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Coming Next Month

Chapter 1

T hemusclesin Elena sarms strained as she struggled againgt the ropes binding her wrists behind her
back. Coarse fibersbit into her skin, scratching so deeply that blood, warm and sticky, ran down her
wrists and pooled in her pams.

She bit her lip, holding in acry at the sting. But that pain was nothing in comparison to the hegt of the
flames springing up around her. Sweat ran down her face, nearly blinding her, but till she could seea
man on the other side of the flames. A hood covered his head; adark brown robe concealed his body.
But hisframe, his height and the breadth of his shoulders, identified him asmale.

Others stood behind him in the shadows and smoke, also clad in those dark brown robes. They chanted,
their voicesrising above the hissand crackle of the flames.

“Exdinguo. ..vendficus...”
The words were unfamiliar but she suspected they caled her awitch.
“Nooo...” Shewasn't awitch. The smoke choked her, cutting off her protest and her breath.

Her line of vison shifted, away from the cloaked figures, to the woman bound to the stake in the middle
of the circle of flames. Was Elenathe witch? The woman’s hair was dark and curly, not blond like
Elena s. The woman’ s eyeswere dark and wide, not pale blue.

Uncaring of the pain, Elena continued to struggle, trying to free herself from the hold of the ropes, of the
dream. Of thevision.

A scream tore from her throat as she kicked at the covers and bolted upright in bed. Shaking, she settled
into the pillows piled against her headboard and gasped for breath, her lungs burning.

Asthewoman was burning. ..

Even awake she could see her, illuminated by aflash of lightning inside Elena s mind. She squeezed her
eyes shut and began achant of her own: “It’sjust adream. It' sjust adream.”

But shewasn't degping. She hardly ever dept anymore for fear of dreaming of torture and murder. The
images rolled through her mind no matter where she was or what she was doing. They weren't likethe
“dreams’ she’ d had her wholelife, the innocuous images of something someone might do or say aday or
two after she' d dreamt it. These weren't little revelations of d§avu. They were murder, and shewas an
eyewitness to the unspeakable horror.

She reached out, needing the comfort of strong armsto hold her, to protect her. But for the blankets
tangled around her legs, the bed was empty and cold. Her husband no longer shared their room. She'd
been the one to throw out his Stuff after accusing him of cheating. Not even histyrant of abosswould
send him out of town as often as Kirk was gone.

Truthfully, she' d been gone along time, too. Despite the fact she' d rarely |eft the house, she' d been
absent from their marriage. She' d pushed him away. But why hadn’t he fought for her, for them?Had he
ever loved her or only her money? The hurt that pressed on her heart wasn’t new, like an ache from an
old injury rather than afresh wound.

She fumbled with the switch on the lamp beside the bed and flooded the room with light. Real light. Not
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that eerie flash only indgde her head. Thewarm glow of the bulb in the Tiffany lamp offered no comfort,
ether.

Although he denied the cheating and only moved asfar as the guest room, she knew Kirk waslying, but
she hadn’t told him how she' d gained her knowledge of hisaffair. She'd “seen” him with another woman.
At firgt she' d passed those images off as she had her others, figments of her overactive imagination or
products of stress or paranoia. Finally she’ d forced hersdlf to face the truth about her sham of a
marriage...and hersaf.

Shedidn’t love Kirk; maybe she never had, because she’ d never trusted him enough to tell him anything
about her past or herself. During college their reationship had been mostly superficid and fun, things that
Elena slife had never been. But their relationship had never redlly deepened, despite marriage, despite
the beautiful four-year-old daughter they shared, and it had stopped being fun along time ago. Sick of all
thelies, hisand hers, she' d findly filed for divorce.

For so long Elenahadn’t been able to discern truth from fiction. Although she hadn’t seen her mother in
twenty years, she could hear her lilting voice echoing in her head with the words of agypsy proverb,
There are such things asfd se truths and honest lies.

When she’ d been taken away from her mother two decades ago, she had a so been separated from her
younger haf sgters. She' d only recently reconnected with Ariel. Elenahad been twelve, Ariel nineand
their youngest sgter, Irina, just four when socid services had taken them away from their mother. They'd
never seen Mother again. Alive.

Arid had seen her dead, though. Her sister could see people after they passed away. She hadn’t wanted
to see Elenaand Irinafor the first time in two decades the way she had their mother, so she' d searched
for her sstersto warn them that someone had started awitch hunt. She hadn’t found Irinayet, and had
only sscumbled across Elena by accident.

But Elena had dready known about the witch hunt because of her dreams. She' d fought so hard to
suppress her visons, to convince hersdf that they weren't red. When her sster had found her, Elenahad
hed to admit to thetruth, if only to hersdif.

The visonswere why Elenawas cursed, not the three-hundred-and-fifty-year-old vendetta that had
gtarted the firgt witch hunt. One of Elend s Durikken ancestors had been accused of killing thefemae
members of the McGregor family and was burned at the stake. But like Elena, she' d seen her future and
urged her daughter to run. That child, for whom Elenawas named, had found safety, and she’ d continued
the Durikken legacy, passing on to her children the specid abilities that people mistook for witcheraft.

Now someone el se had resurrected the vendettathat Eli McGregor had begun three and a half centuries
ago, of ritudigticdly killing al witches. Elenahad dreamed, deeping and awake, of hismurders. While
she saw hisvictims, she hadn’t seen the killer; she couldn’t identify him. Hel plessness and frugtration
churned in her somach, gnawing at thelining like ulcers.

“I don’'t want thisl” sheinsisted to the empty room, as she had for so many years.

Leaning over, shewrapped her fingers around the handle of the nightstand drawer and pulled with such
force that the drawer dropped onto the floor. Papers flew out, scattering across the thick beige carpet.
Her copy of the divorce papers. Her husband refused to sign his. She couldn’t continue their farce of a
marriage, which had been over long ago and was past timeto officidly end. If only shewasawitch, like
the legend claimed, then she could cast a spell on Kirk and make him go away forever. Somehow she
suspected that a big check would do the job.



Elenarolled out of bed and dropped to her knees on the floor. Instead of picking up the papers, she
pushed them aside. In the dim light, she couldn’t see what she sought. Blindly she ran her fingertips
through the carpet, raking it, until her nails grazed warm metd. She dug the pewter charm from the thick
fibers, then dropped the little tar, the tips dulled with age, into her pam. Twenty years ago her mother
had pressed the star upon her, telling Elenathat aswell as keeping her safe, the charm would ensure that
she never forgot who or what shewas.

Images flashed in her mind like sngpshots. A woman hanging. Another woman crushed benesth rocks.
Another woman burning. Pain knotted her ssomach and pounded at her temples. Her hands fisted, the
points of the star digging into her pam.

Shedidn’t want to remember those horrifying images.
Shedidn’t want to be awitch.

She lurched to her feet and staggered to the bathroom. She lifted the lid to the toilet and dropped the little
pewter charm into the water. Drops splashed up from inside the bowl, spattering the rim, asthe star
bobbed. Hand trembling, she reached for the handle. Maybe flushing the charm would stop the visions
and make Elenanormd. Her fingers closed around the metal handle, which was cool unlike the charm.
Thelittle star radiated warmth, dways.

Her sster believed the charms held some specia power to protect them, thet if al three ssters united
with the charms, they could stop the witch hunt. Elena sfingers dipped away from the handle. Then she
reached into the bowl and pulled the star from the water. She' d held on to the charm too long to get rid
of it now. Even though Elenadidn’t share Arid’ sbdliefs, she didn’'t want to shatter her Sster’ shope.

Her breath coming in shallow pants, she moved to the sink, turning on the gol d-plated faucets to wash off
the charm and her hands. Because of the soap, she kept afirm hold on the piece of meta, careful not to
lose the star down the drain. She glanced a her image in the mirror, the disheveled blond hair, the wild
light blue eyes, the silk chemise nightgown baring her shoulders.

“Liar,” shecdled hersdf. She hadn’t just lied to her sister when she' d claimed that the charms held no
power; she had lied to herself, about so many things.

The marble floor cold benegth her bare feet, Elenawaked from the bathroom. With one hand, she fitted
the drawer back into the nightstand, then laid the star ingide. The charm’ swarmth had already dried it, so
it glisened in the soft glow of the Tiffany lamp.

Over the years Elena had many times consdered tossing out the charm, but she dways refrained. No
matter how hard she' d tried to forget her past, apart of her had been unwilling to let go. With the witch
hunt resurrected, that part would either prove her salvation...or her demise.

Elenahad no ideahow long she' d been adeegp when moist lips touched her shoulder, gliding over the
bare skin. Her pulse quickening, she murmured and shifted against the bed, struggling to awaken. She
dragged in adeep breath, the scent of citrus soap and musk.

Thiswas not her husband joining her in bed. Hewasn't even down the hall tonight; he was out of town.
But when he’ d been around, he hadn’t touched her, not for along time. From the way he' d sarted
looking at her, with uneasiness and atrace of fear, he might have figured out that hiswife wasn’t normd.
Perhaps he' d picked up clues from her nightmares, or from the things she knew before he told her.



Thelipsmoved, nibbling along her shoulder to her neck. The brush of moist, hot bregth raised goose
bumps aong her skin. The blanket lowered, pushed aside by impatient hands. Then those strong, clever
hands ran over her body, skimming down her arms, then around her waist and over her hips. Sometime
during the night, even though the air blowing through her windows was cool in mid-May in western
Michigan, she had removed her nightgown. Nothing separated her skin from his as his body brushed
agang hers.

“Elena,” adeep voice whispered in her ear, hishot breath stirring her hair and her senses. “Y ou' re ready
forme”

Excitement pulsed in her veins, and she opened her eyes, staring up into hisface as he leaned over her.
Desire had darkened his eyes so that only athin circle of green rimmed his enlarged pupils. A muscle
jumped in his cheek, shadowed with the beard clinging to his square jaw.

“Elena, | want you.” His biceps bulged as he braced his arms on the mattress on either side of her,
trapping her benesth the long, hard length of hisbody. His voice degpened to athroaty growl ashetold
her, “1 want to bury myself so deegp inside you that you' Il feel me forever asapart of you.”

“You'redready part of me,” she murmured.

Hiswere the arms she d ingtinctively sought earlier, when the horrifying dream had awakened her. She
turned to him for comfort and protection. And for this, for the passion that pounded like adrum in her
heart, heating her skin and melting her muscles so that she flowed beneath him, fitting hersdf to the hard
linesof hisbody.

His chest tempted her, wide and muscular with soft, black hair that grew thinner asit arrowed down,
over hiswashboard ssomach. Some of the hair dusted his muscular legs, tickling hers, as he entwined
them.

He was naked and ready. And so was she.

Her somach quivering with anticipation, she reached up, twining her arms around his back, pulling him
closer. But hisweight didn't settle hot and heavy againgt her. Her arms moved through empty space,
flailing the covers aside as she moved restlesdy in her bed, empty but for her.

For the second time that night she bolted upright, panting for breath, her lungs burning with the struggle
for air, as she awakened from a dream.

Just adream.

Thiswasno vison of thefuture, for there could be no future between Elenaand her dream lover. Unlike
thekiller, she' d seen thisman’' sface; she knew him, and wished shedidn't.

He might not be thekiller, but to Elena, he wasjust asbig athredt, if not to her life, to her heart. Hiswere
the last aamsin which she would find comfort or protection. With aman like him, she'd only find more
heartache and danger.

Elenahadn’t been to thiswing of the house in Sx months, not since her father died. Each step onthe
Orienta runner that covered the wide corridor brought back more memories. Painful ones. That was one
reason why she hadn’t been back to this part of the Tudor mansion. She never wanted to relive those last
weeks spent at her father’ s bedside, listening to hisfeverish ramblings as she watched him die.



Unlike the many times he’ d taken ill before, thistime the pneumonia had killed him. Maybe because he'd
gotten it so many times before, or maybe because, as his mother had feared twenty years ago, he’ d given
up fighting for hislife.

Aswith her visons, Elena had been helplessto stop hisdeath. During hislast days, haf thetimehe'd
thought she was her mother, so the fever had blinded him before killing him. Shelooked nothing like
Myra Cooper with her wild curly black hair and big, dark gypsy eyes, eyesthat had seen so much, like
Elena s, through her visons. She might not have resembled her mother in looks, but Elena had taken after
her in other ways.

The other half of thetime, her father had thought she was his mother, which probably made more sense.
She did resemble Thora Jones physicaly but in no other way. Elena till had her soul, even though she
sometimesfdt it dipping away. ..like when she had avison of murder and didn’t know how to prevent
thekilling.

Elenastood outside the door to her grandmother’ s rooms, hesitant to knock. She was the other reason
Elenahad stayed away from thiswing of the house. No good ever came out of contact with Thora Jones.
Thefirg time Elenamet her paternd grandmother she' d been twelve and ripped away from her mom and
ggters because of Thora' s manipulations. Thora had sworn out the complaint that had declared Myra
Cooper an unfit mother, causing the authorities to take away her children.

But Myrahadn’t fought to keep Elena. She’ d sgned away her parentd rights. Until Ariel had found her,
Elenahad thought she' d been the only one their mother had given up, because of who and what shewas.
But Myrahadn't kept any of her three daughters. Arid beieved it was because of the McGregor
vendetta, that she' d been trying to protect them. Elenawasn’t convinced. She was a mother; she couldn’t
imagine giving up her child for any reason but most especialy if Staciawere in danger. No onewould
fight harder to keep a child safe than her mother.

That was why Thora had found Elenatwenty years ago and brought her to thishouse, to give her sona
reason to fight for hislife. After acar accident parayzed him, he/d wanted to die...until he’d met his
daughter. He hadn’t known about her existence until that day, but he' d immediately loved her. If not for
her father, Elenawouldn’'t have stayed. She would have run away the first chance she got.

Growing up in this mausoleum had made Elenafed like a grasshopper trapped under a glass, powerless
to escape and totaly at the mercy of the person who held her captive. When she' d left for college, she
had never intended to come back, but then her father had had one of his bouts with pneumonia. Thora
had made certain Elenaknew just how sick he was and how much he needed his daughter. So she'd
been sucked back under the glass.

She curled her fingersinto afist but didn’t lift it to knock. Not yet. Before she could, the door opened.
1] EGH”

Although she closed her eyes, she recognized the deep voice and wished for many reasons that she could
disappear. Joseph Dolce wasn't her favorite person, probably because since her father died, he was her
grandmother’ sfavorite. Thora had trusted him enough, despite hisrelative youth and inexperience, to
make him CEO of her corporation, stepping down hersalf from the position of power she had held since
her husband died, from a heart attack, over twenty-five years ago.

Rumor was that Thora owned most of Barrett, the midsized city in the southwestern section of Michigan.
Elenaknew the rumor to be fact; she' d seen the business records since inheriting her father’ s shares of
the company. Jones Inc. owned car dedlerships, trucking companies, hotels and restaurants.



Now athirty-five-year-old who' d grown up on the streetswas in charge of the multimillion-dollar
corporation. To his credit, Joseph had managed, despite some juvenile scrapes with the law, to go to
collegeinstead of prison. He'd aso run a couple of those businesses under the Jones umbrellabefore
running the whole thing. As Thora' s CEO Joseph was at the house often, far too often for Elend s peace
of mind.

“Mr. Dolce” shefindly acknowledged him.

“Joseph,” he corrected her. He d been telling her to use hisfirst name for the year snce he' d become
CEO, and she had yet to useit.

She probably never would. She didn’t respect anyone who worked for her grandmother, even though at
onetime she' d used businessto try to gain Thora s acceptance. When her father’ s hedlth had compelled
her to return, she' d asked Thorafor afavor, the chance for some respect. But despite her MBA, her
grandmother had refused to give her anything, let done the role Elena had wanted running the company.
She redized now that she’ d been foolish to even ask, to give her grandmother more leverage with which
to hurt her.

Her hushand worked for Jones Inc., though, far beneath Thoraand Joseph’slevel. Isthat what had
changed him from the swest, fun-loving boy she’ d met in college e even years ago? Elena doubted
anyone could stay sweet and fun loving around Thora, least of al someone asweak asKirk. Because he
was weak, she couldn’t fathom why he had chosen to fight the divorce. Why now, when she wanted him
gone, did he refuse to leave?

She closed her eyes, as a headache nagged at her temples. Her divorce wasthe least of her concernsin
light of her visons. The dissolution of her marriage wastrivia in comparison to someone slife. Irina? Had
her baby sster been the woman in thefirein Elena sfirst dream the previous night?

She refused to think about her second, trying to wipeit from her mind even as her body pulsed with
frustration in the way it had ended. Too soon.

“Elena, areyou dl right?” Strong fingers closed around her arm, offering support.

Her heart lurched. Just with surprise, shetold herself. Joseph seemed more the type to shake someone
than hold her. Curiously enough she’ d dways respected that about him, that he wasn't the typeto coddle
anyone, that he was so strong that he demanded strength from those around him.

When she opened her eyes, his head was close. He had to be leaning, because he wastall, well over six
feet with wide shoulders and a chest so muscular it strained the buttons on his gray shirt and suit. His
deep green eyes softened with concern. Elenawasn't used to aman looking at her like that, not sSince her
father died. But undernesth the concern was something that unsettled her even more, an awareness that
hummed between them; another reason she could never use hisfirst name. For them, it would be too
intimate.

Like her dream.
Sheresisted the urgeto tremble and lifted her chiningtead. “I’'mfine”
“Yes, you are,” he agreed, his voice degpening with innuendo as he teased her. He dways teased her.

Her pdm itched to dap him. He didn’t know that she' d filed for divorce. She' d told no one yet. For dl
he knew she was a happily married woman. Didn'’t anyone respect marriage anymore?

Heat warmed her face, as an image from the dream tugged a her memory. Arms and chest rippling with



muscles, wrapping tight around her, pulling her close so that skin brushed skin. She drew in a shuddery
breath. But that had been just adream, not avision. She was never going to make love with him. She
would make certain of it, and if she could change that part of her future, she could change more.

Shewas here, in her grandmother’ swing, because she couldn’t keep ignoring her visons. They weren't
going away; they just kept getting worse. Not for her, but for the people she saw in them. She had to
help. Like that ancestor who had so long ago warned about the lightning that would cause the house fire
and begin the vendetta, Elena had to take the risk—even if she was the one who wound up getting
burned.

“Excuseme,” she said, stepping around Joseph. “1 need to speak to her.”

Then she closed the door, shutting him into the hall and hersdf into her grandmother’ s rooms. The parlor,
aprofuson of Victorian roses and fragile, antique furniture, mided the visitor into thinking Thora Jonesa
delicate, old-fashioned woman. Nothing could be further from the redlity.

Double doorsled off the empty parlor into the den. Without knocking, Elena opened those doorsinto her
grandmother’ sred sanctum: dark, heavy woods, dim light and the faint, lingering odor of pungently sweet
cigars. Elenahad never caught her smoking them, but she suspected it was one of her grandmother’s
many Vvices.

Thewoman lifted her gaze from the files on her desk, which was cluttered with more picture frames than
work. Most of the photographs were of Elena sfather, Elijah Jones. The only ones of Elenawere
snagpshots taken with him. Thora s parlor dso had severd pictures of him, among the gardening ribbons
and plagues, but thisroom with itsfaint light and solemn atmosphere felt more like ashrineto him.

Thiswaswhere, since his death, Thoraworshipped her son.

Elenaturned her attention from the framed photographs to the woman behind the desk. Her
grandmother’ s hair was as blond as Elenda' s, her eyes as eexily blue. Despite her seventy-three years,
very few lines marred her pale complexion. Sometimes Elenawondered if her grandmother had sold her
soul for beauty or immortality, but that thought was ridiculous.

Thorahad sold her soul for vengeance.

Chapter 2

T he older woman leaned back in her chair. But Elena suspected the nonchadance was feigned; tenson
emanated from Thora strim body. “ So...you refinaly paying your grandmother avisit? How swest.”
From her sarcastic tone, she considered it anything but.

So did Elena. “We need to talk.”

Thoraexpelled an exasperated sgh. “| hope you' re not going to bring up that foolishness of moving out
again. It syour home, too. Y our father saw to that in hiswill. And | think we' ve done very well these
past sx months at staying out of each other’ sway,” she pointed out, then added, * until now.”

“I’'m not hereto talk about moving out.” Although she intended to, once her divorce from Kirk was
ettled, this house had never been her home. But she had something far more important than moving to
discuss. Because Elenahad yet to tell her grandmother about Ariel, because shewasn't certain that she
should, shesad, “I haveto find them.”

To her credit Thoradidn't ask who, even though they hadn’t had this conversation for along time, since



Elenawasagirl desperate to be reunited with her mother and haf ssters. “Not thisagain.”

“Y ou know wherethey are.” Thoraknew everything. Sometimes Elenawondered if she, too, was
cursed. Inaway, she supposed Thorawas, but her specia abilities were money and power. The only
problem was she would never have enough of elther to make her happy. The money couldn’t buy her
happiness; it hadn’t even been able to save her only child.

“What' s brought this on? Isthis about your father?’ Thora asked.

So much of the past twenty years had been about her father. He' d been sick for so long his degth should
have been ardief, but Elenatill ached for missing him. She shook her head. “No.”

“Y ou're missing him so much that you want to find some other family now,” Thora speculated. “They're
not your family, Elle”

“They’remy sgters, and | need to find them.” An image flashed through her mind, of the curly
dark-haired woman tied to amakeshift stake, of flames risng up around her, swalowing her as shewas
trapped in the middle, screaming. Even though pain hammered at her temples, sheraised her voice,
shouting, “Now!”

Thord s eyes widened with surprise over Elena s vehemence. Then her mouth twisted into a patronizing
smile. “You aren't alittle girl anymore, Elle. It’s past time you grow up and redlize they won't want to see
you. Y ou're the reason they were split up, that they grew up in foster homes. They know that, and they
must hate you for it.”

She' d heard thisfirst when she was twelve; it hurt no lessnow, all these yearslater. But shewasn't a
child anymore. She could hold back the tears and hide the pain, but she' d done that even at twelve,
convincing hersdlf that Thoralied to her, that her mom and ssters were il together. Lying to hersaf was
smarter than showing her grandmother any sign of weakness; ingtinctively she'd known that then. That,
like so many other things, hadn’t changed over the past twenty years.

Drawing on her strength and pride, Elenalifted her chin and reveded, “ Ariel doesn't hate me.”
The color drained from Thora sface. “Y ou’ ve dready found one of them?’

“Shefound me.” By accident. She' d actually been looking for Thora, to confront the person who' d
sworn out the complaint that had separated their family. Elenawould make certain that meeting never
happened. She didn’t want her grandmother treating Ariel the way she' d treated Elena, with resentment
and bitterness at their mother.

“If she’ stalking to you now, it’s only because she doesn’'t know everything. Y et.” Thora shook her head,
asif she pitied Elena, but asmall, satisfied smile played around her mouth. “Maybe | should enlighten

“No.” Ariel deserved to know the truth, but Elenawas the one who needed to tell her. Not Thora.
Twenty years ago Elenahadn’t been able to protect her ssters from Thora s manipulations, but now she
was older and wiser. Shewouldn't let Thora hurt them again.

The older woman threstened, “I will tell her someinteresting family secrets, if you don't drop thisnow. If
you don’'t stay away from them.”

