, “And my grandfather, too, though I haven’t heard too much about him yet.”

      The little birdy cocked its head at me like it knew exactly what I was saying. “Will you come meet my sister?” I asked.

      The bird chirped twice, then flew away just as I got a good gap to dart across the street. “Guess not.”

      As I hit the grass on the other side, my phone beeped. I pulled it out to find a text from George. Glad you really gave me your number this time.

      Good thing Mae wasn’t out here to tease me about me and George K-I-S-S-I-N-G in a tree. The goofy grin on my face would’ve given me away first thing.

      By the time I got to the door, I’d schooled my facial expression and replied something vague and flirty to George. If you’re lucky you’ll get more texts.

      When I stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the motel, the bird landed on my hand again. “Oh, hello.” This time, my heart jumped, but I managed not to squeal, so it was an improvement. “Did you come to meet Mae?” I asked.

      Chirp, tweet.

      “Good.” I threw the door open. “Look at my new friend!”

      I must’ve burst into the room a bit too exuberantly because Mae threw her hands up and squealed. She had been standing at the sink in the small kitchenette with the water running. A spew of water arced into the air and splashed all over the bird and me.

      Sputtering, I threw my hands up and tried to block the onslaught of water, but it was no good. I ducked, and peered up at my sister. As I ducked, I dropped the bag of food. And, unfortunately, it landed right on Lil’ Stinky. He let out a squawk louder than should have been possible for his size and whirled around. “No!” I screamed. “Don't spray!” But it was too late.

      Mae slashed her hand in midair and everything froze. The water, the spray, me, Lil’ Stinky. Even the bird wasn't moving from his hiding place under the table.

      “Don’t move,” Mae whispered. With a little complicated squiggly hand movement, she lifted all of the liquid out of the air. The smell had spread, but she’d stopped the spray before it got too far. It took a few minutes, but Mae managed to stop the stream of water from the faucet, and lift all the liquid, whether it skunk spray or plain old water, off of me, the bird, and the floor and froze it in midair in a large, disgusting ball.

      “Open a window,” Mae whispered. I rushed over to the window in the back of the room and threw it open, then threw myself out of the way of the ball of liquid.

      “Send it way out the back,” I said. “Into those trees.”

      Nodding, Mae walked to the window and watched the liquid go out. “There,” she said, sounding supremely relieved. “It’s all the way in the woods.”

      We surveyed the rest of the damage and found Harriet standing in the open doorway with her jaw nearly on the floor. She dropped her backpack on one side, her purse on the other, and put her hands on her hips. “What. Was. That?”

      Shoot. I can’t believe we forgot to meet Harriet at her dorm.

      Mae and I exchanged a sheepish glance. “Er,” I muttered. “Depends. How much did you see?”

      She sputtered and scoffed and couldn’t get any words out as Mae rushed across the room to help her daughter into a chair. “It’s okay, honey,” Mae soothed. “It’s fine.”

      “I saw everything! I was right behind you on the sidewalk when you walked in with a freaking bird on your hand!”

      “Oh.” I looked under the table. “Come here.” The bird flew over and landed on my hand again while Lil’ Stinky chittered away and wrapped himself around my ankle. “You better get comfortable, little niece. We have a lot to talk about.”
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      “I can’t stand wearing pantyhose.” Lela scratched at her thigh. “How much longer do we have to wait out here in the scorching heat?”

      “The funeral director said they’ll open the doors at ten o’clock. We just have a few more minutes,” Bertha reassured us.

      “This is a great time to update you on our conversation with Harriet last night.” I turned to Bertha and shielded my eyes from the blazing July sun. It really wasn’t the heat, though. It was the humidity. Like walking around inside a mouth. “She walked in on us having a magical moment with a local bird and Lil’ Stinky.” I couldn’t help but laugh. Poor Harry.

      “She saw you use your magic? How’d that go?” Bertha crossed her arms and settled in for a story, leaning against the brick wall of the funeral home.

      “We told her all about the mountain magic, the prophecy, and even the death of our parents being intentional. After she recovered from the shock of it all, she seemed pretty excited. Right, Mae?” Lela asked.

      “Well, yes. But she was also concerned about us having so much power. Let me rephrase. She’s worried about me. I think she still sees me as a helpless housewife and is afraid that I will get myself into trouble.” I looked down at my shoes. Maybe Harriet was right.

      “Oh, phooey. That’s nonsense. You’re a capable and strong woman. I see the way you take care of those around you. And you certainly jumped into action, without a second thought, when my curtains caught fire. You’ll grow into your magic.” Bertha patted my shoulder reassuringly.

      “Harry said she’s been having some weird magic-type episodes at the dorm since we arrived in Tennessee. We’re meeting up with her to talk more this afternoon. Is it possible that she could have some of the granny magic, as well?”

      I appreciated Lela’s attempt at moving the attention off of me and my lame self-pity.

      “I suppose so. It’d make sense. Seeing as how her momma has fifty percent of all mountain magic pulsing through her veins.” Bertha gestured towards me. “Did you have any weird sensations or incidents while pregnant with Harriet?”

      Had I? Thinking hard, I remembered a specific occurrence that I’d found odd at the time.

      “When I was around six months pregnant, I was walking around the grocery store; I came around the corner of the bread aisle, and a little girl was standing there. She was completely alone and staring right at me. I asked her if she needed help finding her mommy, and she just stared. Finally, she pointed to my stomach and said, ‘the baby doesn’t like gluten.’ Then she ran off.”

      Lela burst out laughing. “That was your weird incident while pregnant?” She braced herself against the wall as she doubled over. “Please, don’t ever tell me your scariest incident. I don’t think my heart can take it.” She gasped for air in between her howling.

      “Shut up, Lela! You didn’t even let me finish.” I punched her on the arm. Yes, I was still a child. “I will now direct my story at Bertha. Lela, you have been shut out of this conversation.” I turned my back to Lela and continued, “The crazy thing is that Harriet had a ton of stomach issues as a child. She finally received a diagnosis of celiac disease when she was a senior in high school.” I looked to Bertha, hoping for some type of explanation.

      “I must admit, I wasn’t sure where you were going with that story.” Bertha shot Lela a smirk. “Now that you finished, it sounds like somehow your little Harriet was trying to communicate to you, in utero.”

      Our conversation was interrupted by a tall man dressed in a suit and tie. He opened the doors. “This way, ladies.”

      We followed him into the funeral home and into one of the well-decorated reception rooms. The blue accents created a calming atmosphere, but I still had a gnawing anxiety building in my stomach. All I could think about was Aunt EJ’s funeral.

      Up ahead, Susan’s body lay in a simple coffin, front and center. I reached for Lela’s hand.

      “I’ll give you ladies a moment. Your guests should be arriving soon. We suggest that the family stand at the front of the room so that friends and family can pay their respects to you and your loved one. Please don’t hesitate to find me if you need anything.” After handing each of us a bottle of cold water, the man closed the double doors behind him and exited the room.

      The front of the room was lined with beautiful peace lilies and other potted plants that had been sent as a sign of condolence. I read the notes attached. Many were from nursing home staff or others who had known Susan from various stages of her life. None were names I recognized.

      As I reached for one of the notes, a fern leaned towards my hand, tickling my palm. The other plants also decided to reach for me. A peace lily stretched my direction with such force that the entire pot fell off the step and landed with a loud thud.

      “What in tarnation are you doing back there, Mae?” Bertha was perturbed.

      “I’m so sorry, Bertha. These plants are reaching for me, and one just fell.”

      “Well, tell them to stop. People will be here any second.” Bertha was in mom mode. I kinda liked it.

      “Stop,” I ordered the plants with one hand up. And, just like obedient children, they sat up into their natural shape. “Good plants.” I couldn’t help but to grin.

      It wasn’t long before the first guest arrived. She looked to be about Bertha’s age. As she slowly walked down the aisle to pay her respects, Bertha leaned over and whispered. “Susan told everyone that Eliza Jane eloped, moved away, and had two daughters very close in age. Just FYI, as you are conversing with everyone.”

      That was good to know. She could’ve warned us a bit sooner than this.

      “Oh, Bertha. I’m so sorry about Susan. She sure put up a good fight, didn’t she?” The woman hugged Bertha and quickly turned to Lela and me. “You girls must be Eliza Jane’s daughters. My, my. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it? Ya’ll look just like her. Beautiful.”

      “This is Martha Peterson. She used to run a little music shop in Townsend, and your mom took piano lessons from her for years,” Bertha explained.

      “So nice to meet you, Mrs. Peterson. Thank you for coming today.” I shook her hand, and she slowly moved over to Lela, who was looking at her phone.

      “Hey! You need to pay attention. Are you texting with your nurse boyfriend again?” I whispered loudly. I had perfected the whisper-yell over the years.

      Lela grinned and slid the phone into her back pocket. “What’s wrong with a few flirtatious texts?”