“Sheismy family. | have aright to gpesk to her. And Irina.” Again the vison flashed into her mind, ina
bright beam of light, the woman trapped in the middle of the flames. Instead of cigars, Elena caught the
odor of wood smoke; it burned in her nogtrils, theimagewas sored. “1 need to find Irina.”



Thora s blue eyesflickered, the first Sign of genuine annoyance. “ Those women are nothing to you
anymore. They never were. Accept that.”

Frustration clutched at Elend sthroat, making it hard for her to draw a breath. She wanted to scream, to
throw things. But she restrained all those urges. She' d learned well how to control herself the past twenty
years. She could restrain her passion and her temper—but not the visions. She’ d never learned how to
control her ability, only how to deny it.

Thorasighed. “1 can't believe how ungrateful you are. | saved you from thét life, from that hand-to-mouth
existence and brought you here, to live in luxury, with afather who loved you.”

She never claimed to love Elenathough. If not for how devoted she' d been to her son, Elenawould have
thought Thoraincapable of love. But was that obsessve devotion to Elijah, like when she' d deliberately
broken up Elena sfamily, redly love or something darker?

Asdark asthe man who lurked in the shadows of Elena svisions, his face obscured but his intentions
clear?

Sheignored her grandmother’ sdiatribe. She had come to reason with Thora, not argue. “Arid found me
because we' re in danger. We need to find Irina, to warn her, too.”

Thora shook her head as her thin lips twisted with disgust. “I thought you were smarter than that. How
much money did Arid want for thisinformation? How much were you foolish enough to pay her?’

“She doesn’t want my money.”

Ariel was probably one of the few people to whom wealth meant nothing. She cared only about
protecting the sisters she hadn’t seen in so many years. With her determination, it was only amatter of
time before she learned everything, like Thorahad said, dl the family secrets. Elenacouldn’t put off teling
the truth any longer.

The older woman laughed, the sound of it forced and brittle. “ Stupid little girl—"

“She'stdling thetruth.” Elenadefended her sigter, as she should have defended them and their mother
two decades ago. She should haveinssted that Thorareunite the family she' d destroyed.

But in Thora smind, she’ d done the right thing by having the children taken away from Myra Cooper.
She' d ingsted that they were better off away from their mother. She' d relished pointing out how Myra
had given up her parenta rightsto Elena.

Elenaswalowed hard, then reveded, “Before Arid found me, | knew we werein danger.”

“How would you know that?” Thora asked, with more than annoyance in her blue eyes now, an amost
indiscernible trace of fear, the same fear Kirk couldn’t quite hide whenever helooked at her. He had to
know. He must have figured out exactly what he d married.

Elenadrew in adeep breath. Maybe it was better, for al of them, that they knew. She couldn’t deny the
visons any longer, not to herself or anyone ese. “I just know.”

“You'retaking that crazy stuff again.” The older woman stood up now and thumped afist on her desk,
scattering papers across the surface as the picture frames rattled. “ Y ou will not bring that witchcraft into
my home. Do you understand me?’

Elenaflashed back, not to avision or adream, but to amemory two decades old. Thefirst timeshe'd



told her grandmother of avision she'd been subjected to asimilar tirade. Then she' d been sent to
counsdling and therapy and prescribed drugsto treat her “disorder.” The doctors and therapists had
clamed it was everything from separation anxiety to post-traumatic stress, blaming everything on her
mother, like Thoraaways did. She hated that her son had falen in love with Myra Cooper.

“I understand you,” Elenasaid, knowing that the hatred had consumed whatever decency her
grandmother might have had. Elenawould get no help, from Thora Jones, inlocating Irina. “Y ou’ ve never
understood me. So let me go—"

“Go, get the hell out of here, if that’ sthe way you want it,” Thora said, shaking with rage. She picked up
one of the framed photos from her desk and turned the picture toward Elena. From her grandfather’s
ams, alittle blond girl smiled swestly at them. “But she says.”

Elena s heart clenched with love and fear. “Y ou can't take away my daughter.”
“Funny, | think that’s exactly what your mother told me.”

Her grandmother’ s laughter echoed in her ears, as Elenarushed out of her rooms. She dammed the door
to the corridor, then sagged againgt it, squeezing her eyes shut on theimage of Thora s hateful face.
Every confrontation with her grandmother |eft Elenathisway, wesk, shaking...with alittleless of her
soul.

“Areyoudl right?’
She opened her eyes, confronting Joseph’ s concerned gaze again. “ Y ou stayed.”

He nodded, those deep green eyes soft again with sympathy. “ Things never go well between you and
your grandmother.”

“So you thought what?” She lifted a brow, relieved to fed anger, which made her so much stronger than
fear. “That | might need you?’

Haughty, scornful—she' d rather Joseph see her that way than weak. Like Thora, he wouldn’t respect
weakness. But why did she want his respect? He was too much like her grandmother. That was why

he' d been given thejob that by birthright should have been hers. But refusing to hire her had been more
favor than punishment for Elena. If she' d worked for Thora, she might have begun to act like her aswell,
and she never wanted to become that hateful, bitter and unscrupulous.

“| tend to forget that you hate me,” he said, hiswide mouth quirking into awicked grin.

So did she. That scared her nearly as much as her grandmother’ s threats, which weren't empty. She had
enough money and power to get whatever she wanted. Not that she especialy wanted Stacia. She just
wanted to manipulate Elena. Since she couldn’t do it through Elena sfather anymore, shewould do it
through Elena s daughter.

Elenadid understand the older woman. She understood that Thora couldn’t let her son go despite his
death. She needed more than the pictures piled on her desk and adorning every wall of her rooms.
Because Elenaand Staciawere part of him, she wanted to keegp them close even though she hated that
Elenawas aso apart of her mother, and had been punishing Myrathrough her since the day she'd
brought Elenato this house.

Joseph stepped close, the deeve of hissuit brushing againgt the silk of her blouse. Even through the two
layers of material, his heat penetrated, raising her temperature. Her face flushed. She would have stepped
away, but her back was againgt the door. And he towered over her, imposing, intimidating.



Wasthiswhy her grandmother had hired him? Because just his presence, his brawn and the breadth of
his shoulders and chest, was threatening? Elena suspected the greater threat was the sharp intelligence
burning in hisgreen eyes.

“Why do you hate me, Elena?’ he asked. His voice, deep and soft, lifted the hair on the nape of her
neck. Hiswicked grin never dipped, amusement lightening his eyes.

Damn him, he knew. She wanted to but couldn’t quite hate him, no matter how much shetried. She
opened her mouth, ready to list the reasons, some she’ d vented before, like his subordinates sending her
husband away on business too much. But that had been more help than hardship. She' d redlized that
absence hadn’t made her heart grow fonder, only Kirk more faithless. She couldn’t blame Joseph for
that, snce Kirk didn’t work directly under him. She couldn’t even blame Joseph for the dreams.

All she could do was ask, “Why do you work for her?’

Wasit blackmail? Like what kept Elenain this house, the threat of her grandmother using the
consderable means at her disposdl to take away what mattered most to Elena, her daughter? What was
Thoraholding over Joseph Dolce? What mattered most to this man?

He shrugged, and hisarm moved againgt hers, wool scraping againg silk. “Money. She paysmewell.”

“To do her dirty work,” Elena scoffed, inexplicably disappointed that he wasn't being coerced, too. This
was why she had to hate him, why she could never trust him. He wasjust as soulless and manipulative as
his employer, willing to do whatever necessary for money and power. “1 hopeit’ s enough.”

His dark head nodded, but his green eyes dimmed, the amusement gone. “I1t’ salot of money, more than
| ever really thought akid who grew up like | did could make.” Wistfulness degpened hisvoice. “I used
to dream about the fast cars, big houses and fancy—" the wicked grin flashed a brief appearance ashe
stared down at her “—women.”

He considered her afancy woman? On the outside, she might look the part of an heiress, with the silk
clothes and deek hairdo and manicured nails. Ingde, she was till thet little girl who'd grown up inthe
back of atruck camper, esting cold canned food and wishing for a hot shower and a soft bed, one she
hadn’t had to share with younger ssterswho kicked and flailed elbowsin their deep. Guilt nagged at her,
asit had twenty years ago, when she' d thought her wishing had caused her mom to lose her and her
ssters. She' d gotten her hot shower and soft bed, but she hadn’'t been ableto deepinit for along time.
Shel d missed her sgters, flailing € bows and feet, too much.

“So you got what you wished for,” she pointed out to Joseph, but for some reason she suspected he
wasn't any happier than she' d been. “Wasit worth it, selling out to Thora?’

She had no doubt the older woman made him do things, probably illega things, to get her what she
wanted for her corporation and hersdlf. Perhaps that was another reason why Thorahadn’t hired her;
she' d known Elenawould have wanted to run the company honestly.

Irritation darkened hiseyes. “Y ou can act al sanctimonious and self-righteous,” he accused. Y ou don't
have adamn clue how it is growing up with nothing—"

“I’ve been poor,” sheinterrupted him. But she hadn’t had nothing. She' d had her mom and her ssters.
Their love. She swept an arm around the wide corridor full of antiques and framed artwork. “And
obvioudy I’ ve been rich. | was much happier poor.”

He stepped even closer, hislegs brushing hers, only inches separating his chest from hers. She could



nearly fed the beat of his heart beneath hiswool suit and slk shirt. Shelifted her pams, wanting to push
him away. But she dropped her hands back to her sides and fisted them, not trusting herself to touch
him....because she couldn’t trust him.

Interest narrowed his green eyes as he studied her. “Thereé saheluvalot | don't know about you, isn't
there?

“Morethan you could handle,” she admitted.

“That soundslike achdlenge,” he said, the amusement back in hiswicked grin and sparkling eyes, ashe
lifted her chin with the pad of histhumb.

He stroked her skin, which until that moment Elena had never known was so sengitive. She bit her
bottom lip, ressting temptation. Then shelifted her figts, using them to shove againg his chest so she
could step away from the door and away from him.

“I’ve never backed down from achallenge, Elena,” he warned her, as she walked away.

If helearned the truth, would helook at her like Thoradid? Like Kirk had started to look at her, when
he dared meet her eyes?

Likeshewascrazy.

God, she wished she was, then she wouldn’t have to worry about her visions, any of her visions, coming
true.

Elenasat up in bed, her back sinking into the pillows piled againgt the brass headboard. A book lay open
across her bent knees, but she couldn’t concentrate on the words on the page, swimming in and out of
focus. Shewas so tired but too afraid to deep...for the dreams she might dream.

Tomorrow shewould talk to Ariel. Together, they would find their little sister. They would make sure
none of Elena svisons of Irinacame true. With that thought giving her some peace, she drifted off to
deep...until acry awoke her. For once, it wasn't hers, drawn out by a horrifying vision.

She threw back the blankets and ran the short distance down the hall to Stacia s room, which was aglow
with ambient light from the Strawberry Shortcake lamp next to thelittle girl’ s bed.

“Sweetheart,” she murmured, pulling thelittle girl into her arms. “It' sokay. Shhh...”
Stacia hiccupped out a soft sob and burrowed against her mother. “Daddy...” she called out deepily.
Elenabrushed her daughter’ s blond curls off her damp forehead. “1t's okay, honey. Mommy’ s here.”

The same could not be said of Daddy. Elenaknew she' d done the right thing, taking the first step to end
her sham of amarriage, for her daughter’ s sake. If Mommy and Daddy no longer lived together, she
would understand why he was never around, instead of her confusion giving her nightmares. She rocked
the warm little body in her arms as Stacia snuggled against her.

“Where sDaddy?’ thelittle girl asked.

No doubt in another woman’ s bed. But she couldn’t tell her daughter that. “He' s away, honey.
Remember? He had abusinesstrip.”



Staciarubbed her eyes, which were the same pale blue as Elena’sand Thora' s. “1 saw himin my
dream,” she said.

Of course she had to dream about the man; he was never around. Why wouldn’t he just sign the papers
and officialy end their marriage? Elena suspected he' d grown too accustomed to their big house and his
fast carsand didn’t want to give them up. He' d worked with Thoraand Joseph too long.

“Did you dream about your daddy, honey?’ she asked. At least when Kirk was around, he played with
Stacia. Hewas't the most devoted father, but he could be fun, playing silly gameswith their little girl.
Too bad he was playing games with Elena, too.

“He was with somebody, Mommy. And then—" she shuddered “—something bad happened...”

The fine hair on the nape of Elena s neck lifted as foreboding washed over her. Her daughter couldn’t be
talking about avison. She couldn’t be cursed, too. Elenaignored thelittle voice in her head, reminding
her of the Durikken legacy passed from generation to generation.

“What happened, Stacia?’ she asked.
Small shoulderslifted in ajerky shrug asfear thickened her voice. “1 dunno...l washiding...”
“It was just adream, sweetheart.” It had to have been. Her daughter couldn’t be cursed, too.

But if not for the vendetta, perhaps having visonswouldn’t be a curse. Through them Elena had learned
what man to divorce...and what man to resist. If not for the killer continuing the vendetta, she wouldn't
be having visons of murder.

“Let meread you astory,” shetold Stacia, asking nothing more about her daughter’ s dream. She'd like
to think she was doing it to avoid upsetting Stacia any further, but it was probably hersalf she didn’t want
to upset. Denia was her oldest, closest friend; she had preferred it to counseling and anti-hallucinatory

drugs.

She picked up abook from the table bes de the bed. Even though she was only four, Stacia could read
most of the wordsin her books, or maybe it was just that she memorized them from Elenahaving read
them to her so many times. Either way, she was one smart little girl.

Elena pulled her daughter close and opened the book across her 1ap. Sheread of princesses and glittery
white unicorns, but in her head, she didn’t see those images.

Elenadidn’t see Kirk, like Stacia had. She saw awoman with dark, curly hair. The woman from thefire.
Shewas young, only in her early twenties, but she appeared to have lived hard. She was dirty,
wild-eyed, staggering along aback alley...until aman stopped her, hisarms reaching out of the shadows
to grab her.

Elenajerked, and Staciamurmured a protest at the sudden movement. “ Shh...” she said, soothing her
daughter and trying to soothe herself.

She' d had this dream before, but she couldn’t make sense of al her visions. They cameto her inno
particular order, some flashing through her head time and time again. She d seen many images of this
woman who might be Iring; dirty, unkempt, probably homeless. Was that where the man found her little
gder, inandley, dl done?

Her armstightened around Stacial swarm body. Although her daughter looked nothing like her, she
reminded Elenaof Irina. Her baby sister had been only Stacia s age when they were separated.



“It' sokay, Mommy,” Staciamurmured in her deep, the child offering comfort to the mother. “You'll find
her...”

Elenatensed. How did Staciaknow what she wasthinking? Had she...

No, she must have overheard some of Elena’ s conversations with Aridl. She must have learned about
their search for Irinathrough things Elenahad let dip. Shewasn't cursed. Shewasjust an ingghtful child,
like Irinahad been. At four she’ d had that uncanny ability, too, to figure out what someone was thinking.

What was she like now, as an adult? Was she even il dlive? They had no proof. Although Ariel saw
ghosts, they usually didn’t seek her out unlessthey knew her. Did Irina even remember them? She'd
been soyoung....

Guilt nagged at Elena. She should havetried to find her ssters before the killing started. She should have
been stronger than Thora s threats and manipulations. She had to put aside the guilt and fear now, if she
was going to be strong enough to stop akiller, and protect her ssters.

The old brick mansion loomed on the other side of the wrought-iron gates, illuminated by security lights,
guarded and impenetrable. Maybe to others but not him. He could get inside whenever he was ready,
tonight, under the cover of the shadows where he stood now just outside the fence or tomorrow, in
broad daylight.

A light, tinged with red, shone faintly in athird-story window. Thelittle girl’ sroom, but the silhouette of a
woman moved behind the frilly curtains. They were there, together. Two of the witches. Mother and
daughter.

Could she sense his presence? Did she know he stood below her daughter’ s window? Or wasn't that
how her witchcraft worked? What was Elend s specia ability? Was she like her mother and could see
the future? Or was she like her sister who saw ghosts?

One of them could hear peopl€ sthoughts. He knew this because when he' d killed their mother, her
memories had become his. He d relived the moment when she’ d given them up, bestowing upon each of
them a charm before | etting them go. He couldn’t quite remember who had which ability though.

Was Elena the tel epath? Could she read his mind? Did she know what he was planning? He needed to
kill one of them to renew his strength. To keep going until he could reclaim the charms and deal with them
dl.

Pain throbbed in his shoulder and at histemples, stedling his strength. He didn’t know what hurt worse,
the inoperable tumor growing in his head or the wound where the redheaded witch had shot him. His
knees wobbling, he reached for the fence and twined hisfingers around theiron spires, holding himsaif

up.

Not tonight but soon, before he weakened any more, he had to kill one of the witches. With her death,
he would regain some power helost because of the redhead. Because of her, he'd lost the cult of
followers he' d formed to help with the witch hunt. He' d been forced to abandon his church, but he didn’t
need it or the cult. After killing another witch, he would be strong enough to take on the other witches,
aone, and reclaim the charmsthat rightfully belonged to the McGregors. He needed the magic of the
charmsto restore his hedth.

He d decided on the witch he needed to kill next—the only one he was strong enough now to kill on his



own.

Did Elenaknow that he intended to kill her daughter?

Chapter 3

“I”’ mglad you cdled,” the redhead said, walking at Elena s side a ong the cobblestone paths winding
through the elaborate gardens on the etate. Even though she didn’t physicaly resemble their mother,
either, Arid dressed like agypsy in her long gauzy skirts and laced-up peasant blouses; so different from
Elena s conservative attire of cream-colored linen skirt and deeveless sk blouse.

“Did you findly talk to your grandmother? Does she know where lrinais?’ Arigl asked.

Elena sfocus remained on the flowers, the fragrant blossomsin myriad colors, brilliant blues, blazing reds
aswell asan array of yelows, pinks and purples. The gardens had won awards for beauty. Her
grandmother displayed the ribbonsin her parlor, taking the credit when al she’ d done was hire the best
landscapers, the hardest-working gardeners. As Thora often boasted, she hired only the best, like
Joseph. At just the thought of him, Elena’ s pulse jumped, her face heating.

“Elena?’ Ariel nudged her with an elbow. “ So did you talk to her?’

She nodded in response to her sister’ simpatient question.

Aridl uttered alittle scream of frudtration. “ So tell me, does she know wherelrinais?’
“No, and | actudly believe her. She thought Irinahad gone into foster care, like you had.”

Arid had been bounced from home to home because of the curse, because every time she admitted to
seeing dead people, her foster parents thought she was crazy and either shipped her off to another family
or apsychiatric facility.

Guilt tied Elena s tomach into knots. Ever since Aridl had found her, she’ d struggled to meet her
younger sister’ s turquoise gaze, not just because of what her grandmother had done but who she was.

Ariel’ s brow wrinkled as she narrowed her eyes. Her voice soft, she observed, “ Thereisn't alot of love
between you and your grandma.”

“You don't understand.” Elena dreaded explaining, but her sster deserved to know the whole truth, al of
the family secrets.

Anam did around her shoulders as her sster half embraced her, bumping her hip againgt Elena’s. “I
know,” shesaid.

Arid couldn’t know everything; she only knew that Thora had been the oneto report Myra. Elenapulled
away, unable to accept her sgter’ s affection until she'd told her everything.

“What do you think you know?’ she asked Aridl, whose turquoi se eyes softened with sympathy.

“| can seethat you didn’'t have it any easier than | did growing up, maybe even harder,” Arie
commiserated.

“I had my dad,” Elenasaid, not bothering to claim her grandmother. “He loved me...until he died six
months ago.”

“I'msorry,” Arid said, lifting her arm again but instead of embracing her sister, she brought it back



agang her side.

Regret over rebuffing her sster twisted Elena s ssomach, dong with the grief she dill felt over losing her
dad. “He d been sck along time.”

Ariel beganagan, “I’'m sorry—"

But Elenawaved off her sympathy. She wouldn’t bother Aridl with the details about his hedlth. She had
something morerelevant to tell her. “Hisnamewas Elijah.”

Ariel stopped walking, her long, dim body taut and till. 1t was?’

“It' safamily name they kept using even though my father’ s ancestors changed their last name years ago,
when they first cameto America” That waswhy Ariel’ s search for McGregor descendants who may
have resumed the vendetta hadn’t turned up Thora. Or Elena. She' d found Thoraonly through the
complaint sworn out againgt their mother.

Arid’seyeswidened, the turquoise the only color in her paeface. “What are you saying?’

From her Sster’ sreaction, Elenawas pretty certain that she' d figured it out. “My grandmother isa
descendant of Eli McGregor. She named her son after him.”

“ After the man who killed our ancestor, burning her at astake.” Arid’ svoice cracked with emation.
Their mother had died the same way. Burned.

While Aridl could see her ghost, Elena had witnessed the murder . ..in avision. She blinked back tears,
saddened that she would never have the chance to see her mother again.

“Soyou' reaMcGregor.” Aridl expelled ashaky breath, stirring the red hair that had fallen across her
cheek.

Pridelifted Elena s chin. “ And aDurikken.”

Ariel 9ghed. “I’ ve been trying to find McGregors, trying to figure out which one of them might have
resurrected the vendetta.”

“Youthink | could bethekiller?’

Arid studied her, asif assessng her older sster’ s strength. Then she shook her head, tumbling her hair
around her shoulders. “No.”

Elena s pride stung; her sister hadn’t sounded convinced. “Are you sure? After dl you redlly don’t know
me. Until just a couple weeks ago we hadn’t seen each other in twenty years.”

A little chuckle sputtered out between Aridl’ slips. “ Do you want meto think you' re the killer?’
“No. | want you to redly believe that I'm not.”

“You'reright. We haven't seen each other since we werekids, but | know you, Elena. Y ou’ re incapable
of murder.” Arid’sturquoise gaze lifted toward the house.

Elena suspected she didn’t seek her niece' s bedroom window. She' d never invited her sister inside, so
Ariel would have no way of knowing which wing was Elena s and which Thora' s. Elenawanted her sster
to have no contact with the bitter old woman. If not for Stacia having been tired from her fitful night,
Elenawould have taken her dong to meet Ariel at the playground where they’ d met before.



“What about your grandmother?” Aridl asked.

“Her family changed their name from McGregor because they considered Eli McGregor amadman who
should have been punished for what he' d done—"

Bitterness hardened Arid’ s voice when she interrupted, “ But the townspeople had revered him for killing
awitch.”

“Or feared him,” Elenasaid. “He was crazy. The vendettawas crazy, and his children changed their
name because they wanted no part of it.”

But she couldn’t say the same of Thora, not and believe it. Her grandmother claimed she' d only taken
away Myra s daughters because she was an unfit mother, but Elena had always suspected something
other than concern for the children or love of her son had motivated Thora s actions. Vengeance.

“None of her family wanted anything to do with the vendetta?’ Ariel asked.

“My father was her only son.” Perhaps that was why her love for him had bordered on obsessve. Did
Elenalove Stacialike that, so much that she shut out everyone else? Kirk had excused his absence by
claming that Elenahad no roomin her life for anyone but her daughter and her father. Not her husband.
He might have been right, but Elena hated to think she was more than just physicaly like her
grandmother.