      I rolled my eyes and focused on our next visitor.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Bertha exclaimed. Strolling towards her was none other than the infamous Maynard Baldwin from the gas station and Bertha’s fond memories.

      “Sweet Bertha. How long has it been?” Maynard didn’t wait for permission and hugged Bertha tight. “I am so sorry to hear about Susan. The two of you were always a force to be reckoned with.” He smiled kindly before turning his attention to Lela and me.

      “Now, wait a second! I know you two. You’re the gals from Slaw’s. The ones with the pet skunk. Bertha? Are these two your kin?”

      “They sure are! Maynard, these are my great-nieces, Lela and Mae.” Bertha was beaming with pride.

      “Goodness sakes alive. I’ve already met these two fine ladies.” Maynard shook our hands vigorously. “I figured ya’ll were already back in California by now. Have you decided to stay a little longer?”

      “As a matter of fact, we’ve decided to stay indefinitely. We’re going to fix up Susan’s old farm house.” I felt like Maynard was the type of guy I could provide personal information to. Completely harmless.

      “That’s great news to hear. Listen, ya’ll know where I live. Let me know if you need any help. I’ve got a bunch of farm equipment, old wood, and a lot of extra time on my hands. I’d be glad to help you in any way I can.” Maynard gently kissed Bertha’s hand. “It was so nice to see you, Bertha. You take care now, you hear?”

      Bertha’s face turned a bright shade of pink. Mae and I giggled like schoolgirls.

      “Oh, hush up,” Bertha ordered.

      The next several visitors all had a similar reaction. They were excited to see Eliza Jane’s daughters and commented on how much we looked like her. It was easy to keep up the facade until a woman about our age made her way through the line.

      “Oh, hello. I don’t think we’ve met.” The stranger with short, brown hair eyed us suspiciously. “I’m Jacqueline Miller.” She reached her hand out to shake mine.

      “Yes, girls, Jacqueline is the daughter of your mom’s best friend. They were inseparable back in grade school,” Bertha explained.

      As I shook Jacqueline’s hand, she squinted and leaned in closer than I would prefer. Had this girl never heard of a personal bubble? She was all up in mine. And I did not approve.

      “Wait a second. You’re twins! You must be Lela Mae’s daughters. I thought you’d died in the car wreck.”

      With stunned silence, Lela and I both looked to Bertha, hoping she would have a quick response. She was shocked by the question and quickly turned to the next visitor in line.

      Thanks for the help, Bertha.

      How could this woman know that we’re Lela Mae’s daughters? What should we say? Lela had no issues sending the telepathic message directly to my brain.

      I turned to Jacqueline, took a deep breath, and went for it. “Yes, Jacqueline. You’re right. We are Lela Mae’s daughters.” I watched closely for her reaction. What did we have to lose? Bertha and Susan both had said that the coven members who wanted us dead were, in fact, dead themselves.

      Jacqueline took a step backward. “But…I thought you were dead. I don’t understand how this is even possible.” She nervously ran her fingers through her hair. And, without another word, she stormed out of the funeral home.

      “What did you say to her?” Bertha had missed the whole interaction.

      “We told her the truth. She seemed really bothered by the fact that we’re still alive.” Lela was fidgeting with her hair again.

      “Lordy, lordy. Susan said she took care of those evil witches years ago. And the ones she didn’t get to died of old age. I guess you all need to be more careful with your true identities until we can get this figured out.” Bertha tugged nervously at her black silk blouse.

      We turned our attention to the remaining visitors. I had to force myself to shake hands and make pleasantries. After all, someone out there knew that we were granny witches. Should we be worried?

      The final group to make their way through the receiving line was the staff from Susan’s nursing home. George led the pack and made a beeline for Lela.

      “How are you holding up?” He squeezed her hand.

      “We’re doing well. Just getting tired from all of the social interactions with people we’ve never met before.” Lela seemed relieved to see George.

      “I wanted to tell you all,” George turned to face Bertha and me, “that Susan was one of my favorite patients. She always kept us laughing and certainly kept us on our toes. There was one time that I was working the night shift. I was making my rounds to ensure everyone was sleeping well and in no distress. Susan had decided to pull her blankets over her pillows that she had arranged perfectly to look like a human body. She hid behind the door and watched silently as I panicked, thinking she was dead.”

      We all lost it. It might have been the pent-up nervousness of being at a funeral service or the idea of a lady in a nursing home having the ability to pull off such a stunt. Either way, we had trouble composing ourselves, seeing as we were standing in front of a dead body.

      “Thank you for sharing that memory with us, George. I’ll keep it close to my heart, always.” Bertha hugged him and he moved on down the line to view Susan’s body.

      After the short funeral service, we headed to the rental car. “Bertha, would you like to come back to the motel with us? We can grab some lunch on the way.” I hated the thought of her being alone after her sister’s funeral.

      “No, thank you, dear. I’m plumb worn out. If you don’t mind, just take me back to my house so I can grab a nap. I’ll meet up with ya’ll later this afternoon at Susan’s.” Bertha didn’t have as much pep in her step as she usually did. I hoped she was going to be okay.

      “When will you be able to pick up Susan’s ashes?” I found the whole process of cremation fascinating. If I had to choose between being buried or burned, I’d definitely choose cremation. Who wanted to be stuck under the ground for all of eternity? So dark and silent. A chill ran through my body at the thought.

      “The director said it might be a few weeks,” Bertha replied.

      “What have we here?” Lela interrupted our sad conversation. She had reached the car before us and pulled a piece of paper from underneath the right windshield wiper. “It’s a note.”

      Get out of town. If you don’t, you’re putting your lives in danger.

      Bertha clutched at her throat. “I’m worried about you girls. Maybe you shouldn’t stay.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I snatched the letter from Lela’s hands and tore it into shreds. The words were alarming, but I couldn’t allow my emotions to override my heart’s desire to stay in Tennessee. “We’re not going to let a silly note run us out of town. We’re excited about what the future holds for us here in the mountains. And, after all, we have magic on our side.” I winked at Bertha in hopes of lightening the mood.

      We might want to keep the deadbolt latched at the motel to play it safe.

      Lela nodded in agreement.
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      “Are we getting up?” I asked. “Or lying here all afternoon?”

      “This whirlwind of a week is catching up to me.” Mae blinked sleepily at me from the reclining lounge chair. “I feel like I could sleep for a month and then wake up, have a snack, and sleep for another month.”

      “Same.” I rocked my reclining chair by pushing off the wall and closed my eyes, listening to Lil’ Stinky chitter as he explored the living room. He’d been digging for bugs all afternoon, and I’d roused myself enough to let him in a few minutes ago.

      Harriet was supposed to meet us here at Susan’s after her last class. We’d stopped at a dollar store in town before heading up the mountain, and they’d had a sale on these loungers. Twenty minutes later, we’d set them up in Susan’s living room, under the direct flow of her window a/c unit and had gotten extremely comfortable and sleepy.

      “Don’t you two look like a couple of lizards lying in the sun.”

      I cracked one eye to find Bertha standing in the doorway with one hand on her hip. “Hey, Aunt B.”

      After letting Lil’ Stinky scamper back outside, she shut the door and walked into the room. “And where’s mine?”

      I nodded my head toward the far wall. “Right there. One for you and Harriet.”

      We didn’t want to say it to her but we weren’t sure how old or clean the couch and loveseat in the living room were. They were dusty to say the least. We hadn’t liked the idea of waiting on them until Harriet got here.

      “You’ll get to meet Harriet,” Mae told Bertha. She got up and grabbed the lounger, setting it up for our aunt. “She should be here any minute.”

      “She coming from Knoxville?” Bertha asked.

      We both nodded, my eyes still heavy and sleepy. “Yeah, why?” I asked.

      “Traffic this time of day will be terrible. She might be delayed. She can make it from campus in forty-five minutes when it’s not rush hour. Not bad. But right now, it’ll take her at least twice that.”

      I twisted my wrist and peeked at my smartwatch. “Even at twice that she should be here any time.”

      The window air unit cut off just in time for us to hear a car door slam. “Speak of the devil,” Bertha said.

      Mae found her second wind at the prospect of seeing her daughter. She ran to the door and excitedly threw it open. “Harry!” she yelled. “You’re here.”

      Harry stopped in the doorway, then pulled her sunglasses down and stared around the room. “Man, this place is a dump.”

      “Harriet,” Mae chided. “Don’t be rude. It needs a lot of work, yes, but it’s our ancestral family home.”

      Bertha snorted. “Call a spade a spade, Mae. The place is a dump.”

      “Good thing we’re rich now,” I called, waving one hand at my niece. “Hello, my darling.”

      She laughed and waved. “Hey, Aunt Lee-Lee.” She’d called me that since she was a tiny little girl.

      “Harriet Talulah Miller, meet Bertha Sparks, your great-great-aunt.”

      Bertha chuckled and pulled Harry into a big hug. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, girlie. I can’t believe you were right here under our noses this whole time.”

      Harriet smiled down at Bertha; she was a good three inches taller than the older woman. “I know, me too. I wish I could’ve met your sister.”

      “Bertie, we told her all about the magic and stuff.” I tried to sit up in my chair, the conversation helping to wash away my sleepiness, at least a little bit.

      “Yes.” Harriet released Bertha and clasped her hands together. “I’m so excited. It’s like getting my Hogwarts letter.”

      “Your what, girl? If you’ve got warts, your Aunt Lela can buy the wart so it disappears forever.” Bertha grabbed Harry’s hands and looked them over, presumably for the hog warts.

      Mae, Harriet, and I burst into laughter. “Oh, Bertha,” Mae said between chortles. “You really are a character. Hogwarts is a fictional school from a popular book series. And… buy a wart?”

      Bertha waved her off. “Bah. You’re a bunch of silly girls. You’ll learn. Your magic will kill a wart for the cost of a penny.” She disappeared into the kitchen, but soon the sounds of her whistling let us know she wasn’t really mad.

      “So, how was your class?” Mae asked as she sat back down.

      Harriet gazed around the room in amazement. “Fine. Are you really going to fix this place up? I don’t mean to insult it, but it is in bad shape.”

      “It was our family’s home when they came over from Scotland,” I told her. “I think we owe it to our heritage to see if we can get it up and running again. It’ll be expensive, but your great-grandmother Susan left us a bunch of cash.”

      “You gonna rent it out?” Harriet tugged at a curling spot of the old wallpaper and waved her hands when a cloud of dust filled the air in front of her.

      The air conditioner cut back on. It was a newish model and quieter than most, but still, we had to raise our voices. “Probably,” Mae said. “If one of us doesn’t move into it instead.”

      “Maybe we can all live here. You could commute to college.” I wiggled my eyebrows at my niece. “You could bring home all those hot UT guys to meet your mom, aunt and great-great-aunt Bertie.”

      The dust in the air settled, blown by the a/c, and Harriet stuck her tongue out at me. “No, thanks. I’ll stick to the dorms.” She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Though I do like the idea of you guys living close.”

      “Girl,” Bertha said as she came out of the kitchen with a plate of sandwiches. I hadn’t even seen her bring in any ingredients. “Eat. You’re too skinny.”

      She looked a bit lean, but it was probably fine at her age. She’d always been on the slender side. “Thank you.” After peering at the sandwiches, she plucked one up and smiled at Bertha. “I love pimento cheese.”

      “My kinda girl.” Bertie grabbed a sandwich and fixed Harriet with her glare. “You’ve got powers?”

      “Well,” Harry said around her bite of sandwich. “Sort of.”

      I finally hauled my sleepy butt up to grab a ham and cheese while Harry talked about her powers.

      “What do you mean sort of, sweetie?” Mae asked.

      “It’s more that weird things have happened around me. I didn’t realize they were related to me specifically until I saw you guys doing magic. I thought they were coincidences, really. Like once, when I was laughing, bubbles started floating into the dorm room window, but it seemed like they were just appearing in midair. Which, I thought was impossible, they had to have come in the window, and I didn’t notice.”

      Bertha chuckled. “I used to make bubbles when I was a little girl.”

      “Another time, I was upset, and the ground rumbled. It was an earthquake, no doubt about it, but there was never anything reported about it.”

      It made sense that would be her powers, though nobody was supposed to have powers to speak of since we’d been born. “Bertha, how do you and Harriet have magic when the prophecy said we’d steal it all?”

      “Hmph.” Bertha wiggled her fingers, and the tiniest flicker of a flame appeared. “That’s hardly what one would call power, now is it?” She waved the flame away, thankfully.

      I’d been about to freak out. This house needed a lot of work, but the last thing I wanted to do was start from scratch after a fire. “It’s better than nothing, surely?” I asked.

      Nodding, Bertha rocked in her chair and chewed. “That it is.”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I couldn’t stop the smile on my face when I read the text. When will you let me take you out on a date.

      “Oh, I know that smile,” Mae said. “That’s her flirtatious smile. That text was from her hot nurse.”

      “Ohhh,” Harriet and Bertha said in unison, then burst out laughing and smiling at one another. Those two were going to be two peas in a pod, and my sweet little niece would end up drinking moonshine.

      Fabulous.

      “He just asked if we could go on a date,” I said, trying not to sound too defensive. “What’s it to ya’?”

      This time they all ooh-ed and aah-ed. I pretended to be offended, but we all knew it was put on. I loved the attention, and the text. As I replied—When you ask me, maybe—an unpleasant odor tickled my nose.

      “Where’s Lil’ Stinky?” I asked, alarmed. “I smell his spray, and the only time he’s ever sprayed is when he was panicked.”

      “Outside, still, I think,” Mae said, jumping up. “And I smell smoke.”

      We all looked at Bertha, but she held both hands up. “Don’t look at me.”

      I led the way out the front door just in time to see the back of a white sedan disappear around the bend in the driveway. They were too far away and moving too fast to get even a bit of their tag number.

      I looked at Mae in nervous amazement, and we all glanced around, but the yard was fine. “Around here,” Harriet called from the side of the house. “Hurry!”

      She disappeared around the side of the house. “Look.”

      Lil’ Stinky was underneath the window I’d been sitting beside, running in circles and chittering like his life depended on it. I couldn’t quite interpret his noises as words, but his emotions poured over me. He was worried and scared.

      Leaning over, I tried to pick him up, but he darted forward. “I think he wants us to follow him.”

      “Mom!” Harriet yelled. She’d already moved forward again. “Fire!”

      Scooping Stinky up, I ran full out for the backyard, belatedly smelling the smoke.

      The outhouse was on fire just enough that the smoke was starting to rise. No wonder we hadn’t noticed yet.

      “I can handle this,” Bertha said with a grim smile. She held both hands up.

      And the outhouse erupted in flames, engulfed entirely.

      “Whoa!” Harriet rushed back and pushed Bertha’s hands down.

      “The creek,” I yelled at Mae. “Where we dug.”

      It was a few yards into the woods, but her powers seemed pretty strong with water. Sure enough, after a few moments of concentration, an absolute mini tsunami of water roared out of the woods.

      The creek dumped onto the outhouse and at the same time, unfortunately, onto all of us. Lil’ Stinky roared in his little squeaky voice. I set him down before he sprayed me on top of the water. He immediately began grooming himself in between complaint noises and glaring at all of us.

      “Sorry,” Mae said sheepishly. “I was going for speed, not precision. Here.”

      She focused, and moving more slowly, drew the water off of us, including the baby skunk, who practically purred with happiness, then dumped that water on the outhouse too, for good measure.

      Bertha walked forward as Stinky rubbed himself against Mae’s legs. “I think he forgives you.”

      “This outhouse had been on this property for almost two hundred years. Since the property was built.”

      She put her hand on the charred side, which was cooled enough that it didn’t burn, or her fire magic protected her from the heat. I had no idea which.

      Mae and I put our hands on her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Bertha,” I whispered. “Maybe we should’ve taken that warning at the funeral home more seriously.”

      She squared off her shoulders and turned to look at us. “Maybe we should have, yes.”
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      We stood in silence for what felt like an eternity as we watched the smoke from the smothered fire meet the low-lying, fluffy clouds above. I’d called the police a good ten minutes ago, and we were waiting for them to arrive and assess the scene.

      Lela’s phone buzzing broke the silence. “It’s George again.” She showed me the screen.

      I hope you’re okay. Text me when you get a chance.

      “Why is he asking if you’re okay? That’s kind of odd, don’t you think?” I eyed Lela, waiting for her response.

      She sniffed, then brushed it off. “Nah. He’s just trying to figure out why I didn’t text him back.”

      He’d texted just an hour earlier, if even that long. Who did this guy think he was? I knew the signs of an overprotective love interest when I saw one. After all, I’d practically been smothered by my husband’s constant interrogations. Hopefully, George was nothing like Peter. Perhaps he was simply a bit overzealous.

      “This was obviously arson, don’t you agree?” I turned to Bertha, who was sitting on a nearby tree stump.

      “Definitely. I’ve got a bad feeling about this, girls. Someone’s trying to send you two a message. Between this and the note on the car earlier, we really need to be on the alert.” Bertha leaned forward and whispered, worried that the culprit could be lurking about.

      “What note? Mom, what’s going on?” Harriet was confused and wanted answers. I decided to fill her in on everything. She’d just keep pestering me if I didn’t.

      Just as I opened my mouth to explain, the wailing of police sirens echoed down Susan’s long driveway. Once they arrived, two policemen took our statements as we explained that we had not seen the perpetrator, only a white car as it drove away. Unfortunately, Lela couldn’t give much more of a description of the vehicle.