“And your father’ sdead,” Ariel concluded, then shook her head. “It’sdl so incredible. How'd a
McGregor hook up with a Durikken? Coincidence?’

Elena glanced toward the house, not the wing where her daughter dept, hopefully, a dreamless dumber,
but toward her grandmother’ swing. She hoped her parents meeting had been just acoincidence. She bit
her lip, then released it to Sgh. “My father was agood man. A loving man. He wouldn’t have sought our
mother out to hurt her.”

Arid’slipslifted in awistful smile. “Maybe he only wanted to gpologize for what hisfamily had doneto
hersdl those years ago. And when they met, they fell inlove.”

Cynicism forced Elenato point out, “1t didn’t last.” Not with the conflict and obstaclesthey’ d had. She
glanced again toward the house, to the shadow looming behind the gauzy curtainsin her grandmother’s

parlor.

Arid’ s head turned as she followed Elend s gaze to the house. “ So there’ s only you and her?’
“And Stacia” But Elenahad an uncomfortable feeling her daughter was mostly Durikken, cursed.

Frustration knitted Arid’ s forehead. “But maybe your grandmother has some distant relatives. Y ou have
to ask her.”

“She' snot going to help me. She doesn't believe that we' rein danger.”

“Did you tell her about our aunts?’ Like their mother, they had been murdered. But unlike Myra, their
bodies had been found. Arid had found them, hanged and crushed to death.

“Thoradoesn't want to believe that someone started up the witch hunt again.”

Ariel sghed. “Because then she’ d have to accept that one of her relatives, no matter how distant, isa
killer.”



“You don’'t know for certain that aMcGregor isbehind this” Elenafelt obligated to point out.
“Who e se would resume the vendetta but a McGregor? Who e se would even know about it?”
Elena s shoulders ached asif aweight had settled on them. “Y ou’ re probably right.”

Arid reached out again, despite dl the times Elenahad pulled away from her, and squeezed her shoulder.
“You can't blame yoursdlf for this, just like you can't blame yoursdf for Thora swearing out that
complaint against Mama.”

Perhaps her siter knew Elena better than she' d redlized despite her guilt causing her to keep Ariel at
arm’'slength. “I don't—"

Arid interrupted the denia with ashake of her head. “Y ou can't help who your family is, who you are.
You just haveto accept it.”

And that was what Elena struggled with the most, accepting her ability and her conflicting heritage.
“That's easer said than done.”

The redhead bobbed in acommiserating nod. “ Do you have any visons of your own desth, Elena?’

“I don’'t know.” She rubbed her hands over her bare arms, trying to chase away the chill, but it wasn’'t on
her skin; the cold was deep insde her. “ Sometimes when I’m dreaming, it’ slikeit’ smewho’sbeing
killed. Then | step back, and | seethat it's someone else.”

Her voiceflat, matter-of-fact, Arid acknowledged, “Me.”

“Orlrina. I'veseenIrina.”

Ariel remembered, “On the Streets.”

Images of her most recent vision played through her mind. “He catches her.”
Ariel’ s eyes widened with shock and dread. “ Oh, God!”

“And | think hekills her the way he killed Mother.” Unlessthe image of the woman burning at the stake
had been the memory of the vison of her mother dying. The woman had looked exactly like their mother.
Unlike Arid, who had accepted her ability asagift, Elena struggled to even understand hers.

“We haveto find our baby sister.”

“| want to help you,” Elenasaid. But she didn’t know how to use her ability, not unlessthe vison was
redly clear, and that had only happened once, when the killer had nearly ended Ariel’ slife. Elenahad
noted the details of the dilapidated church where Aridl, her fiancé, David, and hisfriend, Ty, tracked the
killer and hiscult. But Ty had been hurt, and the killer had gotten hold of Aridl, tying anoose around her
neck. David had gotten her away from the madman, but he' d been stabbed. If not for Ariel shooting the
killer, David probably would have died. Thankfully they’d dl survived. Regrettably, so had the killer,
who'd gotten away.

That night, seeing Aridl and David' slove for each other, had forced Elenato face the redlity of her
loveless marriage. She hadn’t even told Kirk about her sister finding her.

Arid began, “If you want to help me—"

“| do!” Elenaingsted.



“Then you have to accept yoursdlf, Elena, everything about yoursdlf.”
Elena slips pulled up into areluctant smile. “I thought you were ateacher, not apsychiatrist.”

Her sster shrugged. “1 guess | must have picked up something from al the oneswho talked to mewhen |
was growing up, who tried to pass my gift off asabid for attention, or a coping mechanism for losing my
family.”

While her grandmother had had harsher explanations, afew counseors had told Elenathe same things
about attention and coping. Softly she acknowledged, “Maybe they wereright.”

“You don't believethat | see ghosts?”’

“Our mother was a con artist who staged séances to bilk people out of money.” Until they’ d been taken
away from her, they’ d helped.

Maybe that was why Elenawas drawn to Joseph; she wasn't so different from him. She knew how it
wasto be akid forced to do whatever necessary to survive. But she' d grown up and redlized there were
better ways. Someday, maybe, so would he.

She sighed. “1 don't know what to believe.”

Instead of taking offense, her sister chuckled. “ That was crazy. Mama had more giftsthan you and |. She
didn’'t haveto lieto them, but she thought lies made them happier than the truth.”

“There are such things as fase truths and honest lies.” Her mother’ sfavorite gypsy proverb.

Ariel nodded. “Y ou remember that, too. Remember who you are. Then you can help me.” Her hedls
clicked againgt the cobblestone path as she left Elenastanding aone in the middle of the garden, trying to
absorb her sster’ s ultimatum.

Arid could accept that her sster was aMcGregor, but she didn’t want Elena s help until she' d accepted
hersdf? Her ability, her heritage or both? Either way, she asked theimpossible. But to find Irina, to save
her agtersfrom akiller, Elenawould find the strength to conquer the impossible.

She glanced toward the four-story house again, her gaze focusing on the windows of her grandmother’s
parlor where behind the gauzy curtains the shadow |oomed, watching her. Always watching her, worried
about her well-being, as she' d claimed when Elenawas twelve, or planning her destruction?

“Why are you here?’ Elenaasked Joseph as she opened the door to his handsome face.

She stepped back as he shouldered hisway into her private living room. The room was bigger than most
modest ranch houses, with a massive, sandstone fireplace on the outside wall, in the middle of arow of
leaded glasswindows. The wallswere a soft pae blue, with trim and furniture in chocolate brown and
rich cream. An ornate oak staircase wound up opposite the door to the hall of the main house, the door
through which Joseph had pushed hisway.

“Do you need to talk to Kirk?" she asked, unsettled by his physical appearance as much ashisvist. She
didn’t even know if Kirk was back from hislast trip, but then Joseph would probably know before she
would. Kirk might not report to him, but she couldn’t imagine there was much at Jones Inc. of which he
wasn't aware or hadn't orchestrated.



His gaze not meeting hers, Joseph shook his head.

“Wadll, | guessyou'realittle overdressed to talk to an employee,” she remarked, trying to ignore how his
muscular body filled out the black tuxedo he wore with no bow tie, just the white pleated shirt sharply
contrasting hisdark hair and honey-toned skin. “If you want to see Thora, | think she' s out, too, at some
political fund-raiser or benefit—"

“Yeah, | escorted her,” he said.

“Oh, you just brought her home?’” And decided to |ook in on Elena after? She couldn’t imagine
why...unless he was accepting the chalenge she d unwittingly presented hersdlf asat their last encounter.

Excitement quickened her pulse and shortened her breath as an image flashed through her mind. Green
eyesdilated darkly with passion. A chest, dusted with black hair, rising and faling with harsh breaths. A
hard body pressed tight against hers. She struggled to draw a deep breath into her suddenly constricted
lungs. All sheinhaled was his scent, of citrus soap and musk.

Hedidn’t look at her as he shook his head. “No, your grandmother’ s till at the fund-raiser.”

“So you skipped out on Thora?’ She whistled under her breath, impressed despite her animosity toward
him.

Dismissively he shrugged, his shoulders gppearing even broader in histux. “ She hasadriver.”

“But if she asked you to accompany her, I'm sure she expected you to Stay until she wasready to leave.”
Elenawould much prefer he were with Thorathan her. What if hislate night visit brought on another
dream?“Maybe you can get back before she redizes you're gone.”

Hislipstwitched into that wicked grin as she reached for the door handle. “ Trying to get rid of me,
Elena?’

Unlike her grandmother who shortened her nameto Elle, Joseph adways called her Elena. The sound of
her namein his deep voice quickened her pulse even more. She clenched her fingersinto afigt, fighting
her reaction to him. “Since you know Thora s till at the benefit, I’ m not sure why you're here.”

Under his breath he murmured, “Y ou’ re not the only one....”

From the way he wouldn’'t meet her gaze, she had afedling hisvisit had nothing to do with achdlenge.
“What'swrong—" She' d nearly called him Joseph but stopped herself before giving him the satisfection.

“Doesthere have to be something wrong for me to come see you?’ he asked, his green eyes gleaming as
hefindly looked at her.

Elena s heart reacted to hisflirting with a sudden jump. She infused her voice with ice, something she'd
learned well from her grandmother, when shereplied, “Yes.”

Her imperious tone didn't discourage him. His eyes only gleamed brighter. “Really?1 can’'t stop by just to
visit you?" heteased, as he stepped closer to her, invading her space with hisimposing presence.

She locked her knees, so she wouldn’t step back. Like Thora, he wasn't someone to whom she would
ever wittingly reved wesakness. She lifted her chin and reminded him, “I’'m amarried woman.”

Until Kirk signed the damned papers.
“| talked to Kirk today.”



She held her bresth, so it wouldn't shudder out from between her suddenly parted lips. “Y ou know I'm
getting adivorce.”

And he'd comeright over? Why? She' d never given him any encouragement but in her dreams.
“I'm sorry, Elena,” hesaid.

She would have doubted his sincerity, but sympathy and regret degpened hisvoice. “1 didn’t think you
had much usefor theinditution,” she mused doud.

Hislipstwitched again. “ Just because it’ s not for me doesn’t mean that | don't respect it.”

Maybe he would have respected his vows more than Kirk had, but then he wasn't likely to ever get
married. He'd made it clear his prioritieswere money and power. Maybe if she kept reminding hersdif,
shewould stop having the dreams.

Thelightning flashed behind her eyeids, sgnaling the beginning of avison. Shefought hard to suppressit,
squeezing her eyes shut, afraid that it might be the one where shewas naked, lying in hisarms. Shedidn’t
understand that dream; it was't that she subconscioudy wanted him. She couldn’t, not when she didn’t
respect or trust him. After Kirk’ sinfiddlity, shewasn't likely to trust any man, ever again.

“Elena, areyou okay?’
Eyes ill closed, she nodded. “Y eah, yeah, I'mfine”

Thiswasn't one of those brief flashes where imagesflitted through her mind. Thiswas deeper, the
pardyzing grip of acomplete vison. Sherdlied her srength, fighting againgt it. She concentrated instead
on hisvoice, which seemed to come a her from adistance.

“Divorce can betough, so I've heard. If you need anything...”

Surprised by his offer, she opened her eyes. Then pride lifted her chin and once again permeated her
wordswithice. “1 don’t need your help.”

Hedidn't grin thistime, his eyes darkening asif she' d offended or hurt him. But she knew better. She
couldn’t hurt him. She could only be hurt by him.

“If you ever do need my help,” he continued, asif she hadn’t rudely thrown his offer back in hisface,
“I'm herefor you, Elena”

Shewas dmost as afraid of his closeness as she was her visions, but if he were sincere, maybe she could
use hishelp. He might be ableto aid in the search for her baby sster. He' d grown up on the streets. If
Elena had interpreted her visons of Irinacorrectly, her sster wasliving on the streets. He might be able
to hdp Elenafind her.

Before she could open her mouth to ask him, the lightning flashed again inside her head, too bright and
blinding to be suppressed. Even though she kept her eyes wide open, theimages began to play out in her
mind likethe red of an old home movie. Thiswasn’t her and Joseph tangled up in each other’ sarms.
Thiswasworse. Pain pierced her temples asthe lightning brightened, illuminating the person in her vision.

Stacia cowered in aconfined place, in the dark. Her little body shaking in her pagjamas, the ones Elena
had helped her into just alittle while ago, the pink ones with the fluffy white sheep, each of them wearing
anumber, dancing on them. She' d taught Stacia to recognize numbers by pointing to them on those
pajamas.



Where was her baby? Elena had to know. She closed her eyes, trying to focus on the vision, but the
shadows thickened, obscuring everything but Stacia, lying aonein that tight, dark place but for her teddy
bear, the fluffy white one that was so hard to keep clean Elena had to sneak it into the washing machine
when Staciawas degping. Why was her baby adonein the dark? Staciawas terrified of the dark.

Elenahadn’t had adream or vision of Staciain so long, not since the one of her being born. Why now?
Was Staciain danger?

The pain intensified, hammering at Elena stempleswith such force that her knees weskened. As she
swayed on her feet, strong hands closed over her shoulders, steadying her. But she couldn’t fedl the
touch, nor could she hear anything for the roar of fear in her ears, rushing through her pulsing veins.

Inside her head, in the vision, hands came out of the shadows, big hands reaching for Stacia, closing
around her thin arms, dragging her out of her hiding place.

The musclesin Elena s ssomach clenched. Why had Stacia been hiding? Where was Stacia? Who was
reaching for her?

Stacia sblue eyes widened with fear, and she twisted in the grasp of the unknown man. But the hands
only tightened, squeezing her ddicate little arms until her mouth opened inacry of pain.

“No!” Elenayeled, overcome with the need to protect her child.

The hands on Elena s shoulders gripped harder, shaking her. “What the hell’ s going on? What’ swrong?’
Joseph shouted his questions, asif he' d asked before and been ignored. Undoubtedly he wasn't used to
being ignored.

Elenablinked open her eyes and stared up into hisface, his brow furrowed in confusion. Choked with
fear, dl she could do waswhisper, “ Stacia...”

“She' supdtairs, right? Adeep?’ he asked, his concern vibrating in hisvoice.

Elenadrew in adeep breath, trying to cam hersdf. Her visonswere of the future, not the present. And
they didn’t dways cometrue. If they did, Arid wouldn't still be dive. Staciawasfine. Her pulse legpt as
she added her next thought. Now.

“I put her to bed,” shetold Joseph and reminded hersdlf. “ She wasin bed.”
“Then she'sdill inbed,” Joseph assured her, as he studied her intently.

No one had ever witnessed Elena having avision before. She' d been careful to conced them while
awake, even if she’ d had to rush from aroom during the middie of aconversation, and if adream had
interrupted her deep, she'd indsted it wasjust adream.

“Everything' sfine,” Joseph ingsted, S0 eerily calm and reassuring that he unsettled her asmuch asthe
vision. Nobody had ever offered her such solid support.

Her breath hitched, burning in her lungsas she held it. “| haveto check on her,” she said, heading for the
staircase on the other side of the living room. For peace of mind, she needed to assure hersdf Staciawas
safely in her bed. Climbing in haste, Elenamissed a step. Again the big hand closed over her shoulder,
guiding her, as Joseph ascended the stairs behind her.

“Careful,” hesaid.



She had been. Since redlizing someone had resurrected the witch hunt, she' d hardly taken Stacia off the
edtate. But the killer wouldn't go after her daughter. Staciawasn’'t awitch. Shedidn’t have any specia
abilities

Elena swallowed hard as she remembered Stacia s nightmares. And once at the park, Stacia had claimed

to seeachild Elenacouldn’t see. Shel d thought then that her creetive little girl had made up an imaginary
friend. But what if theinvisible child had been aghodt. ..

No. Elena could not think of her daughter as cursed. She turned her head, glancing over her shoulder at
Joseph. “Y ou don't need to come with me.”

But he stayed close as she walked down the hall toward her daughter’ s room. * Elena, what—what the
hell happened down there? Y ou completely spaced out, like you were staring a something inside your
head. And now you're al shook up. What the hell are you—"

“An overprotective mother.” And shewould keep her sweet daughter safe inside the wrought iron-gates
of the estate, tucked up in her little bed with the Strawberry Shortcake lamp dispdlling the shadowsin her
room. Her daughter wouldn’t ever beleft donein the dark.

Unsettled by Joseph’ s probing questions, Elena banged her shoulder against the doorjamb as she walked
into Stacia s room. But no one stirred deepily, avakened by the noise. The covers were dready pulled
back, the bed empty. Her baby was gone.

Elenareached out, clutching Joseph’sarm as he stood in the doorway behind her. “ Joseph, whereis
she?’

Before he could say anything, she reeased him and ran to the bathroom adjacent to Stacia sroom. The
bulb of the night-light glowed in the empty space. “ She' snot herel”

“I'll check with Mrs. Chapin,” Joseph said, referring to the housekeeper as he headed back into the hall.

Legswesak, Elena dropped onto Stacia’ s mussed-up twin-sized bed. She pulled the covers aside, but no
little white teddy bear was tangled in the blankets.

She hoped Joseph found her daughter with the housekeeper, but the hope wasfaint asfear of her vision
tugged a her. Theimage rolled through her mind again, of her daughter cowering donein the dark. The
dingy white bear her only company...until hands reached for her.

She wrapped her arms around herself, unable to dispel the cold that chilled her deep inside. For thefirst
time since she'd given birth to her, Elenadidn’t know where her daughter was.

Chapter 4

G uilt twisted Joseph’ s gut. He' d suspected something like thiswas going to happen but still he' d done
nothing to stop it, to prevent her pain. He leaned againgt the doorjamb, watching Elena as she sat on her
daughter’ sbed, her arms wrapped tightly around herself asif they were dl that held her together.

“Elena,” he called to her, regret eating at him that he’ d left her aone so long. Had she goneto that place
again, insde her head? He edged away from the door, stepping deeper into the room, getting closer to
her even though he knew he shouldn’t, that he didn’t have theright. Even if shewasn't ill amarried
woman, shewas out of hisleague.

“Sheign't here,” Elenasaid without looking up from her daughter’ s rumpled sheets.



He drew in adeep breath. “No, sheisn't.”

“How did he get her?’ she asked, her voice soft, logt. She rose from the bed and walked toward him.
“After | tucked her in, | wasin theliving room, right between the door and the stairs. How—"

He pressed afinger againg her lips, semming her self-recrimination. “ There sa doorway on thisfloor, a
the end of the hall, that opensto the main house.”

“But that door’ s always locked—"
He shook hishead. “Not tonight.”
Her breath shuddered out, soft againgt hisfinger. “1 never thought he d take her.”

“Elena” he sad, reaching for her trembling body. Shedidn’t recoil like she usudly did from histouch. As
hisarms closed around her, she clutched at his shirt, knotting the pleatsin her fingers.

Her voice rose with anote of hysteria. “ She' sgone! He has her—"
“Elena, he' snot going to hurt her—"
“He sgoing tokill her!” she cried as she stared up a him, her light blue eyeswild with fear.

Shocked by her outburst, his arms tightened around her, asif he had to hold her together now. “Elena,
what the hell are you talking about? He' s her father—"

“What?" she asked, pulling back to stare up at him, those eerie blue eyes wide. “Kirk took Stacia?’
He nodded. “Mrs. Chapin said he was here earlier, in the main house.”

“I didn’t know he was back from hislast trip. And asfor being in the main house, he' s been staying there
for awhile,” Elenaadmitted.

So divorce hadn’t been an impulsive decision for her. She and Kirk had already been separated. Joseph
refused to analyze why that knowledge lifted something in his chest; he doubted it was his heart, like his
soul, he'd logt that along time ago. But hell, he didn’t care; he didn’t need what he never intended to use.
He drew an envelope from the inside pocket of histuxedo and handed it to Elena. “He left this note with
Mrs. Chapin.”

Elenafumbled the envel ope open and drew out the folded paper. Her brow furrowed as she read, but
when shefinished and lifted her gaze to Joseph’s, her blue eyeswere clear, less troubled than before, as
if shewererdieved. “Yes, Kirk hasher,” she confirmed.

The pressure on Joseph’s chest eased a bit, but he ill had alot of questions about Elend s reactions.
Something else was going on here besides a messy divorce. It's not any of your business, Joe. He had a
feding that it wouldn’t matter how many times hetold himself that, he' d till want to know what was
reglly going on with Elena.

“Sowhat did Kirk say?’ Joseph asked, wishing he' d put aside his sudden attack of scruples and had
read the letter her husband had |ft for her.

Elenatucked the paper back inside the envelope, then clutched it tight in her hand. *'Y ou should get back
to the benefit before Thoranotices you' re missing.”

“Forget Thora,” he said, redlizing he didn’t care about the woman who' d made him rich. “I’m worried



about you.”
Elenalifted her chin. “Don’t. Worry about yourself. When Thora—"

“| don’'t give adamn about Thoral” he shouted, frustrated that Elenawouldn’t accept his concern, that
shewouldn’t share herswith him. But guilt gnawed at him again. If he' d fdt that way earlier, when Thora
hed threatened to fire him if he didn’t carry out her orders, Elenamight know where her daughter was.

“You'renot afraid of her,” Elenamused, abit of awein her voice.

“Fear issomething | stopped fedling along timeago.” If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have survived growing up
on the streets. Alone. Hungry. Desperate. He hadn’t had room for fear.

But because he till remembered being hungry and desperate, he hadn’t wanted to give up hisjob. Elena
had asked him the other day what Thoraheld over him; it wasthat. If he left JonesInc., she'd make sure
he' d never hold another powerful position. She might even send himtojall, if she wanted to risk going
there hersalf. She might have been crazy enough to risk it, but Joseph wasn't. Growing up, he' d spent a
littletimeinjail. Confined. Powerless. He didn’t want to go back.

Elena sighed and made another surprising admission. “ Sometimesfear isdl | fed.”
“Elena, he'snot going to hurt her—"

“I know.”

“But yousad—"

She shook her head. “I wasn't thinking straight earlier. | wasjust reacting to my little girl being gone.
Stacia has never spent anight away from me. | just want her home.”

“So cdl Kirk.”
She sighed again. “He s not going to bring her back just because | tell him to.”

“Then I'll tel him.” With hisfists once he found the weasd. When hel d suspected Kirk might pull
something stupid, he'd warned her husband that if he hurt Elena, Joseph would kill him.

Instead of being impressed with his offer, she laughed. “Kirk isrunning because he' s scared. Scaring him
moreis not going to bring him back here.”

Confusion drew Joseph’ s brows together. “| thought he just wanted money.” He gestured toward the
envelopein her hand, containing what he' d figured was basically aransom note; now he wondered.

“What's he scared of 7’ Joseph’ sthreat? God, he hoped that wasn't why the bastard had taken off with
her daughter.

She surprised him more when she calmly stated, “Me.”

Hedrew in aquick bresth. “Elena, what aren’t you telling me?’

She shook her head, refusing to reved any more of her secrets. “It’ s better if you don't know.”
“Who'sit better for? Y ou or me?’ he wondered aoud.

She studied him amoment, gnawing at her lower lip. Then she softly replied, “Both of us.”