      “How did you ladies get the fire out so quickly?” the lead officer asked.

      Crap. How were we supposed to explain that?

      Bertha stood shakily, obviously exhausted by the day’s events. She’d been tired before the police arrived, but if I was right, she was putting on a bit. “Oh, it was no big deal.” She shook her hand toward the officer. “The outhouse was such a small structure. There’s a creek right over there at that tree line.” She pointed to the far side of the property. “These two filled buckets as I threw water on the fire.”

      “I see.” The police officer seemed to accept this answer, as there was really no other explanation. He scratched the comments onto his notepad.

      “Do you have any reason to believe that someone would want to harm one of you?” the officer asked, glancing at me over his aviator sunglasses.

      “Umm. No, sir.” What was I supposed to say? Yes, officer, we think someone wants us dead because we’re granny witches, and we’ve absorbed all of the mountain magic from the other granny witches in the Appalachian Mountains. Oh, and our family members faked our deaths when we were just newborns. And, just FYI, our parents were murdered, though there’s probably no police file on that.

      “At this point, there’s really not much we can do. Seeing as how you didn’t get a good look at that white car's make and model or license plate number. We’ll plan on sending an officer out to the property a few times a day if you’d like. We won’t disturb you; we’ll just drive by and make sure nothing looks out of place or suspicious.” The officer handed me his card.

      “Oh, yes, please do send someone,” Lela said. “That would be appreciated.”

      He tipped his hat like a cowboy, and somehow it didn’t come off as completely ridiculous. It was a move of respect. These Tennessee men… “If you happen to think of any other details, please give me a call. This is my direct line. And if you see someone trespassing on your property, call 911 immediately.”

      The police officer’s partner took a few more photos of the outhouse remains, and then they headed back down the long driveway.

      “Well, that was pointless.” Lela kicked at the grass. “It’s not like they’d be able to do anything or help us, even if we did have a plate number.”

      Just as she opened her mouth to complain again, something caught my eye behind the outhouse. “Lela, look!” I pointed in the direction of the movement.

      A black bear stood on its hind legs just at the edge of the tree line. He seemed to be peering towards Lela.

      “I think he’s concerned. You better let him know that everything’s all right.” I gently pushed Lela toward the bear.

      Harriet grabbed my arm. “Mom, no. She shouldn’t walk towards the bear. I know you all aren’t used to Tennessee or the animals that live here, but it’s common knowledge that you never walk towards a bear. She could have cubs nearby and would want to protect them.”

      “Don't worry, honey. Your Aunt Lela has a special connection with animals. Just watch.”

      As Harriet’s jaw dropped, Lela slowly walked towards the huge beast. When she got within about three yards, the bear lowered its front legs. And then it lay down, completely flat on the ground. It even put its massive head onto its front paws.

      “It’s being submissive,” Bertha whispered to Harriet and me.

      Lela squatted down on the bear’s level and began petting its head. She whispered calmly into the bear’s ear. With a final pat on the back, Lela stood, and the bear followed suit. It slowly turned and wandered back into the woods.

      “What did you say to it?” I asked as Lela jogged back over to us.

      “I don’t know if there’s some intelligence difference between bears and the other animals I’ve encountered or if my powers are growing, but I heard her speak in my mind. The bear told me that she was concerned for our safety. She said she saw the whole thing and that one person who started the fire. Since she’s, well, you know, a bear, she wasn’t able to really provide a description. But she promised she would keep an eye out.”

      “Incredible. I’ve never seen anything like it. Not even on the animal shows we binge back at the dorm.” Harriet was astonished. She stared at her Aunt Lela like she’d met a celebrity.

      “I hate to interrupt, but are you girls heading back to the motel?” Bertha yawned and rubbed her wrinkled forehead. “I’m bushed.”

      “Yeah, I guess so. I don’t think we’ll accomplish anything up here today.” I looked back at the ashes and burned wood.

      “Well, I’m going to head back to my house. I hate to take two naps a day, but this was just too much excitement for my old brain to process.” Bertha shook her head in dismay.

      I put my arm around Bertha and we began walking to the driveway. She stayed quiet, and I didn’t know what to say to make her feel any better, so I kept my mouth shut.

      After dropping Bertha off at her house, Harriet followed us back down the mountain to the motel. “I have to get Harriet out of town. And maybe I should go with her.” I glanced at Lela as she pressed her foot harder against the gas pedal.

      “No way. Absolutely not, Mae. Under no circumstances am I allowing you to run from this.” Lela’s lips were pursed. She had that hard-headed expression on her face. She meant business. “We aren’t going to be run out of town by some idiot who thinks they can scare us. If they know who we are, then they know what we’re capable of. They’re the ones who need to be watching their backs!” Lela slammed her hand against the steering wheel for emphasis.

      Darn it, Lela was right. I’d always been the one who gave in at the first sign of conflict. I hadn’t always been that way, but my unhealthy relationship with Peter had left me defeated and broken. Any time he started fussing over a spot of crumbs on the kitchen counter or his work slacks that I hadn’t ironed correctly, I would run to his side and remedy the situation. I’d never stood up for myself. Maybe now was my time.

      Back in the room, we settled in and got comfortable.

      “I should’ve thrown these scratchy devils into the fire,” Lela shouted as she threw her pantyhose out the bathroom door. We hadn’t changed before heading to Susan’s, and we were now done with the funeral attire.

      Lil’ Stinky sauntered out from underneath Lela’s bed and stretched like a cat. Harriet patted the empty space in her chair, and the baby skunk wasted no time settling in next to her.

      It was time to fill Harriet in on the weird encounter at the funeral service with Jacquelin and the elusive note on the windshield. She seemed to take it well until I mentioned the words of the note, especially the danger part.

      “Okay, honey. This is going to sound scary, but I’m really not concerned.” I smiled weakly at my worried daughter.

      I glanced at my sister. Actually, I am concerned. I need your backup here.

      Lela jumped to attention. “Your mom’s trying to say that we aren’t concerned because we have mountain magic on our side. Whoever is trying to scare us out of town is clearly intimidated by us. We aren’t going to be bullied into leaving Bertha. And we certainly aren’t going to give up our granny witch birth rights just because somebody started a little fire.” Lela paced the floor.

      “With that being said, we would feel better if you weren’t around right now. Not that we don’t love spending time with you, honey. It’s just that we need to figure this out and put an end to this nonsense.” I reached for Harriet’s hand, but she pulled it away.

      “Put an end to this? What are you going to do? Hunt down and murder the culprit as Susan had? Mom, this is just too much! I couldn’t possibly leave you two right now. Please don’t ask me to.” Harriet was standing with her arms crossed. She had just enough of her father’s hard-headedness to make me proud. And not enough to make me worried, usually.

      “We don’t want you gone forever. You just finished your last summer class, right?” Lela walked towards Harriet.

      “Yeah. My fall semester begins in a few weeks.”

      “Okay, that’s perfect.” She looked back at me. I have an idea.

      I nodded to encourage her, so she turned back to Harry.

      “We want to pay for you and a friend to fly out to LA. You can pack up our belongings and arrange for a moving company to pick them up and drive everything to Tennessee. We’ll also need you to get with a rental company to get Aunt EJ’s house listed for rent. Then, you and your friend can drive our cars back to Tennessee.”

      “That sounds extremely expensive. And a lot of work.” Harriet wasn’t convinced.

      “Oh, don’t worry about the money, Harry. We have plenty left over from our inheritance. Just think, it’ll be a fun girl’s cross-country trip before school starts. We’ll pay for your lodging and give you money for food, as well. You could even stop at that little town in Albuquerque we visited when you were in middle school. What do you say?” I reached for Harriet’s hand.

      “I’ll do this for you. Not because I’m scared to be here. But because you obviously can’t be in two places at once. Just promise me something.” Harriet stood. “Try not to draw any more attention to yourselves, okay?”

      Lela and I grinned at one another. “Of course not, honey. We’ll definitely lay low.”
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      “Are you sure you’re okay to be here alone?” I asked.

      Mae was already elbow deep in the kitchen cabinets with a sink full of sudsy water beside her. “I’m fine,” she said. “Lock the front door when you leave. I’ve got Harry here to keep an eye out for me.”

      I hated to leave them, but the camper was going to be delivered soon. And Harriet was leaving in the morning to start the process of bringing our belongings from California. We had to get ourselves situated and ready to move into the trailer when it was delivered, which should be any day now. Tonight, if we were lucky.

      After locking the door, I walked over to the woods. “Bear?” I said the word out loud  and sent feelers out with my magic. I knew as soon as my magic found the black bear, and waited patiently for her to lumber out of the woods.

      She moved surprisingly fast for such a large creature, and soon, I was scratching behind one of her cute ears. “Never let another human do this,” I warned her. “They’ll end up getting you killed.”

      If a bear could give a reproachful look, this one did. Her words came through to me scattered and at times growly, but my magic did something to translate, so I understood her distinctly. “I have always avoided humans until you. Do you need my assistance?”

      I scratched harder. “Yes, please. I’m leaving my sister here with my niece. Can you keep a close eye on them?”

      “Of course. It would be my pleasure. I will watch from here.”

      “Thank you, bear. You are beautiful.”

      She chuffed. “I know.”

      After shooting a quick text to Mae to let her know not to be alarmed, I sat in the car and marveled for a second at how I’d changed. In less than a week, I’d gone from running screaming from Mayo, the neighbor’s Pomeranian, to scratching a large black bear’s ears.

      On the way to the motel, I couldn’t help but whistle. I turned up the tunes and rolled the windows down. Despite the heat and humidity, this sense of freedom and potential was wonderful. We were embarking on a real journey here—learning about our heritage and our magic.

      It was gonna be good.

      As soon as our camper was delivered, anyway. We’d decided to get things ready so that we wouldn’t waste any time paying for a motel once it arrived. That was why Mae and Harry were at the house. I was back at the motel, neatening up and getting a few things ready in case we got the chance to make a hasty exit.

      Also, I needed to get dinner. We were starved.

      There wasn’t much for me to do at the motel. I’d left Lil’ Stinky with Mae and Harry, and Mae had, at some point, cleaned up our little motel room. It wouldn’t take ten minutes to throw our stuff in our bags and be ready to go.

      Without much need to clean or organize, I headed over to the Little Bear Café, without ordering ahead of time, again.

      As soon as I stepped out of my car, I stopped short. There was a small, white sedan beside me. It was silly to assume it was the same car that had driven away from the outhouse fire, but it did make my heart skip for a split second.

      Before I reached the front door of the restaurant, it opened, and low and behold my not-so-secret admirer stepped out. “George,” I exclaimed. “Fancy seeing you here. Again.”

      “Lela.” He sounded pleased to see me, at least. “I have to admit I’ve been a little worried about you. You never responded to my texts today.”

      Trying not to blush and look too much like I was lying, I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “Oh, my gosh. It wasn’t dinging.” I turned my phone and waved it at him as if showing him the texts were unread, but I did it too fast for anyone actually to be able to read the screen.

      As I looked down at the handsome nurse’s texts, another message came in from Mae.

      Tapping it, I squinted down at the picture she’d sent. It was a small doll with a pin through her chest, at the heart. Mae and Lela had been stitched on the skirt in crude embroidery.

      Found this just under the couch. Whoever it was, they were in the house.

      “Um,” I said and took a deep breath. “I’ve got to…” When I looked up, George had his hand on his heart in precisely the same place the doll in the photo had a pin.

      Looking from George to the car behind him, I said, “Is that your car, the white one?”

      “Yep.” He kept his hand over his heart as he looked back at it. “You’ve wounded me, you know.”

      “I, erm, what?” He drove a white car. He knew about witches. And he’d sent some texts through at seriously suspicious moments. And now he was, clutching his heart and saying I’d wounded him.

      Could he be behind the attacks?

      “If you’re not interested in me, it’s okay.” He nodded his head toward my phone. “You can tell me instead of playing games. I’m a grown man. I won’t stalk you or anything.”

      “What are you doing?” I decided to go for the direct approach.

      “I’m not doing anything. I met an attractive woman who I thought had an interest in me. If you don’t, just say so.”

      I did, at least I had until I started thinking he could be behind the attacks. “You’re obviously doing something.” I pointed at him. “Take your hand off your chest right now.”

      Now George was starting to look confused. “I hurt my wrist earlier,” he said. “I had some trouble with a patient.” He pulled a soft brace out of his back pocket. “It was making me itch, so I took it off, but I’m trying to baby the wrist so maybe I won’t have to take the time and money to go to the doctor.”

      After slipping the brace on his wrist, he took a step back, and I began to feel foolish. “Listen…”

      “No. I don’t think so.” George pulled his keys out of his pocket with his other hand, and then I noticed a bandage on it as well.

      “What happened there?” I asked.

      Oh, man, he looked angry. Maybe I’d pushed too far and asked too many questions. “It’s not really any of your business. But I burned it last night on my gas stove. I just had gas installed, and I’m not used to it.”

      A burn. “I think you should leave me alone.” I tried to sidestep him and head toward the door.

      “No problem,” he muttered. “I won’t bother you again.” He headed for his vehicle and put one hand on it. “You know, all you had to do was say no. You didn’t have to play all these games with the fake number and everything.”

      What a jerk! He had the nerve to tell me I was playing games with him when he’d tried to kill us once and left a creepy note, as well as this doll situation, coming into our home. What a violation.

      As soon as he left and I’d put in our dinner order, I sat on a blessedly empty bench under an umbrella and called Mae. After explaining everything to her, I waited for her to reply.

      “Hello?” I said. “Earth to Mae.”

      “Did you seriously reject this guy because there are some hair-follicle thin connections to the person who has been attacking us?”

      My suspicions crashed through my heart and down to the ground, and my worry rose. “Yes,” I squeaked in a teeny-tiny voice. “I may have.”

      “Lela. What am I going to do with you?”

      “Yeah, Aunt Lee. It sounds like you really jumped the gun.”

      Great. Harriet had heard. “Thanks for the warning about being on speaker,” I grumbled.

      “Come on, Lela. How many relationships will you sabotage before you admit you’re terrified of commitment?”

      Mae’s words held far too big of a chunk of truth to make me happy. “Is now the time to get into this?” I asked.

      “Apparently, since you just ruined the possible relationship with one heck of a nice man. How likely is it that this is him, huh?”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but Harriet beat me to it. “Can’t you ask the bear if it was a man or a woman?”

      “I did,” I said miserably. “She couldn’t tell.”

      “There you have it.” Mae sounded triumphant. “George is tall and broad shouldered. I bet the bear would’ve known for sure if it’d been him.”

      Perhaps they were right. Maybe I had been a complete fool. “I’ll call him,” I said. “Tomorrow. I’ll give him time to cool off.”

      And give me time to figure out how to explain everything. He’d been perfectly nice, and I’d jumped to one conclusion after another.

      “All over his hand on his heart,” Mae muttered. “Did you get our dinner? I’m starving.”

      “It’s cooking now.” I looked down at the buzzer in my hand, and as I did, it went off. “Oh, it’s ready. I’ll be there soon.”

      As I got back into the car, after settling the bags of food in the floorboards, my phone chirped the tone I’d set it for in case of an unknown caller.

      I’d worked hard to get my number off of call lists and so only occasionally got something unknown.

      Once I had the air conditioning blasting, I checked the text.

      Meet me behind the train at the train museum at nightfall tomorrow. It’s about your powers. You may bring your sister, but no one else.
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      “Text me as soon as you land.” I hugged Harriet and her best friend and roommate, Danielle. “Here’s a cash card we loaded for you girls. Don’t go too crazy, but make sure you eat well.”

      “Okay. Don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine.” Harriet kissed me on the cheek.

      The girls grabbed their luggage and walked into the airport. The same airport that had seemingly attacked Lela and me less than a week ago. It was hard to fathom how much our lives had changed in such a short amount of time.

      Shutting the car door, I turned to Lela. “All right, let’s talk about that text.” It had come in last night, but we’d discussed it in our heads and agreed that if we’d told Harriet, she never would’ve left for California. So, we’d been waiting until she left.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Lela dug for her phone in my purse. “The number was blocked, so we can’t look it up.” She showed me the error message that had come back saying the text had failed.

      “There’s no way for us to know if this is the same person who burned down the outhouse and left the threatening note and voodoo doll. I guess it’s possible that this could be someone wanting to help us?”

      “If they wanted to help us, why the secrecy? A blocked number? Come on. This person is suspect, for sure.” Lela pushed her bangs out of her eyes.

      “Where did the mystery person say they wanted to meet us? A train station?” I pulled onto the highway, narrowly avoiding an oncoming eighteen-wheeler. The highway in front of the airport was nerve-wracking, and this was coming from someone used to driving in LA.

      “Whoa, there. We'll never know if you get us killed, will we?” Lela gave me a snarky grin. “The text says they want us to meet them behind the train parked at the train museum. A train museum? In Townsend?”

      “Oh, yeah. I remember seeing that. We’ll pass it on our way back to the motel.” The museum was a little tourist attraction tucked between a bank and a sandwich shop.

      “That seems like an odd location to meet.” I glanced down at my smartwatch. “It’s almost eleven. We need to decide if we will meet this lunatic and prepare accordingly. I think it’s a bad idea. What if they have a gun?”