“When Thorafirst made me CEO, | started visiting your dad. He talked so much about you that | thought
| knew everything. Then you tel me the other day about being poor. And now...” Theway she'd acted,
asif hypnotized into atrance.

“I'm adistraught mother.”
“You'll get Staciaback.”
“l haveto,” she muttered, “beforeit’ stoo late....”

“Elena, | want to help you.” He didn’t know why, hadn’t even been able to explain to himself why he'd
left the fund-raiser to check on her. Hel ping people was not histhing. No one had ever helped him. He'd
taken care of himsdlf. But heliked her little kid. Staciawas a sweetheart. And despite her never being dl
that sweet to him, heliked Elena, too. Maybe because she wasn't dl that sweet to him. The challenge
thing again? Or did it go deeper?

“Thenleave medone,” shesad, al prickly pride again, asher eyesand voicegot icy.

Maybe she was high-society now, but somewhere insde Elenalurked a street fighter like him,
determined to take care of hersdf. But she wasn't selfish like him; she' d taken care of her father and
daughter, too. He didn’t know which attracted him more, her compassion or her stubborn self-reliance,
“Hena...”

“Go back to Thora,” she advised him. “Y ou don’t want to risk losing your job. | know how important it
istoyou.”

Getting lessimportant with every contact he had with Elena. He should have refused to do Thora' s
bidding; he'd told her no before, on other things. But she' d only threatened to fire him thisonce...when it
had to do with Elena

He needed to leave her done, just like she wanted. He wrestled into submission his desire to know what
was redlly going on. She wanted him gone, and he needed to heed hisingtincts, the onesthat warned him
againg getting involved any deeper with her. She was the kind of woman who needed more than aman
like him could give. He d vowed long enough to never be anyone' s husband or father.

“I'll leave you donefor now.”

That was dl he could promise ether of them.

“| caled the police,” Elenasaid, but her sster didn't lift her gaze from reading the letter Kirk had |eft
when he d taken Stacia. “They told meto cal alawyer.”

“Didyou?’ Aridl asked.

Elenanodded athough she' d done more than call. The lawyer had been her first stop before coming
here, to the penthouse Aridl shared with her fiancé, David. Elena paced over to the windows, which
stretched from marble floor to vaulted plaster celling. Severa stories below her the lights of Barrett
sparkled against the black backdrop of night. The lawyer had complained that she’ d stopped by too late.

Her handsfisted as anger and frustration gripped her. And fear. She worried she' d be too late to protect
her daughter, to stop the hands from reaching for her. “My lawyer agreed with Kirk. If we go to court, |
stand agood chance of losing Stacia.”



Ariel blew out aragged breath. “1 didn’t even know you were getting divorced.”
“I thought | could handleit by myself. Then Kirk pulled this...”

Ariel joined Elenaat the windows, the letter crumpled in her trembling hand. “Y ou don’t have to handle
everything by yoursdlf anymore.”

Having someone to turn to was anew sensation for Elena; she’ d dways had to be the strong one, for her
dad, for Kirk, for Stacia.

“I wasn't sure | should come here,” she admitted.

“Why?

“Because you know now that I'm aMcGregor.”

“You'remy sgter,” Arid sad. “Of courseI’m going to help you.”

She wasn't the only one who' d offered; Joseph wanted to help, too. Why? He couldn’t care about her;
she’ d never given him any reason to. What did hethink wasin it for himif he heped? The memory of a
vision played through her mind, naked limbs entangled, lips melded, bodiesjoined...

“Elena,” her aster caled to her. “I’'m going to wake up David. I'd cdll Ty, too.” Hewas David' s best
friend, acop, though suspended from the police force. Hisfirst favor for Arid had cost him hisjob when
the suspect he' d tried to arrest for abusing one of Ariel’ s students had died; his second had amost cost
him hislife on thefloor of the church where Arid and David had nearly died aswell. There was nothing
Ty wouldn't do for Elena ssigter. “But he/ sworking hard on trying to track down Irinaand the killer. He
checksin, but he' s hard to get ahold of.”

“Don't take him away from hissearch.” If Ty found the killer first, Staciawould be safe. And Iring, too.

“I agree. Ty needsto stay focused on finding thekiller. And Irina. But don’t worry,” Aridl assured her,
“between you, me and David, we ll find Stacia”

Her daughter wasn't dl that was missing. Before she' d left the house, Elena had searched for her pewter
gtar. She' d wanted to use its warmth and presence for reassurance. For the security she’ d never realy
known. But the charm was gone. Kirk, having seen her reach for it after nightmares, must have redlized
how important it wasto her, so he'd taken it, too.

AsAriel moved to step around her, Elena caught her hand. “When he took Stacia, he took something
else too.”

Shelowered her chin, unable to meet her Sster’ s questioning gaze. She knew how much faith Ariel had in
the charms, that she believed reuniting them was the only way to stop the witch hunt. By letting the star
out of her Sght, by letting it get stolen, she'd let down her Sster. Again.

“So tdl me—what did hetake?’ Ariel prodded.
“Thecharm.”

Her sster’ s breath audibly caught, then shereleased it in ashaky sigh. “That’sokay. That’sgood. It's
with Stacia. It'll keep her safe”

Tears burned Elena s eyes, but she blinked them away. 1 had avision of her,” she shared, “before |
redized shewas gone.”



Ariel’ shand gripped hers, offering areassuring squeeze. “What did you see?’

“My daughter, hiding in the dark. She hatesthe dark.” She swallowed hard, forcing down the fear that
threatened to overwhelm her.

“Elena, 'mso sorry....”

“Hefinds her, Arid. He pulls her out of her hiding place. And he hurts her.” She squeezed her eyes shut,
but she couldn’t force the image from her mind, the vision of those big hands tightening around Stacia's
amsuntil shecried out in pain.

Ariel pulled her into ahug. “No, hewon't. We'll find her firgt.”

Elena borrowed some of her sster’ s optimism and nodded. “Y ou' reright. We will find her first. Go
ahead, wake David.”

Infinding Stacia, they had not a moment to lose. Elenanever knew how much time would pass before
her vison would become redlity.

AsArid released her, Elenatook back the letter, but she didn’t need to reread it; she' d aready
memorized the hateful words. | know the truth. Y ou' re crazy, unfit to be awife and most certainly unfit to
be amother.

Kirk had dug up her past, the psychiatric visits, the anti-halucinatory drugs. But hislast line had been the
worst. Staciawill be better off with me.

Was heright? With akiller stalking her mother and aunts, maybe Staciawas safer with her father. For the
firgt timeintwenty years, Elenaunderstood her mother alittle. Myrahad made adifficult decisonto
protect her daughters by giving them up. Elenahadn’t lways believed it was the right decision, but now
she could respect how hard it had been for Myrato make. Could Elenado the same? Could she leave
her daughter with Kirk and never see her again?

But she couldn’t forget her vision. Who was Staciawith when she was hiding? Kirk or her?

A tear trickled from the corner of her eye. She reached up to dash it away with the back of her hand,
accepting shewasn't as strong as her mother had been. She couldn’t let Staciago. She had to be with
her daughter. She had to be the one to keep her safe.

“Damn him!” sheyelled, damming her fist against the window. The glass shuddered benegth her hand, as
if threatening to crack. Like she'd cracked with, of al people, Joseph Dolce.

Grest, Elena, show your weakness with the strongest person you know. She knew that from what she'd
heard about him, how he' d grown up on the streets and <till made a success of himsdalf. But she hadn’t
turned down his offer to help out of pride, or regret over breaking down in front of him. Even though
she' d actudly known Joseph longer than she’ d known her sister, as an adult, she ill didn’t know him
well enough to trust him, not to find her daughter. Her dreams, of the two of them together, didn’t count.
They werejust dreams.

Like the one that had awakened Stacia afew nights before. She' d been hiding because something bad
had happened to her father. Wasthat where shewasin Elend svison, hiding from whoever was hurting
Kirk? Elenadidn’t think those were Kirk’ sarms reaching for her. Someone else found her daughter.

Although the night remained black and till, lightning flashed through Elena smind, blinding her. She
leaned her forehead againgt the cool glass of the window and closed her eyes. The jagged beam chased



the shadows from her heed, leaving only vivid color.

Red. Flowing in rivulets across athreadbare carpet, pooling benegath the crumpled body of awoman.
Hair once long and blond turned dark and sticky with blood.

Wasthat Elend s hair? Was she bleeding to death? The bloody hair lay acrossthe face, hiding it from her
inner gaze. She could only follow thosetrails of blood. . .to another body, lying face up on the carpet. His
eyes open with surprise and fear, Kirk lay dead on the floor. Neon lights from amote sign flashed across
the skin of his chest, bare but for the blood coveringit.

So much blood.

Isthiswhat Staciawould see? Her father, maybe her mother, killed? Or was that why shewas hiding in
the dark, she' d chosen an old fear over anew one?

Thefirst light of dawn streaked through the blinds, painting gold stripes across the bed where Stacialay.
She was supposed to be deeping, but she hadn’t been able to do that since Daddy had brought her here.
She wasn't tired even though she felt like she had sand in her eyes. She blinked hard, but her lids were so
heavy she could actudly catch glimpses of the fringe of the curly lashes on the rims of them.

Shedidn’t want to deep in this hard bed. She wanted to be back home, in her room, with Mommy
singing her alullaby or reading her astory that Stacia could redlly read hersdlf.

“Mommy...” she murmured, reaching out, but her hands closed around plush velour and a soft, stuffed
body. Teddy.

Daddy had given her Teddy years ago, when she was a baby. Mommy had called him im-prack-able
because Teddy’ s fur was white and probably wouldn’t stay that way. It wasn’t now. He' d fdlenin the
parking lot, his fur matted with some black splotches and smelling like a gas station.

Mommy would have cleaned him up before allowing him in bed, but Daddy hadn’t even noticed. He was
too busy looking over his shoulder and hurrying around, him and hisfriend. Thelady tried to be nice,
talking soft and sweet to Stacia, but she wasn't Mommy.

Staciawanted Mommy.

The door creaked open, not the one to the outside cement hallway thing, but the one to the other room
where Daddy and hisfriend had dept last night. Stacia closed her eyes. She and Daddy would both be
happier if he thought she was degping. Then she wouldn’'t have to see that look on hisface, that onelike
he' d watched a scary movie.

He hadn’t though. She was the one who' d had the scary movie playing inside her head, but when she
told him about it, he got scared, too. As scared as she was. That waswhy he' d taken her away from
home, he'd said, to keep her safe.

“But what about Mommy?’ she' d asked.
“Mommy wasn't in your dream. She' ssafe. Y ou and me arethe onesthat aren't,” he' d reminded her.

Not that she ever wanted to remember what she' d seen. The bad man in his brown robe. The blood. Al
kinds of blood. On Daddy. Hisfriend.



Stacia snuggled deeper in the blankets, but they were cold and scratchy. Daddy had |eft her favorite soft
onein the car, but she didn’t want to ask him to get it. He was probably too scared to go outside, like
Staciawas too scared to go to deep. Because she didn’'t want to dream again.

She wished she' d never told Daddy, then he wouldn’t be scared. And she' d be homein her own bed
and Mommy would be with her.

Mommy was awayswith her.

Shewaited until the door creaked closed again, then she pushed off the blankets and climbed out of bed.
Her Strawberry Shortcake backpack lay on the floor. Daddy had packed some of her clothes and her
toothbrush. Stacia had packed something far more important. She unzipped asmall pocket at the front
and reached ingde, pulling out alittle star.

The metd waswarm against her skin, so warm that Stacia pressed it against her cheek. Some flowery
scent mixed with something alittle sharper drifted to her nose, reminding her of Mommy. She hoped
Mommy wouldn’'t be mad that she’ d taken it. But she' d wanted something of Mommy’ sto keep with
her, something to keep Mommy closeto her.

Stacia squeezed her eyes shut and tried hard to concentrate. Sometimes when she did that, she could tell
what Mommy was thinking. But she couldn’t hear any of her thoughts now, only her own. A tear dipped
through her lashes and streaked down her cheek. She rubbed it away with thelittle metal star.

The charm, and the scent clinging to it, also reminded her of Grandma. Not the blond-haired lady who
made her cdl her Grandmother and sit like adoll on those fussy little chairsin her parlor, but the other
lady, the one who looked like agypsy from one of Stacia s books. With black curly hair and big dark

eyes.

Staciahad only been seeing her for alittle while, but she was the only one who could. Except for Aunt
Arid. Mommy couldn’t see GrandmaMyra.

Staciawished that one of them were with her now, so shewasn't al alone and so scared that the bad
man was going to comefor her like hedidin her dream.

Chapter 5

A mgjor shareholder in Jones Inc. since her father’ s death, Elena didn’t need an appointment to see
Joseph. The receptionist led her straight back to his office. Maybe waiting would have been better; she
might have come to her senses and changed her mind about seeking hishelp. But after staying awake al
night going over her visons and everything she knew about Kirk with Arid and her fiancé, Elenahad few
sensesleft. And few options.

Tofind Stacia before the killer, she could leave no stone unturned, even the one under which she used to
think Joseph lived. But after last night, after the concern he’ d showed her, she had trouble hanging onto
her formerly low opinion of him.

The receptionist opened the door to hisinner sanctum. Two walls of windows met in a corner; the two
insde walls were mahogany panelstrimmed in brass. Despite the dark wood, al the windows, bare of
blinds or curtains, bathed the room with bright light. The classy office befitted a CEO of amagjor
corporation. She could imagine how far from the streets, in more than evation, it must seem to aman
who'd grown up like he had.

Joseph stood and walked around his massive, mahogany desk, just as elegant in adark suit ashewas



last night in histux. His shirt, alight green, brought out the vibrant color of eyesthat were soft with
concern and regret. “Hedidn’t bring her back,” he gleaned from her expression.

She' d stopped at the house to check, but Stacial s room remained eerily empty without the little girl’s
sweset presence. She blinked back tears, of fear and frustration and exhaustion, and shook her head.
“That'swhy I'm here”

His green eyesflickered. “Y ou want my hep? When | offered last night, you weren't interested.”
Drawing on the strength of her pride, she lifted her chin. “I’m not sure | should trust you, Joseph.”

The corners of hislipslifted, ashadow of hisusua wicked grin. “At least you' vefinadly started using my
fird name.”

She had. Last night. She’ d had an excuse to use it then, when the vision had unhinged her. But
today...today she couldn’'t go back to caling him Mr. Dolce. The words stuck in her throat. “ Should |

trust you, Joseph?’

Hedidn't answer her question with hisresponse. “I’ll help you find Stacia. She'sanedt littlekid. She
should be with her mother. Kirk doesn’'t deserve her.”

Kirk couldn’'t protect her. He was too weak and soon he might be dead. “Y ou know my daughter?’

Hislipslifted againin afull smile. “Every timel stop by the house, sheand | vigit for awhile. She shows
me sometoy, or how she jumpsrope.” He shook his head. “1 wasn't supposed to tell you she does that
inthe house. It'sour little secret.”

Joseph Dolce and her daughter shared secrets? She blinked hard, clearing her eyes.

“You keep Stacia s secrets. And Thora's.” She had no doubt the old woman had many. “What about
Kirk’s? Did you know about his affair?’

Even though Kirk didn’t report directly to Joseph, she doubted there was much of which he wasn't
aware. His nod confirmed her suspicions. “So that’ swhy you filed,” he said.

“Hisinfidelity isjust one of the reasons.” Because if she counted her dreams, Kirk wasn't the only one
who' d cheated on their marriage.

“He doesn't deserve you either, Elena.”

She refused to be swayed by his compliment. Except in her dreams, she wasimmuneto hischarm. “You
should havetold me.”

He shrugged. “1 wasn't sure you wanted to know. And | didn’t think you' d believe me.”

She probably wouldn't have, if she hadn’t seen Kirk and the woman in her head, wrapped up in each
other’ sarms. “ So who isshe?’

Hisbrow furrowed. “ Elena—"

“I don’'t care about their affair.” She didn’t want to, in ajedousfit, track down the woman. She had no
timefor that. “My daughter might be with her,” she pointed out. “Who is she?’

“FeliciaHanover. Sheworksin Kirk’s department.”



“Isshe heretoday?’
He shook his head. “ She didn’t show up for work.”
“Give me her address.”

“| checked her place last night,” he said, “and again this morning before | cameinto work. | caught her
landlord. He said she left yesterday . .. with suitcases.”

Elena s breath shuddered out. “ So they planned this.”
Joseph nodded. “ Didn't he say as much in the letter he left you?’

“Youredly didn't read it.” Although he hadn’t acted asif he had, she'd had her suspicionsthat he'd
violated her privacy. Since he hadn’t, maybe she could trust him.

A light flashed inside her mind asimages began to play. Her and Joseph, entwined, on his couch. Shelay
beneath him, hislong, hard body pressing her into the leather until he eased up. His hands reached for her
blouse, his big fingers fumbling with the little mother-of -pearl buttons before parting the yelow silk. His
breath shuddered out, warm againgt her face, before hislipstouched hers.

“You're 0 beautiful,” he murmured againgt her mouth.

She' d been told that before; his compliment shouldn't have affected her. But her heart shifted, her pulse
quickening. Hislips brushed across hersin soft, teasing kisses.

Then his hand settled over her breast, over the satin cup of her lemon-yellow bra. “Y ou’ re so beautiful
here” hesad. “Insde”

No one had complimented her heart before. She opened her mouth, inviting him to deepen the kiss. But
gtill he teased, lapping a her lower lip with histongue, then nibbling with histeeth, before findly giving her
the kiss she wanted. Hot and possessive, his mouth pressed against hers, histongue sweeping inside,
filling her.

Her heart raced beneath the pam of his hand as his fingers caressed the mound that spilled over thetop
of the bra. * Joseph, more,” she pleaded againgt his mouth as she clawed at the knot of histie, pulling it
free of the collar of hisgreen shirt.

He' d dready discarded his suit jacket, which lay on the floor beside the couch, dong with her
high-heded pumps. She reached now for his buttons, her nails scraping his skin as she pulled his shirt
open. He groaned, and his erection strained against his pants and pressed hard against her hip. “Elena...”

Shelifted her hips, rubbing her pelvisagaing him.

His hands did down her body, clasping her waist to hold her ill. 1 want to take my time with you,” he
sad, hisvoice low with the sensual threst.

Heat pooled between her legs as her passion burned higher. She reached for hisbelt. “1 want you now,”
sheinsgsted, using theimperious tone she' d learned so well.

He chuckled, then flashed hiswicked grin, as he shifted his hips away from her so that she couldn’t
unbuckle his belt.

“I don’t take orders well,” he warned her. Then he unclasped her bra, pushing aside the satin cupsto free
her breasts. Instead of touching them, he stared, his hot gaze an erotic caress.



Her skin flushed, and her nipples hardened, lifting up and begging for histouch. Elenadrew her bottom
lip between her teeth, biting the soft flesh, as she arched her back.

“You'rebad,” Joseph admonished her. “Very, very bad.” Then he dipped his head, caressing her skin
with his bresth before touching hislipsto her. His mouth trailed moist kisses around the curve of her
breasts.

Elena shifted againgt the leather as her frustration built. She wanted more. She needed more. “ Joseph...”

A big hand settled over her shoulder, pulling Elenafrom the erotic vision. She shuddered with frustration,
as heat and passion flushed her face and her body. She wrapped her arms around herself, so she
wouldn't reach for him and finish what had begun in her dream.

Only adream. It wasn't real. None of it was real. But the touch of his hand on her shoulder was, hispam
leaving an imprint in the yellow silk of her blouse and on her skin beneath. She' d never been so aware of
him...so desperate with wanting. She drew in ashaky breath, wrestling with the lagt, erotic aftershocks
of her vison.

“Thereyou go again,” he accused, his deep voice dousing the flames of desire the vison had fanned to
life. Nothing soft and loverlike about him now, hewas hisusud intimidating sdf. “Wheat the hell is
happening to you? Where do you go insde yourself?’

She shook her head, her hair sticking to the perspiration glistening on her face as the blond tresses
tumbled around her shoulders. She fought an interna battle between her reluctance to share her secret
with him and her desperation for his help in finding Stacia. He had resources she didn’t, and ashe'd
proved with having dready goneto Kirk’ s mistress s gpartment, he knew things she, Ariel and David
didn't.

Would hethink her crazy if shetold him about the visons? But how e se could she explain the urgency to
find Staciabeforethekiller did...unless shetold him everything?
“Elena?’ His deep voice vibrated with concern.

She rubbed her hands over her face, pushing back her hair. “Thisis going to sound incredible. You're
probably not going to believe me, but I’ m tdling you the truth.”

However, the words stuck in her throat. She' d kept her secret for along time, even from herself. She'd
spent the past twenty years denying who and what she was; admitting it now wasn't easy. She paced
around the room, stopping near the door, tempted to leave with her secret kept. But then animage
flashed through her mind, Stacia cowering in the dark, those big hands reaching for her, squeezing her
littlearms until she cried out in pain. Elenaflinched as her daughter’ s pain and fear became hers.

Joseph' s hand cupped her chin, tipping it up, so she had to meet his concerned gaze. “ Tell me,” he
prompted. “Thisian’t just acustody battle. | saw your face last night. Y ou looked like you do now.
Scared out of your mind.”

He was right about that. She was scared. And she was probably out of her mind to confidein him.
“What' sgoing on, Elena?’

He d never assured her that she could trust him, but he wasn't the one she really needed to trust. She had
to believein hersdf firdt, before she could expect anyone else to do the same.

“I havetwo sgters,” she began, inarush.



His brow furrowed with confusion. “Y our dad told me he had only you.”

“Hewasn't their father.” She sighed. “1 don’'t know who their fathers are. Probably neither did my

“Tel meabout her.”
“Shewasagypsy.”
“A red one?’ heasked, hislipstipping into adight grin. “ Living that vagabond lifestyle on the road?’

“Ontherun,” she corrected him. “From athree-hundred-and-fifty-year-old vendetta.” She blew out a
breath, then continued, “ That was when the McGregors swore vengeance on dl the descendents of Myra
Durikken, my mother’ s ancestor, who was believed to be awitch and subsequently burned at the stake.
She had avision of her fate and sent her daughter away before she could bekilled, too. My sister Ariel
and | liketo believe that’ swhy our mother gave us up twenty years ago, that she was protecting us, too.”

If Elenahadn’t had the vision of Kirk’s murder, she might have done the same with Stacia, given her up
for her protection. But her sacrifice wouldn't save Stacia; the only thing that would was finding her before
thekiller did.

“I don't understand,” he said, hisfingers ill on her face, dmost absently stroking her skin. “What does
any of this haveto do with Staciaand Kirk?’

Images flashed through her mind. The black-haired woman caught in the flames. Another woman being
hanged. Another crushed to death. “The witch hunt has begun again, Joseph. My mother and her sisters
were recently murdered.”

“God, Elena, I'm sorry...”
“Me, too. | never got to see her again...except...”
“Except what?” he prompted her again, his green eyes darkening as he narrowed them.

The images rolled through her head again. The gruesome murders. The man in the shadows, concealed
by the dark brown robe. A chill chased down her spine, raising goose bumps on her skin. He was out
there, waiting to kill them.

“I saw her inavision. I’m cursed, Joseph. Like Myra Durikken and my mother, Myra Cooper, | have
visons. | saw my mother burned at the stake just like her ancestor. | saw one of my aunts hanged and the
other crushed to death.”