      “Who cares if they have a gun? We’re witches, for crying out loud. Don’t you think our powers will protect us from getting hurt?” Lela adjusted the air conditioning vent. “Besides, we need to get to the bottom of this before Harriet and Danielle return from LA. We’ve got to confront this punk.”

      “Okay. Let’s say that we go and meet this person. I’m not even sure I’d know how to harness my powers and use them appropriately if they became violent. Do you?” I couldn’t hide my concern, and certainly couldn’t risk something happening to Lela. Or myself, for that matter. Harriet needed me. Her no-count father certainly wouldn't be bothered to parent his adult child.

      “All right, I’ll make a deal with you. What if we head up to Susan’s property and practice our magic? We’ll see if we can feed off of each other and work as a team. Kinda like target practice, except instead of bullets, we’ll use water, plants, and animals.” Lela laughed. “That’s one sentence I never imagined I’d say.

      “And what happens if we can’t figure it out?” I still wasn’t convinced.

      “Then we won’t meet the mystery person. Plain and simple.” Lela had this all figured out, or at least she pretended to be in charge.

      It was all reasonable, anyway. “I’m in. This should be interesting.”

      I drove straight to Susan’s house, where Bertha’s truck was parked. “I think she’s working on clearing out some of Susan’s personal items. She said she wanted to get everything out of the way so we can start renovations,” Lela recalled.

      We jogged to the back side of the property, racing like little kids.

      “Whew! I need to exercise more often. I am so out of shape!” I gasped for air while grabbing my knees. “What should we try first?”

      “Hey, you two!” Bertha walked out the back door of the house. “What are ya’ll into?”

      “Oh, hi! Don’t mind us. We’re just going to try to see if we can direct our magic for offensive and defensive purposes,” Lela nonchalantly explained.

      “You mean like in football? Why in the name of Dolly Parton would you need to know how to use your magic in a football game?” Bertha was thoroughly confused.

      “We received a text from someone who wants to meet us tonight. The number was blocked, and we think it might be the same person who has been harassing us,” I explained.

      “And let me guess. You idiots are considering meeting this person.” Bertha wiped her hands on her gauchos as she moved across the yard in our direction.

      “Don’t worry, Bertha. We’re only going to meet them if we can get a good grasp on our magic. Wanna help us?” Lela grinned at Bertha.

      “Well, all right. I need a break from sorting, anyway. It’s just so depressing going through Susan’s old belongings.”

      As Bertha came closer, it looked like she had been crying. I was happy to have her company. And it wouldn’t hurt to have an experienced granny witch coaching us.

      “Mae, you go first. Let’s see what you can do with plants. Pretend that tree is a bad guy and you must keep him away from me.” Lela pointed to a lone oak tree in the center of the open back yard.

      I raised my hands and focused on the forest just beyond the oak tree. Closing my eyes, I tried to summon plants to move towards me, as they had several times this week. To my dismay, nothing happened.

      “Remember to relax, Mae. And talk to them as if you’re talking to a friend.” Bertha offered up her advice as she slid her hands into her pants pockets.

      Okay. Calling all rooted friends, I need your help. Please come forth and block the oak tree. Good grief. I sounded like a damsel in distress calling for assistance from a Power Ranger.

      To my utter shock, though, the ground beneath our feet began to shake lightly.

      “Something’s happening, Mae.” Lela held on to my arm as the shaking grew more intense.

      Suddenly, vines shot out from the ground and grew directly towards the oak. They crept along the grass and quickly reached the base of the tree.  The vines grew longer and longer and slid up around the oak, essentially choking it.

      “That’s enough.” I whisked my hands through the air, and the vines released their grip on the tree. I certainly didn’t want the tree to sustain damage.

      “Well, alrighty then. I think that will work quite nicely if we need to keep a suspicious character at bay.” I put my hands on my hips and smiled at Bertha as she clapped her hands in amazement.

      “That was wonderful, Mae! I’ve never seen anything like it. Do you want to try something with your water powers?” Bertha was already walking to the side of the house. “I’ll turn the hose on for you.”

      “Just a second, Bertha. I need to rest a minute. That took a lot out of me.” I sat down on the cool grass and looked up at Lela. “Tag, you’re it.”

      “I want to work on my healing skills.” Lela took a seat next to me on the grass. “What I did for Bertha’s wound was exhilarating. Do either of you have anything that’s bothering you right now?”

      Bertha shook her head. “Nope. I’m as fit as a fiddle.” She did a little jig to prove her point.

      “Besides feeling tired, I can’t think of anything that I need to be healed. If you want, you could cut my arm and then heal it,” I offered.

      “Not a chance. I’m not going to hurt you. There has to be another option,” Lela insisted.

      “What about you, Lil’ Stinky? Are you hurting anywhere, buddy?” The skunk, who’d driven to the airport with us, walked over and sat in Lela’s lap. He looked straight into her eyes and chittered. “Oh, no. I don’t think I want to do that.” Lela objected. She looked up at me. “It must be my power growing. I can understand him now, too.”

      “What is he saying to you?” Bertha asked.

      “He wants me to ask other animals in the area if they have any injuries that I could heal,” Lela explained. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

      I jumped to my feet. “I think it’s a fantastic idea! You’ll be just like Dr. Dolittle.” I snickered. It was hard to imagine my sister reaching out to animals and requesting their presence. This should be entertaining.

      She moaned, then shook out her hands and rolled her head around. “Okay. Okay. Fine. I’m going to give it a shot. You all might want to stand back.” Lela stood and closed her eyes as she reached out towards the woods. If any of you are hurt, please come forward now. I would like to heal you. Don’t be afraid. I want to help you.

      I could hear Lela’s thoughts in my mind and couldn’t help but be moved by how genuine and caring she sounded.

      After standing quietly for a few minutes, Lela turned to Bertha and me. “I guess it didn’t work. Maybe I should have reworded my invitation and…”

      “Lela, look!” I interrupted, pointing at the woods. Animals of all colors and shapes were slowly emerging into the sunlight. Rabbits, deer, skunks, owls, snakes, and even a wild boar, made their way toward Lela.

      The first animal to reach Lela was a small brown rabbit. Lela bent down and petted the tiny critter’s head. “What’s the matter, little friend? Are you hurt?” The rabbit looked into Lela’s eyes and must have telepathically explained its dilemma because Lela gently touched the rabbit’s left ear. A soft glow emitted from Lela’s hand, and within a few seconds, she pulled away. The rabbit seemed satisfied and hopped back into its wooded home.

      “What was wrong with it?” I asked.

      “He  caught his ear in a briar patch, and he had a pretty deep gash.” Lela smiled. “This is so satisfying. But look at all of these animals. How will I ever get to them all?”

      “Don’t you worry, darlin’. I’ll help you out.” Bertha was already walking toward the animals. “Tell them to line up behind me.” After a few minutes, the animals had formed a straight line as if they were waiting for their turn at a watering hole.

      “Your next patient will see you now,” Bertha announced as she gestured towards the line of ailing vertebrates. A fawn walked towards Lela, and lifted its back right hoof. “Oh, dear,” Lela remarked while sending me a sly grin. The play on words was not lost on me, and I giggled, fighting hard to keep it from turning into a full-blown laugh.

      We were so lame. No wonder we were both single.

      While Lela worked at her makeshift vet clinic, I turned my attention to the water hose attached to Susan’s house. I turned it on and stared at the water. How could I use it in an offensive manner if someone meant to cause us harm?

      I lifted my arm into the air and focused my attention on the stream of water escaping the nozzle. Envisioning a shadowy figure that was up to no good, I instructed the water to rise. A bubble of water, much like the floating one I’d created a few days prior in the motel room, lifted into the air and hovered in front of my face.

      As I moved my arm to the right, the water followed suit and floated in that direction. I quickly thrust my hand forward, and the water flew much faster toward Susan’s house.

      This is perfect. If someone tries to attack us, I can put a water bubble directly on their face. They won’t be able to breathe, and it will allow us some time to escape.

      “Whoa, Mae! That escalated quickly.” Lela hollered over her shoulder. She had been listening to my thoughts again.

      “I’m not saying I want to drown anyone. It’s just another option should the need arise.” I lowered my hand and the water splashed into a puddle on the grass.

      I glanced at my watch and was shocked to realize that we’d been working on our magic for several hours. Sunset wasn’t far away. “Lela, you’d better tell the animals they’ll have to take a rain check. If we’re going to meet that person at the train station, we need to head that way soon.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Bertha said in an insistent voice.

      “No, Bertha. You need to head back to your house, where it’s safe. Get some rest, and we’ll come visit you first thing in the morning. We promise we’ll be careful.” Lela looked at me. Back me up here.

      “Yeah, Lela’s right. We don’t want to worry about you. Just head on home. Worst-case scenario, if this person tries anything, we’ll take him out with a bubble of water and a bunny rabbit.” My joke was apparently ill-timed, as I was the only one laughing.

      Bertha hugged us both. “Please be careful.”
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      I’d like to explain why I acted so crazy. I promise I have a legitimate reason. Would you consider sitting down with me and letting me tell you the whole story? I wanted to gauge his reactions as I told him. Maybe Bertha would know of some way to make him tell the truth. Were potions a thing? Mae would probably be a cracking potion maker.

      His reply came quickly. Everyone deserves a second chance. Dinner?

      Yes. I’ll text you tomorrow and we’ll nail down a time. I needed to wait until after this whole showdown mess in case one of us ended up injured… or worse.

      “Maybe this was a bad idea after all,” I whispered as we waited. We’d gotten to the train museum early, and I’d already called all the animals I could muster. They were spread out in the trees between us and the winding river, hidden as much as possible.

      The train museum was an odd location for the shady character to request a meeting. Half of a rusty locomotive stood fixed to its grassy grave, and a small wooden structure to its right served as the actual museum. It was a cool tourist attraction but, again, not exactly the kind of place a person would choose to meet up with a couple of gals they wanted to help. Super suspicious.

      “No.” Mae’s voice was as hard as steel. “You were right. We can’t let this go on, or we’ll be run completely out of town. And I don’t want to leave Bertha.”

      “Harriet would have to find a new university, too,” I pointed out as I twisted the ring on my finger. “Why’d we bring these?”

      “Just in case. I’ll need your powers to heal you if you get hurt.” Mae looked down at the stones in her ring. “They are pretty cool, aren’t they?”

      “Heck, yes they are,” I exclaimed.

      “Shh, don’t be so loud.”Mae’s favorite pastime was chastising me, but then, antagonizing her was mine, so we were about even.

      “It’s almost dark.” I didn’t need to point that out, but my nerves were a jumbled mess and talking soothed me. “Where are they?”

      “I wonder if it’s a man or a woman,” Mae said. “I don’t know why I care. Fighting with magic is very different from anything physical, so it shouldn’t matter.”

      “Yet a man is more intimidating?” I gave her a sympathetic look out of the corner of my eye. That jerk ex-husband of hers had really done a number.

      Maybe I could figure out how to turn him into a toad. Surely that was possible.

      “I don’t know. Maybe not. Not now that I can wrap him up in vines and drown him if necessary.”

      I raised my eyebrows appraisingly at my sister. “You’re getting a dark streak, Maybelline.” I used the old nickname I’d called her when we were children and I’d wanted to aggravate her.

      She blew air out through her lips and nudged me with her shoulder. “I get it from you.”

      As I opened my mouth to say something back, I froze and grabbed her arm.

      I see the person, she said in my head. Behind the museum.

      A shadowy figure darted around the corner and toward the back of the train. It was dark enough now that if we hadn’t been really looking for them, we likely would’ve missed the movement.

      Should we move?

      Mae shrugged, barely visible since the moon had gone behind a cloud.

      “Come on out.” The hushed voice really could’ve been male or female. This wasn’t helping us figure out who was messing with us. “I know you’re there.”

      How could they know? I grabbed Mae’s arm, not wanting to move yet. I bet they don’t know where we are.

      We waited another moment, and when the figure turned to look around, we darted out from the bushes we’d been sitting behind.

      Ha! They hadn’t had a clue where we were. When they turned to face our direction again, they jumped, though they tried valiantly to hide their surprise.

      “We won’t be bullied,” I said in my firmest voice, hiding the terror in my gut. “Are you the one who has been leaving notes, dolls, and setting fire to our property?”

      The person spoke in a low, disguised voice. It could’ve been a man or a woman. “Are you going to leave town?”

      “No.” Mae put her hands on her hips. “We aren’t going anywhere. You and your ilk have already robbed us of knowing our parents. You won’t rob us of our aunt or our heritage. Not anymore.”

      Go, Mae! I cheered in our head. “And if you continue to bully us, we’re going to go on the offensive.”

      My heart lurched as the person moved forward a few steps. Though cloaked from head to toe in all black, their demeanor was threatening. They wanted us to feel scared.

      “No,” Mae barked and threw up her hands.

      Vines erupted from the ground, twisting around the person’s legs and torso until they fell to the ground, but as they went down, something glinted in the moonlight, now free of the clouds.

      I registered the sound of the thunk but didn’t fully understand what was happening until Mae hit the ground.

      He threw a knife, Lela! she yelled in my head.

      The person writhed on the ground, using another knife to hack at the vines Mae had grown. She moaned in pain, holding her shoulder as I dropped to her side. “Help,” I called to the animals. “They attacked us. Protect us, but try not to hurt them if you can avoid it. Don’t let them attack us again.”

      Feeling more than seeing, I put my hands to Mae’s shoulder. “Brace yourself.” I yanked the knife out, covered the wound with my hands, and called forth my healing magic. My hands glowed and within seconds, Mae was pushing me away and struggling to her feet.

      We stood and turned to find a line of animals between us and the black-clad figure, who was on their feet and had their hands spread out. “Call off your beasts,” they said in a whisper-yell.

      I stepped forward, putting my hand on the head of the big black bear. “Remember this if you want to try to scare us again. We are the prophesied twin granny witches of Appalachia. Nature obeys us, from the beasts to the plants. We will not be silenced.”

      “I can kill the little human,” the bear said in my head.

      “No,” I whispered. “We are not murderers. Don’t move unless they attack.”

      The big bear, a large male this time, chuffed, but he obeyed. I scratched his head in thanks. “Mae, can you wrap them in vines again?”

      She grunted, but nothing happened. “No, I think I’m too weak.”

      I was pretty exhausted myself. I’d have let the animals surround our attacker, but what if that was a gun in their hand? I’d never live with myself if one of our defenders was shot.

      Slowly, the person backed away, hands still spread. The clouds parted again, and I spotted the glint of another knife.

      There was no telling what else they had on them—a gun, perhaps. I didn’t want to push it. “Let them go.”

      The coyotes yipped and paced back and forth in front of me. “Chase, chase, let us chase. Little bites.”

      Giggling despite the severity of the situation, I said, “No, no bites, big or little. You have been outstanding, though, and I appreciate you ever so much. Does anyone have any injuries you’d like to have healed before you leave?”

      I wanted to get Mae inside and double-check her wound, and now that the person was gone, exhaustion was creeping up on me fast, but I had to show these animals how much their help meant to us.

      Twenty minutes later, the animals were healed, and Mae nearly had to carry me to the car. “Where should we go?” She’d insisted on driving. “The motel?”

      “I guess,” I said. “Hopefully, they’ll be less likely to try anything if we’re in a more public place. The cabin-slash-farmhouse is pretty secluded.”

      As soon as we got to the motel, I opened the window facing the woods behind it. “If there are any animals that wouldn’t mind coming in the window and helping to stand guard over us as we sleep, we’d really appreciate it.”

      Two birds flew through the window, and a large rabbit jumped in. Then a fox took a running leap and landed on the sofa. “No fighting,” I warned them.

      The same coyotes who had wanted to take some nibbles out of our bully ran up. “We will watch over your door. Sleep on the mat.”

      “Thank you,” I said sincerely. “I’ll make sure to find you a nice juicy steak tomorrow.”

      After double-checking that Mae’s wound was gone, it was all I could do to crawl to the bed as Mae drew tiny vines in underneath the door. Once they were inside, she grew them, so they covered the door and window completely, leaving us completely blocked in.

      “There,” she said. “That’s about as secure as we’re going to get.”

      I barely heard her, though. Lil’ Stinky twittered, and Mae picked him up. I was gone as soon as he curled up at the small of my back.
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      The crackling sound of vines shifting across the motel wall woke me. I glanced at the glowing red numbers on the bedside clock. Ten-thirty. Shoot. It was so dark in the room that we were apparently going to sleep until lunchtime.

      I switched on the lamp and crept over to Lela’s bed. She was curled into a ball, hugging Lil’ Stinky like a stuffed teddy bear. I snapped a picture on my phone.

      Yep. That’s going on social media.

      “Rise and shine! It’s ten-thirty in the morning; time to get moving.” I gently rubbed Lela’s leg as she began to stir. “Bertha will be anxious to see us. We really should’ve gotten up earlier.”

      As the realization that last night hadn’t been a dream hit Lela, she snapped straight up in a panic. “We slept all night? No one came to murder us?” Lil’ Stinky burrowed underneath the maroon bedspread. Only the tip of his tail could be seen.

      “No, we’re perfectly fine. Looks like the vines and animals protected us while we slept.” I raised my hands and instructed the vines to retreat. As they did, the sunshine spilled into the room. I opened the door to let the fox, rabbit, and birds out. “Thank you,” I called as Lela shuffled up behind me.

      “Ack!” I shut the door and turned around. Peering into the window were multiple woodland creatures, all waiting for Lela’s instruction. Their blank stares gave me the heebie jeebies.