His hand fell away from her face, and he stepped back. Even though he' d denied he would think it of her,
she could tell he wondered. ..was she crazy?

“If youdon't believe me,” she said, hating that her voice rose with defensveness, hating that she cared
that he didn’t believe her, “talk to David Kogter.”

“The computer mogul?” His brow creased again. “What does he have to do with any of this?’

Elenalifted her chin, refusing to be ashamed any longer of who she was. Shewasn't twelve years old
anymore and easly manipulated or intimidated. “ David is engaged to my sster. He knows everything.”

And he believed Arid. But then heloved her. Elenawasn't sure Joseph even liked her. Desired maybe,
when he' d thought her one of those fancy women hiswesalth and power usualy attracted. But now he



knew the truth, whether or not he accepted it.

“I wish you' d tel me everything,” he said, then drew in abreath, asif trying to collect histhoughts. “Y ou
didn’'t answer my earlier question. What doesthis ‘witch hunt' have to do with Staciaand Kirk?’

“I had avison last night, that Stacia was somewhere in the dark, done and hiding.”

The creases smoothed out as understanding glimmered. “ That’ swhy you went tearing upstairs to check
onher.”

She nodded. “ Then later | had another one, of Kirk dying.” And maybe she died with him. “IsFelicia
Hanover blond?’

Joseph shrugged. “ She' slower leve. I've only seen her acouple of times. | don’t remember her hair
color. Maybe brown. Maybe dark blond.”

Fear rose, choking Elena. Maybe she hersdf was the one who died with Kirk. Who would save Stacia
then? For thefirst timein her life, she had to rely on others, on her sister and her fiancé. And Joseph?

“I haveto find Stacia before the killer does,” she said, her voice rising with the hysteria she' d fought so
hard to subdue. “ David' srunning Kirk’s credit cards, but he hasn’t used them yet. David aso hashis
friend, a suspended cop, asking hisformer colleagues to keep an eye out for Kirk’scar.” Or hewould
when Ty checked in.

She didn’'t want to ask Ty to do anything more. All his efforts were concentrated on the search for Irina,
so thekiller wouldn't find her before they did. Asan image of the black-haired woman, bound to the
stake, flashed through her mind, Elena shuddered. Nobody would be safe until the killer was caught. And
that was where the other half of Ty’ s concentration was centered, on finding the killer.

“Since you' ve been honest with me, | have to be honest with you, Elena” Joseph sighed and rubbed his
hand over hisjaw. “I saw Kirk yesterday, before he took off. | gave him alot of money. He might have
bought a different car, and he probably won't need to use his credit cardsfor awhile.”

What little hope she' d had in David' s ahility to track down Kirk evaporated. Only dread filled her now.
She' d trusted the wrong man to help her. *Y ou paid him to take off with Stacia?’

“No. That wasn't theintention.” But from histone, he' d obvioudy redlized it was apossibility, which
explained the reason for hisvist last night. “At least | don’t think that’ swhat Thoraintended.”

Her grandmother had betrayed her before, but still the old woman’ s action struck Elenalike ablow.
How could Thorahate her so much? Just because she was Myra s daughter?

“So shetold you to give Kirk the money.” Her heart clenched with the pain of yet another betrayal. “Do
you think shetold him to take Stacia?’

Hesighed. “I don’t know what to think about your grandmother.”

“But yet you work for her.”

“She paysme.” Histhroat moved as he swallowed hard. “Well.”

“And you do her dirty work. So what was last night’ s visit about—an attack of conscience?’

“Don’'t make that mistake about me, Elena,” he said, his voice deegp with warning, as he stepped closer
to her, backing her against the closed door. “1 don't have a conscience.”



Her breath hitched, but she refused to let him intimidate her. Or midead her any more. Shelifted her chin,
unintentiondly bringing her face closer to his. His green gaze studied her mouth, running over her lips, asif
he' d like to devour them. Mouth dry, she did her tongue out, and his eyesflickered with desire. She
was't the only one having thoughts she had no business entertaining.

“Why’d you come by last night then?’ she asked.

He shrugged again, drawing her attention to the breadth of his shoulders, as he admitted, “I had afedling
that he might do something stupid.”

And he' d been worried about her. Despite his claim, he did have a conscience.
“He seemed desperate yesterday.” Regret flickered in his green eyes. “ Desperate men do crazy things.”
She suspected he spoke from experience. Isthat how he’ d come to work for Thora? Desperation?

She turned and opened the door. But before walking away, she warned him, “ Desperate women do
crazy things, too.”

More than desperation drove Elena as she barged into her grandmother’ swing of the house. Anger held
her inafiercegrip.

Theflora parlor was empty but for the gardening awards, framed portraits of Elijah and the fragile, little
furniture. Elenaclosed her fingers around the handle to the den, bracing hersdlf for the ugly confrontation
that was bound to come once she opened the door.

But the den sat dark and empty, the blinds pulled so tight at the windows that not even adiver of light
penetrated them. Only the sunshine gleaming through the parlor’ stall windows spilled into the den. Elena
used the sun to guide her toward Thora s desk where she flipped on the banker’ slamp. Light glowed
eerily through the green shade, casting strange shadows around the room.

Joseph had the seat of power in the office of CEO, but Elenaknew Thora considered her seat just as
powerful. She settled into the leather chair as she flipped through the files on the desk. Most of the
papers |ooked like reports, bearing the Jones Corporation logo and Joseph’ s signature. He kept Thora
apprised of dl hisdecisons...until thismorning. He definitely hadn’t told hisbosswhat he' d revedled to
Elena

Why would Thora pay off Kirk? She' d loved Elijah. How could she hate his daughter so much that she'd
want to hurt her like this? Because she was also Myra s daughter, that was why. Myra, who' d taken
Elijah away from her not just those few years he'd lived with her, but forever, because when she' d | eft
him he' d fdlen into the life of drinking and drugsthat had led to his paralyzing accident. Other
complications of that accident had led to his frequent bouts of pneumonia. And his desth.

By that logic Elenaknew that Thoraaso blamed Myrafor Elijah’ s desth and because Elenawas Myra's
daughter, she blamed her, too. Enough to start up the witch hunt again?

No. Thorawas avicious bitch, but she was no killer. Death wastoo quick arevenge for Thora sliking.
She' d rather make her enemy suffer, as she' d made Elena suffer the past twenty years.

Elenapulled open the desk drawer. If she'd sent Kirk away with Stacia, Thorawould know where they
were. She had to know everything.



And so did Elena. Sheflipped through the papersin the drawer, trying to find something with alessing
company or ahotel address. Then she looked through cards, turning up one for a private investigator,
Donovan Roarke. His business address, phone and fax numbers were embossed on the front.
Undoubtedly he was the best at what he did. Thoraonly hired the best. Was thiswho she used to dig up
dirt on people? Was thiswho had dug up the dirt about Elend s psychiatric treatments for Kirk?

No. If Kirk were acting on Thora s orders, there would have been no need to hire an investigator to tell
him what the old woman aready knew. She would have been the oneto give him the ammunition to use
againg Elena, to manipulate her as Thora had for so many years.

Hand shaking, Elena pushed aside the rest of the papers and uncovered something ese in the bottom of
the drawer, something cold and lethal. Thora stored a gun in an unlocked desk with achild in the house?

Elenawouldn’t have suspected someone as smart and controlled as her grandmother of doing something
S0 careless. ... unless she felt she needed the gun readily at hand. Did she fear someone? Who?

If she had agun in an unlocked desk, what did she have hidden away in her safe? Elena turned the chair
toward the bookcase behind her. After pushing aside afew leaning, leather-bound volumesto reved the
safe, she punched in the code, her father’ s birthday.

Thiswasn't thefirgt time Elena had searched her grandmother’ s office. Shel d gone through the desk and
safe before, when she was il achild, looking for cluesto the whereabouts of her mom and sisters. She
hadn’t found much then, some jewdry, cash, stock certificates and an old journa. Reading the brittle
pages had clued her in to her true heritage but not the location of the relatives she’' d cared about. She
found less now. The cash was gone, and so was the journal.

The knob rattled on the door between the parlor and the hall, so Elena dammed the safe shut and whirled
back toward the desk where the detective' s card stared up at her from the blotter. Asthe door opened,
she dipped the card into the pocket of her skirt. Then she eased back in the chair, feigning nonchaance
the way Thora had feigned it with her only afew short days ago.

“What are you doing in here?’ her grandmother asked in that cold, imperious voice.
Elenasighed. “ Just trying to figure out exactly how hateful you are.”

Thoraclicked her tongue againgt the roof of her mouth, tsking her disgust. “ Taking more foolishness
when you should be trying to find your daughter.”

“Y ou know she' s missing because Kirk took her on your orders.”

“I know she’ s missing because Mrs. Chapin told me you had Joseph looking for her. | thought you were
abetter mother than yours, that you’ d have at |least someidea of where your childis”

Anger and pain rolled through Elena, but she held it back, fighting the urge to pound her fist on the desk
and scream and yell. Thorawanted her to lose her control. “I know you gave him money, alot of

Asif her legs had weakened, Thoradropped onto achair in front of her desk. “Kirk told you that?’

She nodded, for some reason unwilling to bring Thora s wrath onto Joseph, not that he needed Elena’ s
protection. He' d been taking care of himself for along time.

She focused on her grandmother. “How could you...”



“I didn’t pay him to take her,” Thoraingsted.
Elenahad had enough of her grandmother’ slies. “Come on—"

“I gave him money, yes, but not to take her away. | gave him money to leave. Y our filing for divorce
made Kirk desperate.” Like Joseph had claimed. “He didn’'t want to give up thislifestyle. HE' d grown
quiteused toit.”

“So you gave him the money out of the goodness of your heart?” Elenavoiced her disbdlief.
Thora shook her head, looking every one of her seventy-three yearstoday. “He threatened to go public.”
Elenaswallowed hard. “He found out about my visions, about my past.”

“About your psychiatric problems” Thorasaid, her mouth twisting with disgust even asfear brightened
her pale blue eyes. Was Elena the one she feared, the reason she kept the gun close at hand?

Until she'd married Burton Jones, Thora had been poor, like Joseph. She loved the power her positionin
society gave her, and the truth coming out about her granddaughter’ s past could threaten that position.

“Maybe Staciais better off with her father,” Thoramaintained.

Elena shook her head. “1 know you don’t want to believe me. But someone' s started up the witch hunt
again. I’ ve seen the murders | aready told you about. Last night | saw two more.”

Thora s face paled and she reached for a picture on her desk, the one of her great-granddaughter sitting
on Elijah'slap. “You ve seen hers?”’

For thefirst time Elenaredized her grandmother actudly believed in her ability. “Not yet. But if | don't
find her and Kirk beforethekiller...”

Thoralifted her gaze from the portrait, her pale eyes unfocussed. “Hewon't hurt her.”

“Who?’ Elend s heart clenched. Pulse racing, she jumped up from the chair and came around the desk to
Thora. “Y ou know who thekiller igl”

The older woman shook her head. “No...”

“Thora, if you know something you haveto tell me. Think about how much Staciameant to my father. It
would kill him al over again to know that she' sin danger.”

“She' snot. She' swith her father. She' s safer than if she were with you. Kirk won't hurt her.”

But Elenamight?

Chapter 6

D avid Kogter’ s office was opulent, with marble floor and ornate plaster celling. State-of -the-art
computers were hooked to giant flat-panel monitors, the logo for Koster Computing flashing across them
in neon letters. The door opened behind Joseph, so he turned toward the man who entered. Tall and lean
with golden blond hair, Koster appeared much too young to have achieved dl his success. That was one
thing Joseph shared with the man; the other was the secret Elenahad shared with him.

“I’m not working today, so this had better not be about business,” Koster threatened. Even his casua
clothes, black silk shirt and dress pants, were expensive, more evidence of his success. “| don’'t have



time to waste rgjecting another offer from Jones In—"

“You'rebusy trying to find Stacia.” He swallowed hard, then added, “And akiller.”
Kogter’ sdark eyeswidened in surprise. “ Shetold you?’

Joseph dragged his hand through hishair. “ Shetold me alot.”

A bitter laugh dipped through Kogter’ slips, but no amusement lightened his dark eyes as he sudied
Joseph as he might some frustrating computer problem. “I’' m surprised shewould trust you.”

“Shedoesn't.” She might haveif he hadn’t been moved to confess giving Kirk the money, but she’ d been
honest with him. She believed what she d told him; now he had to find out if he should believe her, too.

“She' ssmart,” Kogter said, dmost asif surprised.

His attitude toward Joseph didn’t offend; it was his remarks about Elenathat had Joseph clenching his
fis,sand wrestling with the urge to control histemper. He d learned long ago that nothing good came of
losing it. Control was far more powerful than rage. So he clenched hisjaw and reminded the guy, “She's
your fiancée saster.”

Kogter shrugged. “They just reconnected after twenty years apart.”

And obvioudy Koster wasn't the type to easily give histrust. Then again Joseph had to cut him abresk if
what Elenatold him wastrue, if therewas akiller on the loose.

“And she'saMcGregor,” Koster added.

Sincethe guy uttered the surname like a curse word, Joseph figured it meant something. Then he
remembered the names she’ d told him. The McGregors had started the witch hunt. “ She'snot a
McGregor.”

Koster nodded asif something had been asked and answered. “ She may have told you alot, but she
didn't tel you everything.”

“I know about the...” He could barely bring himself to admit it. “Witch hunt.”
“A McGregor darted thefirst one. We think aMcGregor isresponsible for this one, too.”

Joseph shook his head, trying to get the piecesto fdl into place. “| don't get it. Elenasaid she' sthe
descendent of that first persecuted woman.”

“MyraDurikken. Sheis. She' s also adescendent of the man who killed her. Eli McGregor. Thora Jones
named her son after him.”

“Oh, my God...”
“The only McGregors | eft that we' ve been ableto trace so far are Thoraand—"

“Elena. You can't think...” Anger coursed through him again. “ Elenawould never hurt anyone.” Unless
that anyone harmed her child. Then she wouldn't be responsible for what she did to him. Asshe'd
warned Joseph, she was a desperate woman.

“Elenawouldn’t,” Koster agreed. “But her grandmother might.”



Joseph couldn’t deny that, but he was compelled to point out, “ She' san old woman.”

“So she' d hire someone to do her dirty work.” Koster’ s dark gaze hardened. “1sn’'t that why she hired
you, to do her dirty work?’

Joseph blew out aragged breath. He couldn’t defend himself from al the rumorsthat circulated about
him, just one. “I’'m not akiller.”

Something flickered in Koster’ s eyes, then he relented, “Maybe not, but I’ ve heard you called alot of
other things”

“Man, thiswas awaste of my time,” Joseph said, hisjaw cracking.

“So why did you come here?” Koster asked. “Y ou told my assistant it was persond, not business.”
That was the only reason the man had agreed to meet with him. “1 want to help find Stacia.”
“And?

Hedragged in abreath. “1 want to know if it’ strue.”

“What? The witch hunt?’ Koster’ s blond head bobbed in anod. “ Three women were brutally murdered.
My fiancée was dmost the fourth.”

“Elenathinks Stacia might become the fourth.” Thelook on her face, the helplessness and fear, haunted
him. “I can’'t imagine how shemust fed....”

“I can,” Kogter admitted with aheavy sigh.

Joseph noticed the lines of stress furrowing the guy’ s brow and the dark circles beneath his eyes.
“You'reredly worried about your fiancée?’

“I wasthere...l had him...” A musclejumped in Koster's cheek. Then heran ahand adong his sde and
grimaced. “ And he got away.”

“Y ou don’t know who heis.”
“If | did, hedbe...”
“Dead?’

Koster shook hishead. “I’'m no killer, either.” Again the dark eyesflickered. “But that’snot al you want
to know about. Y ou wonder if the rest of it’ strue. Did Elenatell you about her visons?’

Joseph nodded, unable to describe what she' d told him but unable to forget what she'd said.
“Her visonsarered,” Kogter indsted. “Arid seesghodts. They're gifted.”

“Elenasays cursed.” How much of her fear was over what she saw and how much over the fact that she
was able to see? But God, he couldn’t blame her for being fresked out. HE d seen alot of thingsliving on
the street, but he struggled to accept that what she told him was even possible.

“Elenahasn’t accepted her ability yet.”

Shewas't the only one.



Koster continued, “If shedid...she might be ableto help find her daughter.”

Joseph could help, too. But just as Koster didn’t trust him, he wasn’t entirely sure he trusted Koster.
Joseph was't the only one of them with areputation for being ruthless. “How isit so easy for you to
accept these supernaturd abilities? Y ou’ re known for being logical.” Among other things.

Koster’ smouth lifted in haf agrin, obvioudy amused by what Joseph left unsaid. “1 love Aridl. Have you
ever loved anyone, Dolce?’

Joseph shook his head, but as he did, something tightened in his chest. “No.”

“When you love someone, you automaticaly accept everything about her. It' swhat makes her who she
is, who you love”

“Yeah, well...l wouldn't know about that.”
Kogter laughed. “Y ou know. Y ou're just not ready to admit it.”
Joseph didn’t like what the guy wasingnuating. “ Damn it—"

“So let me show you what we know,” Koster said, as he strode to his desk. A few strokes of his
keyboard, and images sprang to life on the flat screens. Horrifying images; one dark-haired woman
dangling from arope, another’ s face and body bloodied and bruised beyond recognition.

“Damnit!”
“Yeah, just think, Elenasaw dl thisfirst, beforeit ever happened. Insde her head.”
Damnit!

Thewoman hanged. Another crushed. Elena had seen this. For the firgt time the full implication of what
she'd told him hit Joseph. Not only was Staciain danger from this witch-killing psychopath, so was
Elena

After spending arestless afternoon waiting by the phone for Kirk or anyone elseto call her with news,
Elenahad come to some conclusions. She couldn’t rely on Ariel and David to find her daughter, not
when they couldn’t find Irinaor thekiller. And she couldn’t trust Joseph. He took his ordersfrom Thora,
who thought Staciawould be better off without her mother. After what Elenahad told him that morning,
Joseph would undoubtedly agree with Thora now.

She couldn’t rely on her visions, either. She could never predict them or totally interpret them. So Elena
had to hire some more help, and she wanted only the best. Maybe she was more like Thora than she
cared to admit.

She reached in her pocket for the business card she' d stolen from her grandmother’ s desk, verified she
had the right suite number, then lifted her hand to knock. But she doubted anyone was around; it was
after five, the hals of the downtown Barrett building deserted. Now that she knew for certain where the
office was, she would come back in the morning.

As she headed toward the bank of elevators, the door jiggled, then opened. A deep voice rumbled, “Can
| help you?’

“I hope s0,” she murmured with relief as she turned to the man looming in the doorway. Hewastal and



dark, like Joseph, but hishair held glints of red insteed of the dmost-blue that gleamed occasiondly in
Joseph's. He must have been older though, for silver strands wove through the hair a histemples. “Are
you Donovan Roarke, the private investigator?’

“Yes. What can | do for you?’

She' d struggled along time with trust, mostly with trusting hersdf. Her ingtincts had inspired her to lift his
card from Thord s desk. Dare she continue to trust her instincts? Dare she trust Donovan Roarke?

“I'msorry,” hesaid, “1 don’t expect you to divulge your deep, dark secrets out in the hal. Comeinsde.”

Deep, dark secrets? Despite her silent self-assurances, nerves danced in Elena’ s somach, and she
hesitated crossing the threshold into his office. “Mr. Roarke...”

He chuckled. “I’m sorry. | didn’t mean to imply anything. My ex aways accused me of having asick
sense of humor.”

“Dry wit,” she observed.

He shrugged, but his shoulders moved gtiffly beneath hisdightly wrinkled suit coat and his eyes briefly
closed with awince. He must have been sitting for awhile, poring over filesin his office or scrunched
over asteering whed for astake-out, perhapstrying to catch a cheating spouse. Maybe if she had have
hired him awhile ago, she wouldn't need his services now.

“Please, comeinsde,” he urged again.

Because he' d opened the door, she assumed he was adone. If he wasn't, the door wouldn't have been
locked, and areceptionist or secretary would have met her. For amoment she wished she had lifted the
gun from Thora s desk aswell asthe card. Then she shook off her paranoia, which was undoubtedly due
to lack of deep. She passed through the doorway in front of him.

“Excusethemess,” he said, gesturing toward the reception area piled high with boxes and files, ashe led
her toward hisinner office which was only marginaly less cluttered. “My secretary quit awhileago. I'm
having atimefinding areplacement. That' swhy I’'m working late.”

Helifted astack of filesfrom one of the chairsin front of his paneled-oak desk, dumping them onto the
commercia carpet next to abox. “Have aseat.”

She perched on the edge of the chair and absently remarked, “ Paperwork.” Not the stakeout.
He nodded grimly as he settled into the chair behind his desk. “Y up, paperwork. It' sthe worst.”
“No.” Not knowing where your child was or if she was safe, that was the wordt.

“What can | hdp you with, Miss...?’

“Jones-Phillips.” Shebit her lip, then divulged, “Y ou’ ve done some work for my grandmother, Thora
Jones”

He sghed asirritation showed in hiseyes. “Well, | won't hold that against you.”
“I don't think you' re kidding now.”

He brushed abig hand through his disheveled hair. “ She' sa pretty demanding client.”



“Have you done much work for her?” she asked, wanting to know just how close was his association
with Thora.

He shrugged, causing that winceto pinch hisface again.
“Oh, | guessyou can't say,” sheredlized. “ Privacy issues.”

He nodded, and alock of mahogany hair fell across hisforehead. *Y eah, that was some gresat law the
government passed.” He pointed at the files on his desk and the floor around it. “ All the new rulesand
regulations add to my paperwork, but you don’'t want to hear about me. What brings you here, Ms.
Jones-Phillips?’

She stiffened her spine, Sitting up straighter in the hard-backed chair. She wouldn’t fal apart. Not again.
“Y ou can find my daughter.”

Hejerked, leaning across his desk. “ She' s missing? Have you filed a police report? Contacted the FBI?
“Her father hasher.”
“Ah...” He nodded. “Nasty custody battle?’

“I just filed.” Something she should have done long ago, when she' d had her first vision of his cheeting.
But she hadn’t trusted herself then.

“The policewon't get involved, not until ajudge awards you custody.”

But would ajudge do that if Kirk made a casethat her visons made her an unfit parent, if he brought up
her psychiatric history?

“I can’t wait until we go to court to get my daughter back,” shetold him.
He nodded, as amuscle twitched dong hisjaw. “1 understand.”

She sudied hisface, the lines fanning from his eyes and rimming his mouth. Life appeared to have
knocked him around some, too. “I believe you do.”

“I've been there. Divorceishdl.” He sighed, then laughed at himself. “ Jeez, | don't sound hitter, huh?
And it’ s been ten years.”

“Did you have children?’
“1 had ason, until the divorce. Then she took off with him.”
He did understand. “ She kidnapped him, too?’

“No, remarried. The judge let her take him out of the state Since she had to relocate for her husband' s
job.” That muscle twitched in hisjaw again while avein stood out at the Sde of hisgraying temple. “1 see
him afew weeksin the summer.” He pushed his hand through his hair again. “He sa stranger to me, and
[ tohim.”

Shedidn’'t want Staciato be astranger. What if Kirk had taken her out of the state? Or the country?
Since Joseph had given him alarge sum of money, Kirk could have taken Staciaanywhere.

“Don’t worry. I'll track your husband down. I’m very good at my job.”



She leaned forward, fisting her hands on the edge of hisdesk. “1 just want my daughter back.” Before the
killer found her.

Donovan Roarke reached across his desk and took her handsin his. A strange jolt passed between
them, not anything like sexual awareness but more of recognition, asif she' d known this man before.

“I will get your daughter,” he promised her.

His confidence, and his touch, should have reassured her, but for some reason her anxiety increased, the
nerves churning in her somach as her head pounded. She pulled her hands free of hisand sat back in the
chair. “I want her with me, so | can protect her.”

Hedidn't ask her from what Elenawanted to keep her daughter safe. He asked only about Stacia. “ Do
you have apicture of her?’

She reached into her purse and pulled a photo from her wallet. Her heart clenched as she stared down at
theimage of her daughter’ s smiling face, her eyes aight with love and excitement as she sat on one of the
swings at the park she had so much fun visiting. With adightly shaking hand, she passed the picture
across the desk.

“She’ sbeautiful,” Roarke said. “ Shelooks exactly like you.”

“I don't have apicture of Kirk.” She hadn’t carried one of him in years.

“It'sfine. | can pull hisdriver’ slicense picture fromthe DMV. I'll aso run his credit cards—"
“My grandmother gave him some money. Cash. He |l probably usethat first.”

He sighed, hisfrustration echoing hers. “ So it may be awhile before he needsto use his cards.”

And awhile before Donovan Roarke found Stacia. Damn Joseph. Why had he had to follow that order
of Thora's, especialy when he' d sensed Kirk’ s desperation and suspected he might do something crazy?
She would never be ableto trust him now, even though he' d told her the truth.

“Tell me more about your daughter,” he urged her. “Does she wear any jewelry?’

She shook her head. “I never got her any. She playstoo hard for jewelry.” Apparently even when she
wasn't supposed to: jumping ropein the house to show off for Joseph. She' d redlized her daughter had
had contact with him, but she hadn’t known how much, that they’ d formed arelationship of sorts.

“No bracelet. Nothing?’ he persisted.
She shook her head again. “Why—"

“I ask because I’m making alist of things| can mention to hotd clerks, something they might notice about

“She has to have her white teddy bear and her hot-pink fleece blanket or she can’'t deep.” At least Kirk
had taken her specia things with them. But why the charm? Unless he hadn’t been the oneto tekeiit.. ..

She opened her mouth to share that information with Roarke, then changed her mind. She' d already told
Joseph too much; she couldn’t afford to do the same with this man. She couldn’t explain the importance
of the charm to a stranger. She hadn’t even told Joseph about the charms.

“I'll find her,” Roarke assured Elenaagain.



Reaching into her purse, sheretrieved her wallet and scribbled an amount on acheck. Like Thora had
had Joseph give Kirk, alot of money.

“Find her fast,” she demanded as she passed the check over to him.

Hedidn't even look at the piece of paper, dl his attention focused on Stacia s photo that he till held. “I
will.”

Only moments ago he' d closed the door behind her, but still his hand shook. He' d touched her. He could
have killed her so easily, but it hadn’t been time to take her life.

For one, she hadn’t had the charm on her. When he' d held her hands, he' d checked her wrigts; they'd
been bare but for adim gold watch. Everything about her was classy, so completdly different from her
earthy mother and whimsical sger.

But he couldn’t let her |ooks deceive him. Despite the cool blond hair and pae eyes, Durikken blood
flowed through her veins. Because of that, the McGregor blood meant nothing; it wasn't enough to spare
her life—not when he knew she had witchcraft abilities, too. Like her sgters.

The witches had to die. But he couldn’t kill her now, not when she might be able to lead him to her
daughter. What if her husband called her, demanding more money to return her little girl? He could make
the ransom drop, taking both the money and the girl. He d given her his cell number, scribbling it onto the
back of one of hisbusiness cards, so he’ d know the moment she heard anything about her daughter.

He' d thought taking the little girl would be so easy...when he' d known where she was. Damn that man!
He struck hisfist againgt the desk. The green shade on hisbanker’ slamp rattled, casting eerie shadows
across the open journa on the blotter. He' d patched the spine and managed to save afew pages of the
old book, hisfamily history, that the old woman had had locked away in asafe.

She' d told him how the McGregors had changed their name and tried to distance themselves from Eli
McGregor, from thekilling he' d done. Most of hisfamily thought their ancestor amadman and they had
locked away hisjournd, discounting hiswriting asthe ramblings of alunatic.

Donovan considered Eli ahero. Ashewould be once hekilled al the witches. When wasthat sniveling
bastard going to use his credit cards again? Just how much money had the old hag given him? As much
asshedgivenhim?

Hewouldn't let it matter if Phillipsdidn’t use his credit cards. Donovan would use other waysto track
down the little witch. He didn’t care about her father, except that the son of abitch had made it harder
for Donovan to carry out his plans.

Anger and frudtration ate at him, like the cancer growing inside his head. The doctors had already written
him off for dead, saying only africkin’ miracle would save him now. They didn’t believe in miracles, but
Donovan did.

Three hundred and fifty years ago his ancestor, Eli McGregor, had been struck by lightning and |eft for
dead. But the witch had saved him, using the charms she forged of the lightning-damaged earth, to bring
him back to life. Those charms had magicd abilities, like the witches who had possession of them.

And he needed them. Now. Then, like Eli, he intended to kill the witcheswho helped him. As Eli had
grown more powerful with thefirst witch’s death, Donovan would grow even more powerful with the
desths of dl the witches.



He intended to start with thelittle witch, but now he had to find her first. But as he'd promised her
mother, hewould find her. Then he' d kill her.

Chapter 7

S he opened the door at the barest brush of knuckles against the wood. She' d been waiting, not just for
news of her daughter, but for him. She hadn’t been able to admit it until she stepped back and let him in.

Elena s heart clenched over theway helooked at her, hisjaw taut, only acircle of green rimming his dark
pupils. He sudied her serioudy, intimately, just like hedid in her dreams.

“mh. . .”
“I believeyou,” hesad.

Her heart lifted, those three words meaning more to her than they should. She had to dredge deep to
summon the anger she needed to guard againgt feding anything el se for Joseph Dolce.

“Only because you talked to David. Without his corroboration, you' d till think I’ m crazy.” She couldn’t
blame him for what she’ d occasiondly thought of hersdlf, but she did blame him for giving Kirk the
money which had enabled him to take Staciaand remain untracesble.

“I didn’t think you were crazy,” he said. 1 knew something was up last night. Y ou could see something |
couldn’t.”

“Something | didn’t want to see,” she said. Her daughter, scared and adone. Elend s heart beat heavy
with dread. God, she hoped she waswrong, that she’ d misinterpreted the vision. Maybe what she’' d seen
was only agame of hide and seek between Kirk and Stacia. Or Joseph and Stacia. She closed her mind
to theimage of those hands on her little girl’ sarms, tightening. ...

“I can't imagine how you must fed seeing these things,” he said, hisvoice thick with emation, “knowing
they’ re going to happen.”

“Y ou said the other day that you haven't felt fear in along time. | don’t remember atime | haven't been
afrad,” she admitted, her pride be damned. “But | remind mysdlf that my visons are of the future, stuff
that hasn't happened yet. | have to make sure it doesn’t happen. | have to find her before the killer does,

Joseph.”
“Wewill,” he promised as he reached for her.

She stepped back before she could give in to the temptation to lay her head on his chest, to let him
protect her from al her fears. Maybe she had more in common with Myra Cooper than the ability to see
the future. She was like her mother, looking for comfort and security inaman’sarms.

Hisarms, heavy with muscles straining againgt the rolled-up deeves of his shirt, would certainly offer her
that and probably much more. But she was stronger now than her mother. Shedidn’'t needtoturnto a
man for protection; she could take care of hersaf. She' d been doing that, aswell astaking care of her
father, for two decades. She needed Joseph for Stacia, not for herself.

“So how do wefind her?” she asked, willing, despite her inability to trust him, to accept hishelp. She'd
talked to Thora. She had David Koster hacking into every system he could to check on Kirk’s credit
cards, and she'd even hired a private investigator. But somehow she suspected Joseph could accomplish
more.



“I have connections| can use,” he admitted. “Influence | can exert.”

“Y ou don’'t have to play the heavy for me, like you do Thora.”

Hislips quirked into that wicked grin. “Who says|’m playing?’

She narrowed her eyes. “For some reason | don't think you’ re the goon you pretend to be.”

“Don’'t make the mistake of thinking I’ m something I’ m not, Elena. | grew up doing whatever | had to do
to survive.” Shadows darkened his eyes, shadows of his past and regret for those things he’ d had to do.
Despite hiswedth and power, he il lived in those shadows.

She' d been curious about him for so long, the things she d heard just fueled her appetite for more. .. of
Joseph. Findly shefdt as though she could question him. “What about your parents?’

“I never knew my dad, had afeding my mom didn’t either. Like your mom, sheliked men.” Oneof his
hands fisted at hisside; it was a big hand, the knuckles scarred from old wounds. From fighting. “My
mom preferred having the men around to having me around.”

She reached for hishand, closing her fingers over the top of hisfist. “ So she threw you out? How old
wereyou?’

Helowered his head, his gaze focused on the way she held his hand. “ Twelve.”

The same age she' d been when she' d lost her mom and sisters. Her heart ached for him, for hislost
childhood. “Oh, Joseph—"

“No,” hesaid, pulling away from her touch. “Don’t fed sorry for me. | did al right. Big house, fast cars,
tailored suits.”

He didn’t mention fancy women again. Did he have one? Probably severd with hislooks and sex appedl.
“But are you happy?’ she asked.

He shrugged. “I’'m not sure what happy is.”

Shebdieved him. “Happy ismy little girl’ ssmile, the way it lights up her eyes, her whole face. The way
she hugs me astightly as her arms can wrap around me. Shefillsup my heart, my soul...” Her breath
caught astears clogged her throat.

Joseph pulled her into hisarms. They were as strong as she' d thought. But not comforting. Instead of
security, shefelt uneasy, on edge, anxious. She tugged free, then brushed a hand across her face,
surprised that her palm came away wet from tears leaking out of the corners of her eyes.

“Well find her,” he promised again, offering a confidence she' d never fdt, a security she'd never known.
“We haveto find her before he does”
“Have you had another vison?’ he asked.

She shook her head. “Not since last night when | had the two....one of Stacia hiding and then later, one
of Kirk...dead.” She couldn’t mention the blonde, not if there was achance it was her. Then he might try
to convince her to leave the search to others, and she couldn’t do that. Even though she'd hired a
professiond, she hoped to find her daughter first.

“But thismorning in my office,” he said, hisbrow furrowing, “I could have sworn you had another. Y ou



got that faraway, entranced look again.”

She stepped away from him, shaking her head as she tried to shake off the remnants of that vison. But
she preferred it to the others, which she had to let go of or lose her sanity. She needed adistraction. She
needed Joseph. Theimages, from her morning vision, rolled through her head again; Joseph opening her
blouse, then her bra, staring at her breasts. Her heart pounded. “No.”

“What did you see, Elena?’ he persisted.

Heat rose to her face, then moved lower, spreading throughout her body. Like histouch. She swalowed
hard, reminding hersdf it was just adream. “Nothing.”

“Youdidn't act likeit was nothing. Y ou jumped when | touched you.” He touched her again, his hand
diding from her shoulder down her arm. She trembled as desire coursed through her. “Like now.”

She fought aamile, her irritation that he' d gotten areaction out of her more with hersdf than him. “You
don’t give up, do you?’

“I wouldn't be diveif | wasaquitter.”
“I didn’t intend to tell you anything, and instead | told you—"

“Y ou haven't told me everything. Not yet. But you will.” He drew her to him, one hand on her wridt.
Then his other hand cupped her cheek, tilting her head up to his. “What did you see thismorning, in my
office?’

She shook her head. “1I’'m not going to tell you.”

“Wasit us? Likethis?’ heteased, pulling her closer until her body brushed against the hard, taut length of
his

She shook her head again. She' d dready told him far more than she’ d intended. He knew more about
her than her husband ever had. “Leave me done, Joseph.”

“Y ou shouldn’t be done, Elena.” His voice degpened to a sensua growl when he added, “Not awoman
likeyou.”

“A woman likeme?’
“Beautiful, smart, caring...”

Of dl his compliments, the last seemed to impress him the most. Because no one had ever redlly cared
about him...

“Joseph, I'm not going to tell you.” I’ d rather show you. The wicked thought flitted through her mind, but
she fought the temptation.

Joseph didn't. His head dipped, his mouth brushing across hers once, twice, beforetaking it in a deep,
intimate kiss. His tongue pushed between her lips, staking claim.

Elenamurmured, overcome by the emotions whipping through her. Her skin heated, her pulseraced. She
trembled with desire more powerful than anything she’' d ever felt before...evenin her dreams. And dll
he' d done waskiss her.

But he tore his mouth from hers and stepped back. His chest rose and fell with his harsh breaths. “God,



Elena, I'm sorry—I didn't meanto...”

A smiletugged at her lips. She' d never heard Joseph speak with anything but salf-assurance and lethal
charm. Until now, when he ssammered out an gpology over akiss.

He pushed adightly shaking hand through hisdark hair. “ That’ snot why | came over here”

He'd cometo tell her he believed her. No one had ever accepted her so easily. Not even hersdlf.
Especidly not hersdlf. Of course he' d had to talk to David first. He'd had to have confirmation of her
clams. Even though she couldn’t blame him, her smile dipped away.

Shemissed it. The smile. The brief reprieve from the worry that gripped her, that made her unable to
deep. Unableto breathe. Unableto fed anything but fear.

Except for those momentsin hisarms. Then she' d been caught up in hiskiss. In the passion. As she kept
reminding hersdlf, her visonswere of the future. Stuff that hadn’t happened yet. So for tonight, she'd
believe Staciawas safe, playing slly gameswith her father. Laughing, happy.

“Elena, say something,” he urged her. “Siap me. Do something.”

She closed the distance between them, stood on tiptoe, and pressed her mouth to his. She wanted
another reprieve. She wanted to belost in sensation, not fear. If only for afew stolen moments...

Again Joseph pulled back, his green eyes dilated with passion, his breath ragged. “ Elena?’
“Make love to me, Joseph.”
“Elena—"

She gripped his shoulders, the muscles bunching benesth her hands. “ Joseph, thisis how you can help
me. Tonight.”

A musclejumped in his cheek, hisface stern until she stroked her fingersaong therigid line of hisjaw.
Then she did her fingers over hislips, stroking the silky flesh. For such ahard man, hislips were soft.
Sensud. She wanted to taste them again. But before she could press her mouth to his, helifted her.

Then he carried her upgtairs, effortlesdy, hisarms barely straining; hers wrapped around his neck, their
mouthstight against each other, fused with passion. Their tongues mated, diding over each other, dick
and sweet. Passion pounded in Elena sveins, so that her heart raced.

Shetore her mouth from his. “ Joseph...”

Somehow he' d known which room was hers, and he laid her upon her bed, his eyes dark with passion,
the pupils eclipsing the green. “I love how you say my name.”

For ayear shewouldn't useit, had inssted on calling him Mr. Dol ce and keeping distance between them.
When he followed her onto the bed, his chest pressing down on hers, there was no distance between
them anymore. His heart beat hard, echoing the besat of hers.

She wanted nothing between them anymore, not even clothes. She tugged at histie, undoing the knot and
pulling it free of his collar. He stood up, then made short work of the buttons of his shirt, parting the green
slk to reved the firm muscles of his chest, lightly covered with black hair.

She held out her arms, wanting him back. But he shook his head, reaching instead for the buttons of her
blouse. His big fingers fumbled with the little mother-of -pearl buttons, his downessteasing her. She



shifted againgt the bed, the comforter rustling beneath her. His knuckles brushed across her bare skin as
he eased apart the blouse.

Her breath hitched, trapped in her lungs, as he caressed her with just hisknuckles gliding dong her rib
cage below the lace edge of her bra

“Joseph.” She whispered his name now, her voice husky with desire. For him.

His green eyes gleamed as he caressed her with his gaze, too. “ Elena, you' re so beautiful you take my
breath away.”

She sat up, winding her arms around his neck as she pressed her mouth against his. She wanted to
literally stedl his breath, too, as she kissed him deeply, her tongue tangling with his. His chest rose and
fell, pushing againgt her breasts, as his heart beat hard.

For her.

Hewanted her...even though he now knew exactly what she was. Cursed.

Shedlid her mouth from his, gasping for bresth. “Make love to me, Joseph,” sheimplored him again.
Hislipslifted in hiswicked grin. “You just can't ress telling mewhat to do.”

She glanced down, then up again through her lashes, flirting with him and surprised that she remembered
how. It had been so long since she' d flirted or done anything e se but fight with aman. Doubtstried to
ged over her, but she fought them back, refusing to think. Refusing to do anything but fed. “Please...”

He groaned. “When you ask melikethat...” Hishands on her shoulders, he pushed her none too gently
back onto the bed.

“Joseph!” she protested his roughness even as excitement coursed through her veins, heating her blood
and her desirefor him.

“I"'m not tender, Elena. That'snot the kind of lover I'll be,” hewarned her.

Shereached for him again, diding her arms around his back. Musclesrippled beneath his skin, beneath
her soft touch. “I know.”

“And you don’'t care?’ heteased, as he settled more of hisweight onto her, crushing her into the
mattress.

Instead of being overwhelmed or intimidated by his size, shefdt her pulserace. “I want you, Joseph.”

He eased up, bracing his hands beside her waist. Muscles bunched and rippled in hisbarearms. “I’'ve
wanted you for solong....”

“Sotakeme” shesad, asif it wereall so smple. Nothing was smple, between them, or in her life. But
she needed this, stolen moments away from her thoughts and fears. She needed him.

He moved back, shifting away from her. Disgppointment coursed through her at his distance. Had he
changed hismind?

Something thumped againgt the floor. She turned her head, following the noise to where his shoe had
dropped. Then his other shoe followed. A zipper swished, and his pants dropped onto his shoes.



Her lips curved into a satisfied smile, but he wiped it off with his mouth, kissing her deeply, before pulling
back with acomplaint. “Y ou're overdressed.”

“I canfix that,” she offered, lifting up to undo the hook at the waistband of her skirt. Then shedidthe
zipper down her hip. Sheraised her gaze, watching passion flare in Joseph' s eyes, as she shimmied out of
the garment and lay back, wearing only her lace and satin braand matching panties.

He blew out aragged breath, stirring the black hair that had falen across hisforehead. “Y ou’ re testing
my control,” he warned her.

“What control?” she teased, as she reached out, diding her fingertips from his collarbone, over his chest
and hard, male nipples and lower. The hair of his chest tickled her palms as she ran her hands over him.
The hair arrowed down, disappearing into the waistband of his boxers. His erection pressed hard against
the cotton materid, testing its strength. Before she could reach for him, strong fingers closed around her
wrigts, tugging her hands away, pushing them above her head as he pressed her back against the
mattress.

“Oh, no,” he said, his breathing coming harsh through his parted lips. “1 may not be gentle, but I'm not
that fast.”

“You're not easy?’ she teased.
He shook hishead. “Nothing involving you has ever been easy, Elena”

She drew her bottom lip between her teeth, gnawing at it while she acknowledged the truth of what he
clamed. Nothing in her life had ever been easy. Why did thisfed easy? Why did it fed right toliein his
arms, beneath his hard body, when it couldn’t be more complicated?

“No,” he said, speaking to her thoughts. “We re not stopping now. I’ m not agentleman who canhopina
cold shower and pretend we never got thisfar.”

“| don't want to stop.” She just wanted to forget everything else, everything that complicated her life.
“But | bet youwould if | asked.”

He caught her chinin one hand while he held her wrists together, above her head, with his other hand.
“Don't,” he commanded her, as he exerted pressure on her face.

Shelifted abrow. “What?’

“Don’t think I’m something I’'m not,” he threatened her, his green eyeshard and serious. “ Don't mistake
me for some white knight who' s going to rescue you.”

A giggle dipped from between her lips. “Don’t worry, Joseph. No one would ever mistake you for a
whiteknight.”

And she didn’'t want to be rescued. She intended to do the rescuing herself. She' d find the strength,
maybe in hisarms, not from him but from deegp within hersdlf.

“No,” he agreed, expelling a breath of obvious relief. “No one would.”

Perhaps to demonstrate how ungentlemanly he was, he tightened his hold on her wrists, arching her body
toward his. Then he did hisfree hand from her chin, along her throat to her breasts. He traced the



mounds spilling over the satin cups, his fingertips rough, before he undid the front clasp.

She bowed off the bed, lifting her breastsfor his attention. Chuckling at her action, he closed hislips
around anipple, tugging at the hard pesk.

Passion knotted Elena s stomach, frustration building, as he played her. His tongue lapped at one breast
while he stroked the other with hisfingertips, running the pad of histhumb over and over the hardened

nipple.
Even biting her lip, acry dipped from her throat. “ Joseph, plesse...”

Hefinaly reeased her wrists as he moved farther down her body, his soft hair brushing over her breadts,
then her rib cage, then her navel. She shivered at the ddlicious sensation before reaching for him, delving
her fingersinto his hair. But he refused to move back up her body.

The satin dug into her hip, as hetugged at her panties, tearing the fabric from her. Then his mouth moved
between her legs, his bresth hot against her most intimate core.

She squirmed and protested, “ Joseph...”
But his hands closed around her hips, holding her still ashelgpped at her, teasing her with histongue.

She threw her head back, moans rippling from her throat. He released one hip, stroking his hand up her
body until it closed over her breast, squeezing her swollen flesh. He continued hisintimate invasion, his
tongue diding in and out of her until she could handle the sweet torture no more. She flew apart, ecstasy
shuddering through her in crashing waves.

“Joseph,” she panted. He didn’t let her catch her breath before he was kissing her, pushing histongue
between her lips, sharing with her the sweetness of her pleasure.

Sheraked her nails down his back. “ Joseph, | want you. Now!”

He pushed her legs apart, then impaed her, diding his hard erection into her wet heet. Like everything
else about him, his peniswas s0 big it should have been intimidating. It stretched her, reaching places
insde of Elenanever touched before. She whimpered at the pressure, then shifted to accept him. All of
him. He drove deeper, then pulled out, diding in and out. She wrapped her legs around hiswaist, holding
tight as he pumped into her. Guttural groans ripped from his throat, where the cords stood out from his
exertion. From hisloss of control.

Thrills shot through Elenawith his possession. Waves of pleasure crashed through her again as shelost
control, the orgasmstorn from her.

Joseph clutched her close, hishold almost painful as he shouted his pleasure and buried himself deep
ingdeher. “Oh, Elena...”

His breasth coming in harsh pants againgt her throat, he rolled to his side, kegping them joined, asif he
never intended to let her go. Shefell adeep that way, as part of him.