      Beyond the animals, a family rode bikes along the main Townsend walking trail. Their daughter spotted the animals first and screamed. The dad stopped abruptly, which sent the mom crashing into the grassy area in front of the motel.

      “Lela, I think you need to dismiss your troops. They’re causing a, umm, situation.” I stifled a giggle—that poor tourist family.

      Lela dragged her half-asleep body to the window. She placed her hand on the window and closed her eyes.

      You can go home now. Thank you for staying all night. Your protection kept us safe, and for that I am eternally grateful. Stay safe, dear ones.

      Whenever she spoke to the animals in her head, I heard it loud and clear. “Good gravy. I can’t get over the strong bond you’ve formed with animals in such a short time. I wish Aunt EJ could see this.” I put my arm around Lela, who instinctively laid her head on my shoulder.

      The sweet sisterly moment was short-lived. Lela’s cell phone buzzed on the nightstand. “I bet that’s Nurse McDreamy. Go on. Don’t keep him waiting.” I gave Lela a playful shove.

      “Yeah, it’s George. He says that he wants to take me to dinner tonight. He wants to start over and get to know more about me and our family. That’s not suspicious, right?” Lela looked to me for reassurance.

      “I don’t know, Lela. This guy obviously has feelings for you, but we have no way of confirming that he’s not involved. What if he’s somehow related to one of the granny witches that wanted us dead? I think you need to play it safe. Tell him that you can’t meet tonight.” I’d told her she was crazy for outright rejecting him, but it was smart to be cautious.

      “Ugh. Alright. But he’s just so dang hot! I feel like the universe is playing a cruel trick on me. ‘Here you go, Lela. Here’s a super handsome man who cared for your dying grandmother. Unfortunately, he might be trying to murder you. So don’t get too attached.’”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” I rolled my eyes at Lela. “Besides, you have a new guy in your life that will never treat you wrong.” I gestured at the exposed tail on her bed.

      Lela scooped Lil’ Stinky into her arms, laid him on his back, and cradled him like a newborn. “That’s right. You’d never try to murder me, would you, little buddy?” She kissed the skunk on its tiny nose.

      “I’m gonna use the bathroom and throw some clothes on..” I walked toward the bathroom, but Lela wasn’t done talking.

      “I’m starving! The amount of magic we used last night had to be some kind of world record. I can’t do anything else until I eat.” She stomped her foot like a toddler.

      Oh, no. She’s hangry.

      “Get dressed, and we’ll go straight to Bertha’s. I bet she’ll have breakfast cooked for us. We have to hurry because you know she’s thinking we’re dead.” I was anxious to get to her.

      Dang it, Bertha. Why couldn’t you have a phone like all other normal humans?

      We were ready in two minutes. Granted, we looked like we’d been in a bar fight. But that was irrelevant. Lela left Lil’ Stinky behind in the motel room. He seemed pretty wiped out and immediately conked out on Lela’s bed. Maybe he was feeding off of Lela’s depleted state.

      As we drove up the mountain, we couldn’t help but replay what had happened the night before.

      “I’m still not sure if the shadowy character was a man or a woman. Could you tell?” Lela asked.

      “At first, I thought we were dealing with a man, but how they moved made me think it was a woman. Either way, this person wants us dead. Don’t you think we should call the police officer that helped us with the burning outhouse?”

      “Helped?” Lela asked. “The only thing that guy did was write a few sentences in his notepad. What do you think the police would do if we told them someone tried to murder us behind the parked train in town? Oh, and we should probably also mention that we used our magical powers to get away.” Lela was getting worked up. “He stabbed you, Mae. With a real knife.”

      “Okay, okay. Calm down. We’ll figure something out. I won’t call the police yet. Once we get to Bertha’s, we can formulate a plan. Maybe she could list the names of the coven members who wanted us dead. We could do some online research to determine who their descendants are and if they still live in town. You know, work our way backward to the suspect.” I smiled, satisfied with my solution.

      “Once again, Nancy Drew shows up in the nick of time. What would we do without you, Detective Mae?” Lela laughed as we drove up Bertha’s gravel driveway and parked next to her truck.

      “I knew she’d be waiting on us instead of going back to Susan’s for more sorting.” I gently closed the car door, not wanting to startle Bertha.

      Lela ran ahead and knocked on the door. “That’s weird. The door isn’t latched.” Bertha always kept her door locked. She’d said that she didn’t trust some of the city folk who had migrated to the mountains over the years. Plus, bears were too dang smart. She didn’t want to wake up to a bear in her living room.

      “Bertha!” I called out. “Bertha, we’re here.”

      No response.

      “My neck is tingling,” Lela whispered as she rubbed the exposed skin above her shirt. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

      “All right, let’s go in together. Slowly. Be ready to use your magic.” I gently pushed the door open. The squeaking of its hinges were the only sounds in the cabin. It was too quiet.

      “Bertha? Bertha, are you in here?” Lela called out with a shaky voice.

      We walked through the small, eat-in kitchen and noticed a chair that had fallen onto its side. “Oh, no, Mae! That can’t be good.” Lela grabbed hold of my arm.

      We saw her as we turned the corner to enter the living room. Bertha was on her back in an unnatural pose. Her right arm was bent up and behind her head. Dried blood caked in her long, gray hair, and even more pooled up on the floor around her body. Most disturbing of all, a knife protruded from her chest…just like the voodoo doll Mae had found in Susan’s cabin.

      A scream ripped through my racing thoughts. I soon realized that I was the one screaming. Lela had dropped to the floor and was checking Bertha for a pulse in her neck.

      “I don’t know!” Lela sobbed. “I can’t tell if she’s dead or not.” She moved her fingers to Bertha’s left wrist.

      “Oh, thank God. I can feel a faint pulse. I don’t know how she could have any life left in her.”

      “Do something!” I screamed at Lela. “Use your healing powers, please! Hurry!” I dropped to my knees and began smoothing Bertha’s hair from her face. My hot tears landed on her wrinkled cheeks, which were now a pale shade of gray.

      Lela put her hands on either side of the knife. A soft glow poured from beneath her fingers as she bowed her head in concentration. After a few moments, the knife began to move upwards as if Bertha’s body was expelling it. And then, the blade fell to the floor.

      “Lela, it’s working! Keep going!” I turned to Lela and saw that her body had gone limp. She was slumped over Bertha’s body.

      It was too much. Bertha’s body was so close to death that Lela had used every ounce of her own energy to heal the knife wound. But it wasn’t enough. Bertha had lost too much blood.

      I gently pushed Lela’s limp body off of Bertha and pulled the magical ring from her finger. We’d never taken them off the night before. I put mine in its place and slowly slid Lela’s onto my right ring finger. Just as the panic and self-pity started to sink in, a strange sensation pulsed down through my arms and into my fingers.

      I instinctively placed my hands on Bertha’s head and closed my eyes. Energy shot through my body, pulsing into Bertha’s. At that moment, I could see the parts of Bertha that needed to be healed, and I directed the energy to those points. The bright glow burst through the sections of her body that had stopped functioning.

      I urged the light to continue as it shifted from one organ to another, through Bertha’s bloodstream, and finally to her barely beating heart. And then, when I felt myself slipping, falling into a deep sleep, Bertha gasped for air.
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      “Mae! Mae, wake up.” Lela shook my shoulders, but I didn’t want to wake up. It was too hard.

      “No, let me sleep,” I said groggily.

      “Mae, Bertha’s going to be okay. The ambulance is here. I need you to sit up.” Lela pulled me upright and propped me against the living room wall.

      I forced my eyes open and tried to make sense of the scene before me. Bertha was being lifted onto a stretcher by three first responders while another was putting an oxygen mask over her head.

      The same policeman who had assessed the scene of the outhouse walked toward me and crouched down, closer than I would have liked.

      “Miss Cable, I know this was a lot to process. It looks like you banged your head pretty good when you passed out. It’s a good thing you all found your aunt when you did. I’m not sure she would’ve made it. Don’t worry about trying to get up. Just take a moment. I’ll have one of the first responders come and check out that bump. We’ll get a statement once you’ve had a chance to recover.”

      The policeman walked towards the kitchen as he scribbled in his notebook. Other men and women in uniforms were dusting for fingerprints and taking photos of the crime scene.

      Lela sat down next to me and put her arm around my shoulders. “Mae, what you did was beyond brave. You saved Bertha’s life. Do you realize that?” She had tears in her eyes and her voice quivered.

      “No. We saved Bertha’s life. Together.” I squeezed her hand as the first responders rolled Bertha through the kitchen.

      “What was that?” Lela asked. She stood up and walked over to a small, white piece of paper. “This fell as they rolled her out.” She held up the card.

      “What is it? What does it say?” I held my throbbing head and squinted, trying to make out the writing.

      I told you to leave.
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The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
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with others.
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fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
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however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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