Elena slungs burned as she struggled for bresth. But she couldn’t open her mouth; water aready flowed
into her nose and down her throat, drowning her. She kicked out, fighting against the ropes that bound
her ankles and pulled her under water. The shaft around which the rope was anchored turned, giving her
enough dack to break the surface. Sputtering, she dragged air into her oxygen-deprived lungs, but she



managed only one breath before the crank turned forward and pulled her benesth the water again.

Sheflaled her arms, clawing at the wooden sides of the vat in which she was submerged. Siversimpaled
her fingertips, digging deep into the skin. Pain and fear pressed on her chest, like the water, stedling her
bresth.

Blood pounding in her ears, she heard not even the gurgle of water until the rope dackened around her
ankles and she broke free of the surface again. Screams rent the air. Not hers. Her throat burned as she

gasped for breath.
“Mommy! Mommy!”

She blinked away the water running from her hair into her eyes and focused on the metal catwalk above
thevat. Lack of oxygen clouded her vision, so the images wavered: afigurein ahooded brown robe, a
little blond girl clutched in hisarms. Shewriggled, trying to bresk free of hisgrasp.

“Mommy! Don't hurt my mommy!”

Elenaclawed her way to the top of the vat near the catwalk, then reached up. “ Stacia,” she cried, her
voice ahoarse croak. “Stacia...”

The man handed the child to Elena, dropping her into the water with her. But as Staciafell, she grasped
the man’ srobe, pulling the hood free of hisface,

And Elena, after months of witnessing hismurders, finaly saw the killer’ sface. “No!”

Chapter 8

“E lena, wake up! Honey, wake up!” Strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her close. Fingers
tunneled into her hair, pushing it back from her face. “It'sokay. Y ou're safe.”

Elenawiped her tears on the mat of soft hair covering the chest beneath her cheek. Her breeth shuddered
out. “Just adream. It wasjust adream....”

“No, it wasn't,” Joseph said, refusing to accept the lie she’ d often told her husband.

No, it wasn’t adream. None of it. Not making love with him and not what she' d just seen insde her
head. But he’ d lied to her, too, because he couldn’t help her, couldn’t keep her safe. She' d never be
safe, not even in Joseph’ sarms. Maybe especialy not in Joseph’'sarms.

What the hell had she been thinking? Of course, she hadn’t been. She hadn’t wanted to think. She'd
wanted to escape her thoughts, her fears, but she' d only raised more. She pulled away, sat up, raised her
knees, and wrapped her arms around them.

“You'redoingit again,” hesad.

Pulling away? She should have done that sooner, before he wound up in her bed. Even though she'd
filed, she wasn't divorced yet, and after her disaster of amarriage, she' d be afool to trust any man
again—especialy not aman like Joseph. Not aman for whom money and power meant more than
integrity and honor. They had no future.

She had no future, not if her vision cameto pass. And what about her daughter? How could she have, for
even amoment, put Staciaout of her mind?



Joseph' svoice rumbled closeto her ear. “Y ou' re holding yoursdlf together.”

A shrill little laugh dipped out as she neared hyseria “Bardly.”

“What did you see, Elena? Tell me.”

“Thekiller.” Her breath hitched, as his face flashed into her mind again. “| saw thekiller.”
“You've seen thekiller before.”

David had obvioudy told him everything. “In abrown robe, with the hood raised. I’ ve never seen his
face. Until just now.”

“What does helook like?’

She reminded hersdlf that her visonsdidn’t dways give her the totd picture of what was actudly
happening. “I can’t be sureit’shim. | thought | had avision of the killer before. | thought David wasthe
killer. Maybe | misinterpreted what | saw thistime, too.”

“What did you see?’” Joseph asked again, his hands closing over her bare shoulders, hispamswarm
agang her skin.

“I wasdrowning.” Her throat and the back of her nose burned from water, asif she'd redlly been
submerged. “ Someone was drowning me. And he had Stacia.”

Joseph pulled her back against his chest, wrapping hisarms around her. Skin pressed to skin, reminding
Elena of where they were...in bed and what they’ d done. How had she lost control, how had she
forgotten not only who she was, adistraught mother, but who Joseph was, aman she couldn’t trust?

“Y ou saw thekiller then,” hesad.

“I think.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe he was there because he was saving me, like
David was actudly saving Arid.”

“Y ou know him,” Joseph deduced. “Isit Kirk?’

“No. When this vision happens, Kirk’ s probably aready dead.” Not that her visons ever followed any
consequentia order. Or any order at all.

“Then who' sthe man?’

She swallowed hard, forcing down her panic, asin her mind, the hood fell back, reveadling mahogany hair,
graying at the temples, and deep brown eyes. “Donovan Roarke, the private investigator | hired to find
Sacia”

Joseph expelled aragged breath, which waswarm againgt her neck. “Y ou hired an investigator?’

God, what if she'd actualy hired the killer? No, she must have misinterpreted the vision. “I had to do
everything possibleto find Stacia”

His chest pushed against her back, soft hair brushing her bare skin, as he drew in adeep breath. “Then
why don't you...”

She turned toward him, tilting her head to meet his gaze as he hesitated. “Why don’t | what?’



His green eyes softened with sympathy. “Why don't you use your gift?’

“Curse,” she automaticdly corrected him. “I have no control over it. | can't force thesevisions.” She
couldn’t even force them away, despite how hard she' d tried the past twenty years.

“David said you used avisonto find Arid afew weeksago.” He squeezed her shouldersasif lending her
srength. “Use your visons now, Elena”

“How?1 can barely make sense of them. Sometimes | think it' smein the vison even when | know it
must be Irina, or someone else. | don’t dways know or understand what I’ ve seen. | got lucky when |
had the vison of Ariel. | understood that one.” Maybe if she had the charm she' d be able to figure out
more of her visions; she’ d been holding thelittle star the night she had the vision of Ariel that had led her
to the church where David, Ty and Arid had battled thekiller. But the charm was gone...like Stacia. Her
heart lurched asfear for her daughter’ s safety intensified. It had never really been gone, even whileshe'd
made love to Joseph; that hollow feding in her chest remained, the hole in her heart that ached over the
loss of her baby.

“Try,” Joseph urged her.

“Thevison| had of Kirk...” She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to recall the gridy image of her husband
lying dead on amotel room floor.

“What do you remember of it?" he prodded.

“Hée slying beside abed, on threadbare carpet. If you gave him that much money, why would he be
staying in adeazy motel?” The vison had to be wrong, or she' d misconstrued it. Maybe she saw
something that happened years from now, when Kirk had run through al the money.

“That makes sense. Most hotel s and reputable motel s are going to want acredit card for adeposit.”

“And he does't want to be found, so hewon'’t use his cards. How do we find him, Joseph?’ Panic
pressed on her chest, stealing her breath like the water had. “How do we find my daughter before the
killer does?’

“Tdl mewhat ese you saw. What' sKirk wearing? What else do you see?’

Shetightened her arms around her knees, so that she wouldn’'t tremble. If she lost control, she couldn’t
help anyone. She' d proved that by deeping with Joseph. “He' s covered in blood, with neon light flashing
acrosshim.”

“Neon light? From asgn? Did you seethe Ssgn?’

She shook her head. “Only thelight flashing acrosshim...” She concentrated on the memory of the
images from that vision, on the neon flashing across his chest. “Backwards letters. Something...Inn.”
Tears of frustration burned her eyes. “I don’t know.”

Joseph tensed. “ The private investigator—tell me his name again?’
“Donovan Roarke. Thora used him before. Do you know him?”

He shook his head. “No. But my secretary said aman wasin the office today, asking about Kirk. He
found out about Fdlicia”

“Y ou dready know about her.”



“And | told Koster. We re watching her credit cards, too.”
“But Kirk probably won't let her use hers either.”

He was being careful, which was uncharacteristic for him. Did he know about the witch hunt aswell as
Elena scurse?

“Maybe. But he won't be able to stop her from using her phone. | checked thelogsfor her direct line
today.” He glanced at hiswatch and corrected himself, “ Y esterday. And she spends alot of time on the
phone.”

“Y ou think she might have called someone? Who?’
“I'll check thelog again. Talk to the people she talked to. She might have called afriend—"

“A sgter.” For the past twenty years, that was al Elenahad wanted to do, talk to her ssters again. Now
she ached to talk to her daughter again, to hold her in her arms, to protect her from the evil stalking them.

Joseph pulled into the parking lot, which was awash with light from the blue-and-orange neon Lancaster
Inn sign. Thiswas where, after some coercion, Fdlicia s sister had sent them. She' d been reluctant to
reved their whereabouts because Kirk was hiding from hisfrigid wife and some guy who' d threatened
him. She hadn’t known Elenawas hiswife, Joseph the threat. They’ d posed as Fdlicia’ s coworkers, who
had a severance check to bring her. Joseph had even produced an officia company payroll check to
support his story, so she hadn’t questioned the late hour or their desperation as much as she should have.

Regrettably she' d admitted that she' d dready talked to someone el se, a private investigator, but she
hadn’t told him whereto find her sster. Was Elena svison right? Was the private investigator she'd
hired akiller?

For her sake and Stacia' s, he hoped not. He shut off the engine. “ Okay, you wait here.”
“I’m going, too.”

He shook hishead. “Don’t worry, you'll beright here.” Which probably wasn't the greatest idea either,
to leave her donein the parking lot. On the long drive to Lancaster, he was pretty sure he'd lost the
guards Koster had assured Joseph he had following Elena. Her fear and urgency, after her last vision,
was S0 intense, he' d become swept up init, too. He' d driven fast and abit recklessly in his haste to get
to Stacia. “ Y ou stay here, with the doorslocked, and I'll bring Staciato you.”

Elenabit her lip astears shonein her pale eyes. But she blinked them back, too strongto cry. “I'm
going.” She threw open her door. “ She' s my daughter, Joseph.”

And if something had happened to her, she wanted to know. She had to know. He understood and
nodded reluctantly.

“Okay, but stay behind me,” he said asthey climbed the stairsto the third floor. Although he didn’t have
any psychic abilities, he had an uneasy feding. The hair lifted on the nape of hisneck, and hisgut
churned.

He' d never messed with guns. With his muscle, he hadn’t had to, but al of a sudden he wished he had
one. What if Elend svision had dready come true? The door of room 323B was partially open. No light
spilled out from within; the room was completely dark but for the flashing of the neon sign.



Joseph grabbed Elena’s arm and dragged her back toward the stairs. “Go to the truck and wait for me.”

“The door’sopen,” she said, even though she wouldn’t have been able to see around him. Had she had
another vision of her husband’ s murder scene?

“Go back,” he ordered. Then he closed hisfingers around the handle of the switchblade he' d carried
snce hewasakid. It wasn't agun, but it had protected him more than once.

Elena s protest was just a shake of her head, but from the determination burning bright in her pae eyes,
he knew he wasn't going to be able to budge her, not unless he threw her over his shoulder and carried
her back to his Navigator. And he didn’t dare take the time.

“It' saready happened.” Her voice cracked with emotion, her throat moving as she swallowed hard.
“My vision hasadready cometrue.”

“We don't know that. They could have l€&ft it open whilethey went to get ice,” he reasoned. But his
argument fell flat. He didn’t believe that anymore than she did.

“Shel smy daughter, Joseph. | haveto...”

He took adeep breath, then turned back toward the room, and pushed the door open the rest of the
way.

“Sacia,” Elenacdled out. “ Stacia?’

Joseph reached inside, flipping on the light switch by the door. The lamps beside the bed illuminated the
bloody sheets and pillows. Kirk’s body, clad only in silk pgjamabottoms, lay on the floor, hisface and

chest spattered with blood, which pooled beneath him. At the foot of the bed, awoman lay on her side,
her blond hair, matted with blood, stuck to her face.

Joseph glanced back toward Elena, who had followed him into the room. She held ahand across her
mouth, holding in ascream. She d aready seen this once, inside her head. God, he couldn’t imagine the
horror of her visons. He kept his gaze on Elena, averting it from the gruesome scene.

“Stacia” Hecdlled thelittle girl’ sname now, hisvoice cracking. “ Stacia?’
Tearsdid down Elena sface and over the hand pressed to her mouth.
“She'snot here” hesaid.

She pointed toward a closed door. The bathroom door stood open; it wasn't that. A connecting room?
Hetried the knob, which turned easily in his hand.

“Stacia?’ he called out.

A lamp glowed beside the bed, its bulb dim.

“Shedwayshasto have anight-light,” Elenasaid, “ she's scared of the dark.”

After what he' d just seen, Joseph had afedling he might be from now on, too. “ She'snot here,” he said.
Her voice a horrified whisper, she murmured, “He hasher....”

Joseph grabbed her, squeezing her shoulders. “No, Elena. We don't know that. She probably ran when
she heard the shots.”



But if anyone had heard the shots, someone would have caled the police. God, thiskiller was clever. He
must have used aslencer. If thelittle girl had been deeping, she wouldn’t have heard anything. ..until it
wastoo late.

Elenajerked from his grasp, then dropped to her knees before he could grab her again. She doubled
over, and Joseph’ s heart ached for her pain. Then shelifted the blankets and peered under the bed.
When she reached her arms underneath, his heart lifted with hope.

She' d hidden. Somehow she' d known the danger was close, and she' d hid. But Elenadragged out only
abedraggled teddy bear, not alittle girl. But she had been under there, hiding. Had she hid long enough,
then gonefor hdp?

Joseph reached for the closet door, glancing insde; only afew clothes swung from the rod, miniature
shirts and pantsin the bright colors Stacialoved. His gut twisted. “We have to look for her. She might be
hiding somewhere else, maybe outside.”

Thisroom had adoor to the outside, too. She could have run out when she heard the killer coming. She
was asmart kid. God, he hoped that she had run.

“She'sgone,” Elenasaid, her voice shaking, as she remained knegling on the floor, running her hands
over the carpet under the bed. “ The charm’ s gone, too.” Her breath audibly caught. “He hasthe little star
charm and my daughter.”

Koster had filled him in on the charms. Ariel figured bringing them together again would stop the witch
hunt, that having one could protect the person who held it from harm. “ Stacia has it with her. That's
good,” hetried to assure her. But he couldn’t help but think that Elenadidn’t have anything for
protection...but him.

He d never had anyone count on him....but him.

In the distance, Srenswhined, getting louder and louder. Someone must have heard the shots after dl.
“God, thisjust happened.” His heart pounded and sweat dampened hispadms asif he was a street kid
again, about to be picked up. “ Come on, we have to get out of here,” he said.

She glanced up at him, her eyes dazed. “What? Why? What are you—"

His heart ached for the pain and loss on her beautiful face. “Elena, if they find us here, with Kirk and his
mistress dead in there, the police are going to think we shot them.”

“But we didn't—"
“By thetime we explain that to them—"
“Stacia could be dead, too.” She stood up. “ Y ou'reright. We have to get out of here.”

They went out the door of the room where Stacia had hidden under the bed, but as they passed the other
room, Joseph glanced through the open door, at thelittle girl’ sfather lying there, dl bloody. Joseph had
aready believed Elenathat there was a killer after her, but he hadn't redlized just how close the guy had

gotten.

He reached for Elena, wrapping hisarm tight around her shoulders as they ran down the Sairs. She
clutched Stacia s bear tight, probably wishing that she’ d held her daughter as closely so that Kirk had
never been able to take her.



All her fearswere being redized. Kirk hadn’t been strong enough to protect her little girl, and the killer
had beaten them to Stacia.

Now could they best the killer before he hurt thelittle girl? Could Joseph become that white knight Elena
needed to save her daughter and herself?

Elenaheld tight to the phone cord as her knees weakened, and she sagged against the side of the phone
booth. The skin of her legs stuck to the thick, clear plastic wall. Despite being late spring, the night air
had cooled, chilling her legs, bare below the hem of her skirt. Even though she wore a sweater with the
kirt, she couldn’t stop shivering.

“Answer, answer,” she pleaded as she listened to the ringing.

Then adeepily mumbled, “Hdlo?’

“Arid?’

“Elena, what' s happened?’ Her sster wasingtantly awake and anxious.

“Isshethere?’ Elenaasked, her voice breaking, as sheimagined her little girl asaghost that only her
sster could see.

“Who? Oh, God, not Stacia...”

“Isshe?’ Elenayeled, her grasp on control dipping fast. She clutched the teddy bear to her Sde, holding
it astightly as she wished she' d held her daughter. “ Tell me, ismy baby dead?’

“No, honey, | don’t see her.”
“But that doesn’t mean that she' snot...”

“No, it does,” Arid ingsted. “If my niece were dead, she' d seek me out, Elena. She knows me. She has
the gift, you know. She can see ghodts, too.”

“That day on the playground.” During one of the first meetings between the sisters, Stacia had seen agirl
on the swingsthat Elenahadn’t been able to see. She hadn’t been an imaginary friend, not if Arid had
seen her.

“She saw aghost that day.” Elenavoiced the fear she’ d denied until now. Her daughter was cursed, like
them. She had her aunt’ s ability and her mother’s. She’ d seen Kirk and hisfriend’ s deeths. . .before
they’ d ever happened. Before Elena had seen them.

“Yes. And | think that’swhere Mamais. | think she' swith Stacia. Between her and the charm, they’ |
keep her safe,” her Sster assured her. “ She il hasthe charm, right?”

Either her or thekiller. “1 didn’t find it in the hotd room where we found the bodies.”
“Bodies?” her aster gasped.

Elenanodded, then redlized her sister couldn’t see her action. “ Y es. Kirk and his mistress. They were
murdered, Aridl. Shot to death. And Stacia’ sgone.”

“Oh, my God! Areyou dl right?’



Scared out of her mind. Guilt-ridden. A million emotions assailed Elena. Her baby was missing. And Kirk
and hisfriend hadn’t deserved to die. Shame for wishing him gone, for wishing him harm, weighed on her.
But she couldn’t dedl with anything now but the search for her daughter.

“The police might contact you, looking for me. That' swhy I'm caling from apay phone, not my cell.”
She' d dso needed amoment alone, amoment to collect hersdlf...and plan her next move.

“So they can't trace the call? My God, what' s going on, Elena? Come here, and we' |l get thisal sorted
out with the police. We Il explain—"

“Theré snotime,” sheinterrupted her sister. “1 need to find Stacia. Now. He has her. He hasmy
daughter.”

“She'sdive I'msaureof it,” Arid indsted.

Elenadrew in the first unrestricted breath she' d taken since finding her husband and his mistress dead.
Arid wasright; Staciawould seek out her aunt....if she'd passed away. She was dive. For now...

“Lisgten, | don't have much time,” Elenasaid, glancing toward the black SUV parked by the curb. The
tinted windows hid Joseph from her view, but not her from his. She had to be careful. “Have David and
Ty check out Donovan Roarke.”

“Whoishe?’

“Hemay bethekiller.” God, she hoped she was wrong. She hoped, like before, that she'd
misinterpreted her vision. But she had a horrible feding, as hisface flashed through her mind again, the
hood faling back, that shewasright. “He might have Stacia.”

“Elena—"

“I haveto go,” she said, hanging up the phone on her sister. She could have given her more information,
more details about Donovan Roarke, but Elena had one more call to make, quickly.

Shefumbled in her pocket for the business card she' d shoved there. She pulled it out and held it in the
faint light of the street lamp, turning it over to read the cell number scribbled across the back. With
shaking fingers, she fed the pay phone a couple more quarters. Then she punched in the numbers on the
card. Ringing echoed in her ear and inside her head.

Then the lightning flashed, both in her mind, and in the predawn sky. Thunder rumbled in the distance,
like gunfire, and raindrops spattered the sides of the phone booth, obscuring her vision of Joseph’s black
SUV.

But she saw him somewhere e se, on adirty cement floor, blood spilling from his body.
Her heart clenched in her chest, hurting.

Would there be no end to the killing? Would everyone she cared about die?

Chapter 9

“N o one saw us at the hotdl,” Joseph said, as he drove back toward Barrett. Despite his assurance to
Elena, he knew it wouldn't take the police long to track him down. Once Fdlicia s Sster admitted to
telling him where Kirk was, Joseph would become the prime suspect. During hisyears as a street kid,
he' d had too many scrapes with the law. Not to mention he' d threatened Kirk and then dept with the



guy’swife.
If he were the police, he' d suspect himsdlf, too. He had more motive than anyone ese for killing Kirk.
“Nobody will blame you for the murders,” she said, offering him reassurance. “Y ou have an dibi.”

Her. He could taste her yet on hislips, fed her skin pressed hotly againgt his. He shook hishead. “Being
each other’ salibisdoesn’'t help us”

“Jail’ sthe least of my concerns” shesaid.

“Well find her.” That wasdl he could promise, after seeing the killer’ s other victims. Hisgut twisted,
nerves churning. Although he hadn’t fdt it in years, he recognized the sick taste of fear in his mouth and
besting within his heart. God, they had to find Staciadive. Who' d be capable of hurting such a sweet
child?

The same sick bastard who could burn awoman dive.

“Where do you want meto bring you?’ he asked, asthe headlights glinted off the first exit for Barrett.
“Toyour Sgter’s?

“Where are you going?’ she asked.
“I've got somethingsto do.” Like track down Donovan Roarke.
“| don't want you involved anymore,” she said.

“What?” When she' d known her daughter was with her father, she' d asked for his help. Now, when
Staciawas probably with akiller, Elenawanted him to back off?*“What the hell’ s going on?’

Her voice chilled, taking on that icy quality that had dwaysirritated and fascinated him. “I don't need
your help,” sheingsted.

“Bullshit!”

Her reflection, on the windshield, winced at his curse. Her eyes glowed eerily, that pale blue, in her ashen
face. “ Asking for your help...it wasamistake.” Her bregth caught. “Not the only mistake | made with
you...”

He winced now as guilt surged through him. He' d like to beat himsdlf up for taking advantage of her
when she’ d been most vulnerable. But guilt wasn't going to help either one of them. “Elena...”

“While we were...my daughter was hiding from akiller.” Her voice cracked. “ She needed me mogt, and
| wasn't there for her.”

“Elena, that wasn't your fault.” It washis.

When he' d gone to see her, he/ d had Felicia scdl log with him; he' d intended to show her the phone
numbers, to contact the people and try to find Kirk and Flicia. But then he'd kissed her...and lost dll his
good intentions, common sense and control. And because of that, alittle girl might lose her life. He
couldn’'t blame Elenaif she never forgave him; he doubted he' d ever forgive himsdlf.

“Take meto the estate,” she said.

He shook hishead. “ The police might be there, waiting for you.” To arrest her for her husband’' sand his



mistress' s murders. “Let me take you to your sster’s. Y ou called her—she knows what’ s going on.
Shell cover for you.”

1] NO_”

God, she was stubborn. With one hand gripping the whedl, he reached across her with the other. She
shrank back against the set, asif repulsed by his closeness. She already hated him.

He clicked open the glove box and pulled out the cell phone he' d tried to give her earlier. But she had
refused his help then, too, having him stop a apay phone instead. Or maybe she' d had another reason
for not wanting to use his untracegble cdll. Revulsion.

“You know why | havethis” he said, holding the cell phone doft.
Her lipstightened as she nodded. “To do Thora sdirty work.”
“It'snot likeyou think,” he said.

But hell, maybe it was. The veiled threats and the pressure he exerted on business adversaries or
associatesto get the dedls or the sales Thorawanted. Basically extortion, and that was why he hadn’t
wanted any of the callstraced back to him. Hedidn’t want to go to jail again, so he' d been careful about
covering histracks. Until Kirk’ sand Fdlicia s murders, Thora had been the only one who could send him
there, but maybe she' d sent him to hell instead.

Heblew out aragged bresth. “Hell, it's probably worse.”
“Joseph.” Elend s voice softened on hisname. Y ou’ re abetter man than you think you are.”

He shook hishead. “I’ ve hurt people, Elena. Not like the killer has but. ..I" ve hurt people.” He had hurt
her. Last night when he' d taken advantage of her.

He glanced at her, his heart lifting at the compassion swirling in her eyes dong with something ese. She
wasn't as repulsed by him as he d thought. Something €lse was going on with her.

He tapped in the number to Koster’ s private ling; he’ d called him once dready, when Elenahad beenin
the phone booth. The guy picked up on thefirst ring. “ Dolce?’

“Elenaand | are heading back toward Barrett. Isit safe?’

“For now. | checked in with the Lancagster authorities. Therewasno ID in the hotel. They checked in
under aiases”

“S0 no one knowswho they are?’
“Not yet.”
That would buy Joseph sometime, but not much, before the police were after him. “So it'sclear?’

“For now. Y ou redly shouldn’t have shaken my guys on theway there,” Koster admonished him. “They
could have been witnesses. Backup if you needed it.”

It had been too late for backup then. Joseph had afeding he might need it again, though, once he tracked
down Roarke. “Where are they now?’



“Back at the estate.”

“Keep them there. Elenawantsto go home.” Although she hadn’t called it that. Was that another thing
they had in common, growing up asthey had, that they never felt asthough they’ d had a home?

“Not here? Arid’ sworried about her.”
Ariel wasn't the only one.

“I'll call you back.” When Elenawasn't listening and he could tell the other man about his suspicions that
something €lse was going on with her. Joseph pressed the end button, terminating the call, then turned
toward Elena. “They haven't identified their bodies yet.”

“Then drop me off a the estate,” she imperioudly directed him, asif nothing had changed between them
over the past couple of days, asif he'd never held her in hisarms, asif they’ d never made love. Maybe
she could forget.

But he couldn'’t.

He held his sllence until he pulled through the gates of the estate, but when she reached for the door
handle, he caught her arm. “Y ou’ re not going anywhere, not until you tell me what the hell’ s going on!”

Shelifted her chin, and her eyesiced over like her voice. “When | asked for your help, | madea
mistake—"

“Wemadelove” hereminded her.
Her lipstightened. “ And we shouldn't have. Look what happened whilewe...”
“Elena, we had no way of knowing. It'snot your fault.” Just his.

She shook her head, unwilling to accept his assurances or his help. But there was something €l se going
on, hewas certain of it.

Sheturned her head away, staring out the window instead of meeting hisgaze. “1 don’t want you
involved any deeper—”

He pulled her close, pressing her breastsinto his chest while he took her mouth in a possessive kiss,
sweeping histongue between her soft lipsto claim her ashis. Just as hisbody had claimed hers mere
hours ago. Panting, he lifted his head. “I’ ve been buried deep inside you.”

And he' d forever be apart of her now. The thought shook him nearly as much asthe thought of her little
girl a the mercy of akiller. Because he hadn’t acted fast enough?

“I care about you and Stacia,” he admitted. And he' d never redlly cared about anyone but himself
before. “1’m not going anywhere, Elena. Y ou're not getting rid of me.”

“Hemight,” she said, her voice a soft quaver as she stared up a him, her pale eyeswide with fear.
“Roarke?

“I don’'t know, not for sure.” Her breath hitched, then she continued, “But | see you dead. Like Kirk,
bleeding to death on afloor.” She did her hands up his shouldersto the nape of his neck, her fingers
delving into hishair. “I don’'t want you getting hurt, Joseph.”



“I"ve been taking care of mysdlf for along time, Elena.” But her caring about him twisted something in his
heart, reminding him that he il had one. Or he must have for he'd given it to her. And for thefirst time
helied to her: “I'll befine”

But hewouldn’t be. Not if something happened to her or her daughter. He understood now why he'd
gone o long without caring about anyone. It hurt too damned much.

He glanced out the window, to where awhite van was parked across the street. Tinted windows
conceded the interior, but he' d noted the plate as he’ d driven up, so he had no doubt Koster’ s guards
were ingde the van. She' d be safe here, within the estate. Physicaly. Knowing an anima had her
daughter, she wouldn't be emotiondly or mentaly safe. ..until she held her daughter again.

Hetightened hisarms around her, wanting to hold her together instead of watching her do it hersdlf, as
she' d done for so many years. Alone.

But he had to go. He had to find Staciafor her. For himself. The thought of thelittle girl in harm’sway
twigted hisgutsinto painful knots.

“I haveto go,” he said, but he couldn’t release her. Not yet.

Her breath sighed out againgt histhroat, as she pressed her face into his neck. “Promise me, promise me
you won't get hurt, Joseph.”

Hisfingerstunnded into the softness of her hair, holding her close againgt hisheart. And helied to her
agan. “Nothing’ s going to happen to me. | promise.”

But it already had. He'd fdlen in love with awoman in danger, and her pain washis.

“I told you aready. | don’t know where your daughter is.” Thoraleaned back in her chair and stared at
the glowing tip of her cigar.

“But you know who took her.”
Thorasnorted, asif disgusted with Elend s stupidity. “Her father—"

“Kirk had her for alittle while. But the killer has her now. Y ou know who that is.” Elenastudied her
grandmother’ s bent head, her suspicions growing over how the woman, who' d once delighted in staring
Elenadown, refused to meet her gaze. “Y ou know al about who started the witch hunt again.”

Part of Elena had aways suspected Thora had something to do with it, from the moment she’ d had that
first vison of her mother dying in afire. But Elena hadn’t wanted to believe that her grandmother could

be that purdly evil. She'd given birth to Elena sfather, adear, sweet man, surely she had to have some

decency...

“You'retaking crazy again,” Thorasad, till staring intently at the cigar.

“And you're avoiding looking at me. I" ve noticed that for awhile now,” Elenaredlized. “ Actualy since
my father died. Do you hate me that much?’

“Yesd!” Thorashouted as she legpt to her feet. “| hate what you are. | hate that my son loved your
mother. | hate that he loved you.”

“Y ou Hfish, stupid bitch,” Elenahurled theinsult. “Didn’'t you know him at dl?’



“She broke him—"

“Because she knew you would never let him be with her, a Durikken descendant.” Elijah had told her
that himsdf, just before he'd died. “Y ou may have changed your name, but you didn’t drop the vendetta,
not redly.”

Elena shook her head, more disgusted than afraid of this mad woman, despite dl the years Thora had
persecuted her with her insults and threets. “ And my father’ s body might have been broken, but his heart
was strong. He had enough lovefor dl of us”

Thoradropped back into her chair, weakened by the very thing that had once made her so
powerful—her hatred.

“Y ou gtarted the witch hunt again,” Elenaaccused her, her somach churning with dread and fear.
The older woman shook her head. “Y ou don’t know what you' re talking about.”

“I thought he didn’t know. | thought it was the fever that had my father rambling incoherently. But now |
redlize what he wastelling me. He met my mother because you sent him to find her.” Elenahad preferred
Arid’sromantic scenario, that her parents had met because her father had sought her out to apologize for
the vendetta. That would have been an action of the man Elena had known and loved.

Her voice thick with emotion, she accused, “ Y ou sent him to kill her.”
Thoraweakly protested, “Not kill her...”
“What? Just make her life miserable?’

“| wanted to find them. | wanted the charms,” Thora admitted, her voicerising. “They belong to
McGregors, not Durikkens. That waswhat | sent your father to do, retrieve our property, not fal inlove
with awitch.”

Elenagnawed at her bottom lip before saying, “Not to have me.”
“God, no.”

If it wasn’t al so sick and disgusting, Elenawould have laughed at theirony. Instead she stated the
obvious, “But my father didn’t bring back the charms.”

“No.” Thorasniffed, unable to accept her son was capable of failure. “ She bewitched him, so he forgot
his purpose. So heforgot his heritage.”

Elenalifted her chin, with pridein her father. “Hewasno killer.”

“I didn’'t ask himto kill her,” Thoraindsted, shrilly. * He was supposed to get the charms. That wasdl.”
Not adaughter.

The old woman continued, “ God, | wished he would have. He needed them when he got sick. They
could have heded him. They could have saved him.”

Thoradidn’t believe in witches but she believed in the charms having magica powers? Elenawas't the
only onewho'd lied to hersdlf for along time.

“ S0 you sent someone el se after the charms.”



Thoranodded. “Over the years. But none of them could track down your mother. With her abilities, they
weren't ableto find her. That waswhen | realized that only aMcGregor could.”

“That’ swhy you didn't use Joseph.”

“Hewouldn’t understand. A man like him, he has no history. He doesn’t even know hisfather’ sname,”
shesaid asif repulsed. “He can’t comprehend ahistory like ours.”

“Sick and sordid. | can’'t comprehend it either,” Elenaadmitted. “But you found a McGregor who did.”

Thorablinked hard, but till moisture clouded her eyes. “Buit it took me too long to find another living
McGregor descendent. It wastoo late for your father.”

“Why didn’t you just let it go then?’ Elenawondered. If Thora had, Myra Cooper and her sisterswould
dill bedive.

“| wanted the charms back.”

“For yourself? In case you ever got Sick?’ Elenalaughed now. “God, Thora, you' d have to be humanin
order to have human frailties”

“The charms belong to the McGregors,” the old woman inssted. “ There are so few of usleft. And I'm
the only one who knew the whole history.”

“You gave him Eli’sjourna.” That waswhy it was missing from the safe.
Thoranodded. “ So hel d understand how powerful the charms are.”

“Y ou told him to use whatever means necessary to retrieve them, even murder?” The horror of it, of
having lived with someone capable of this madnessfor twenty years, overwhelmed Elena. She'd had her
child in thishouse, near thiswoman.

Thorabit her lip and shook her head. “He wasn't supposed to kill anyone. The witch hunt didn’t haveto
be about killing. It was just about the charms. They belong to McGregors, not Durikkens.”

Elenadammed both her fists onto the desk. “He has my daughter!”
Thora sface paed, and sheinssted, “Hewouldn’t hurt Stacia. She'sa M cGregor, too.”

“Donovan Roarke doesn't care,” Elenainformed her. He' d had no problem killing Kirk and Felicia, and
they weren't witches. In deference to that, though, he'd at least skipped the torture.

But maybe the McGregor name did mean something to him, enough to keep him from harming her little
girl. Elenahad to hang onto that hope....if she had any hope of hanging on to her sanity.

“Y ou know Donovan Roarke?’ Thoraasked, her eyes wide with shock and more than atrace of fear.

Elena, sick to her somach, nodded. “I found his card in your desk and hired him to find her. | thought
since you used him, he had to be the best.”

And hewas, he'd beat her and Joseph to Kirk, Feliciaand...Stacia.

“He scrazy, Elena,” her grandmother said, using Elena sfull first name for thefirst time ever; obvioudy
so digtraught she d forgotten how much she hated it. “He staken dl of thistoo far. | think he' ssick.”



“Y ou think? He skilling people.”

Theimage flashed in her mind again, Joseph lying on that cement floor, his green eyes open. Despite his
clam of feding no fear, his eyeswere wide and bright with the emotion. Somehow she suspected it
wasn't for himsaf hewas afraid, even ashedied. Hewas afraid for Stacia. ..and her.

She murmured, “ Joseph...”

She should have told him she loved him....even though shejust redlized it herself. That waswhy she'd
tried to pull away from him, why she d try to get him to abandon the search, so hewouldn’t get hurt. But
she' d hurt him by pulling away, by pushing her guilt off on him. Their making love hadn’t been his
mistake; it had been hers.

“Joseph’shelping you?” Thoraasked. “He Il find her,” she said, not offering assurance but more of her
denid. Shewouldn’t accept any culpability for what her hatred had started, for the desths she'd
caused. .. maybe even her own great-granddaughter’s.

Elenashook her head, disgust churning her somach adong with the fear. Shewouldn't let her
grandmother off that easily. “ Y ou'rejust assick as Roarkeis”

“I didn’'t tell him to kill anyone,” Thoramaintained, the lines pulled tight around her mouth. “1 just wanted
the charms.”

Elenalaughed; it rang out with a shrill note as hysteria threatened to overtake her. She drew in adeep
breath, summoning the strength she' d never redlly redized she had. Until now. “Y ou had one of the
charmsin this house the whole time. But because of how much you hated my mother, how much you
hated my Durikken heritage, | hid it from you. | had the sar.”

1] Hm?’

“I think Staciahasit now.” She prayed she did. The charm might be the only thing keeping her
safe...unless Roarke realized she had it. Then her little girl was doomed to the same fate asher
ancestors.

Thefirg light of dawn streaked through the windows at the end of the hdl, glinting off the plagque on the
door proclaiming Roarke Investigations. Joseph closed his hand around the door-knob, but the lock held
tight. A few minutes with amaid or asuper, and he could either bribe or bully hisway insde. But he
didn’t have timeto track down either. So he stepped back, lifted hisleg, and kicked. A crack resounded
inthe hall asthe wood jamb splintered. Still the door held tight. .. until he kicked again.

A quick search of the reception areareveaed nothing but old files. So he headed toward the back office
and another locked door. He kicked hard enough that it opened on hisfirst attempt.

His hand shaking as anger coursed through him, he fumbled with the lamp on the desk. The shade
vibrated, casting eerie green shadows against the wall and across the desk. He dropped into the seat and
reached for the drawers. Like everything else, they were locked. Roarke worked hard to keep his
SECrets.

But not hard enough to keep out Joseph. He reached in his pocket, pulling out the switchblade. Didn’t
matter if he was wearing ripped jeans or athree-piece suit, he was never without it.

Using thethick blade, he jimmied open the bottom drawer. A book lay inside, the leather cover cracked



and worn. He d never seen anything as old. When helifted it out, dust or ash dropped from the pages,
joining the pieces aready covering the blotter on the desk. Thiswas something that Roarke had looked
at often. Thelight picked up aword burned into the cover. The printed |etters, embossed with fire,
spelled out the name McGregor.

Joseph' s gut twisted. Elenawas right. Roarke wasthe killer. And she' d hired him to find her daughter.
Shewould never forgive hersdf if something happened to her little girl. Shewas't the only one.

Joseph turned his attention away from the brittle old book; it held only old secrets. He wanted to know
the new ones; he needed to know where the hell Roarke held Stacia.

He dug back into the drawer, pulling out a pewter trifold frame. Threelittle girls stared up a him: the
youngest with curly dark hair and big brown eyes, the middle one with long red locks and bright
turquoise eyes, and the oldest, heart-breakingly beautiful even then, with her pae blond hair and eerie
light blue eyes. Stacia was the spitting image of her mother.

He remembered her amile, brighter even than her mother’ sin the picture Joseph held. Like Elenasaid, it
lit up her eyes, her wholeface. And his heart.

“Whereareyou?’ he wondered aloud. And where the hell was Roarke?

In the outer office, something did. Either apile of folders, or achair, derting Joseph he wasn't done. But
he’ d no more than closed hisfingers around his switchblade before he heard the cock of agun and stared
upintoitsbarrd.

Chapter 10

“Y ou should have caled me. | would have cometo you,” Ariel said, as she joined Elenaon the black
leather couch in the living room of the penthouse. “Y ou shouldn’t be out by yoursdf, driving.”

“I’'mnot going to fal apart,” Elenaindged. “1 can't.”
She had to hold it together...for Stacia. And Joseph. Maybe she could stop the killer before her vision of
Joseph dying cameto pass.

“Elena, you don't dways have to be so independent. L et us help you. David' s out there right now, trying
to find Roarke.” And hisfiancée sface was pale, her eyes clouded with concern for his safety. “| tried to
get ahold of Ty, too. But he' s not answering hiscell.”

“He sfocused on Irina,” she said. Maybe she was with Stacia. Maybe her daughter wasn't done.
Maybe Irinawas the woman in the water, being pulled under, catching Staciawhen Roarke tossed her in.
Elena could never be sure sheinterpreted the visions correctly.

But evenif Irinawas't with her, Ariel had assured her that Staciawasn't done. Their mother waswith
her, her ghost offering the maternal comfort Elena could not. She glanced around the penthouse, wishing
shewere like her Sster, wishing that she could see ghosts.

“She'snot here,” Ariel said, her voice soft as she obvioudy construed her sister’ svisud search.

Elenabit her lip, holding in thelittle cry of relief that burned her throat. Then she clarified, “Y ou mean
Stecia?’

“Or Mama. Nobody’ s here but you and me,” Aridl said, her eyes narrowing as she studied Elena sface.
“So tell mewhat’ sgoing on.”



“What do you mean?’ She hated keeping things from her sister, from Joseph, but she was good at
keeping secrets; she' d kept the truth of her heritage, of her ability, from everyone, even hersdlf, for two
decades.

“You' reworried,” Ariel acknowledged, “but you' re not asworried as| thought you'd be.”

“Because | haven't fdlen gpart, you don't think I'm worried?’ Nerves ate her dive, churning her
stomach, thrashing in her heart and pounding in her head. God, was she doing the right thing?

“Something’ sgoing on with you,” Ariel indsted, “ something you' re not telling me.”

They’ d been separated for twenty years. How could her sister know her so well when as adults, they
werevirtua strangers? But then Joseph had sensed the samething Arid did; he'd ingtinctively known she
kept something from him. He' d even managed to pry part of it out of her. But not dl of it. Neither would
Arid.

“Did you have another vison?’ her sster asked.

Elenahddinthelittle sgh of relief that escaped her lungs. She could share the vision but only thevision.
“Yes, of Joseph.”

Arid’ sturquoise gaze studied Elena. “He simportant to you?’

She nodded again, unable to voice her fedings about the man to her sster. Or even hersdlf. But she kept
much more from her sster than her fedlings.

“What' syour vison about?’
“He sdead.” Likethe others. Like her, if she were the woman in the vat of water.
“Bena...”

She brushed a hand across her face, pushing back her tangled hair. “He promised me he' d stay safe.
Joseph is't the kind of man who makes promises.”

“He cares about you,” Arid said.

And because he did, he would put himself in danger. She had to stop him. She reached out, grasping her
sster’shand. But before Arid could entwine their fingers, sheran her fingers down to the redhead’s
wrigt, tugging at the bracelet Ariel wore. 1 need your charm.”

Ariel’ seyesbrightened. “You'regoing to try to forceavision.”
She nodded, unableto verbaly utter alieto her sister.
“Of Stacia?’ Theturquoise eyesdimmed. “Elena, | don’t think—"

“Youdon't think | can handleit?| haveto find my daughter,” she said. “1 have to do whatever necessary
to get her back.”

She hoped Arid would remember that and understand when she learned the truth, when sheredlized
Elenahad lied to her.

Ariel shivered. “But what you' re doing—trying to find out her fate—"



“It won't be her fate, not if | can save her, like David saved you.” She' d seen Ariel hanging, her head
lolling back in the noose, her turquoise eyes open in the blind stare of death. But David had prevented
that from happening. Just like Elenawould prevent any harm befdling her daughter.

Ariel fumbled with the clasp holding her charm to her bracelet, then pulled it free and dropped the little
pewter sun into Elena s pam. She closed her fingers over it, holding tight, so that she wouldn't change
her mind. Thewarmth of the little pewter sun moved up from her fingertips, dispelling some of the chill
gripping Elena since she'd found Stacia steddy bear benegth the bed at amurder scene. Like Aridl, she
was counting on the charmsfor salvation, too, more than visons.

But avision came, heralded by the flash of light insde her head. An image wavered, beneath the surface
of water. A woman's hair floated up, darkened with wetness. Her armsflailed, splashing madly benesth
the water, sending ripplesto the top so that waves crashed against the sides of the deep, wooden vat.

Bubbles also rose as the woman fought for breath beneath the water. The crank, activated by aremote
control, turned, loosening the rope holding down the woman. Her body shot up, her head breaking
through the surface. Dark blond hair floated around her pale face, as her eyes stared up at her killer.
Eerie, light blue eyes.

Shewas thewoman in the vat. Not Irina.

Her heart pounded hard as she faced the implication of her vison. Shewas going to die. She pushed
asdethefear. She couldn’t worry about hersalf. Not now.

“Elena? Areyou dl right?” her sster asked. “Did you just have avison?’
She shook her head, unable to speak for the fear choking her throat.

“You'reworried about Stacia. We' ll save her,” Arid said, throwing her arms around Elenaand pulling
her into aclose embrace. “ She'll be back with you soon.”

Elena squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the tears that threatened. She couldn’t fal gpart, not now, when
shewasso close....

She gripped the sun, holding it tightly in her hand as her aster held her. Thelightning flashed behind her
lids, reveding not just wavering images or snippets of the scene but everything. She saw it al now.

The corrugated metal sides of the building. The catiwalk above the vat. And the cement floor below it,
where Joseph lay, blood pouring from his chest, pooling around his body as he stared up. His eyesblind
in degth, he couldn’t see what she saw.

The vat where the ropes bound her to the crank, the ripplesin the water as Roarke tossed Staciato her.
Then the crank turning, as he tightened the ropes around her ankles, pulling her to the bottom of the deep
vat. And as she went under, she pulled Staciawith her. Instead of saving her daughter, she dragged her
below the surface. . .killing her child...her last action before death claimed her, too.

“No...” shemurmured. The warmth of the pewter sun offered her no comfort, nor did the tightness of
her sster’ s embrace. She pulled back, shaking.

“What did you see?’ Arid asked, her voice soft with compassion yet vibrating with excitement. “ Y ou just
had avison.”

She shook her head. “No. N-no-thing,” she ssammered.



Ariel’ s brow furrowed as she studied her sster’ sface. She was not going to accept any more of Elena's
lies.“Comeon, | know—"

Before she could press any further, the elevator doors swished open in the foyer, and deep voices
rumbled. As her vison warned he would try again, Joseph came unknowingly to her rescue. Thistimeit
wouldn't kill him.

Arid ran, heds pounding againgt the marble floor, and hurled hersdlf into her fiancé€ sarms. “David,
you'redl right. | was so worried.”

David'sarmstightened around her, holding her closeto his heart. Aridl’ s hands patted his back, just
above the gun tucked into the waistband of his pants. “I’mfine,” he assured his bride-to-be. “Wedidn't
find the bastard, so we weren't in any danger.”

“Just from each other,” Joseph muttered, as he walked over to Elena. “Y ou're here. Why didn't you stay
at the house?’

“She camefor my charm,” Arid answered for her, pulling back from David' s possessive embrace.
“You're Joseph?’

He nodded. “And you're Ariel.” But he didn’t spare her Sster aglance, dl his attention focused on Elena.
“You haveacharm.”

“Canyouforceavisgon?’ David asked, hisarms gill around Ariel’ s shoulders.

Whenever they were together, the engaged couple always touched, inexplicably drawn together, unable
to bear any separation. Elenahad never known alove like theirs; she' d never known such alove existed.
Until now.

David continued, “WE re going to need more to go on in order to track Roarke down.”

“It' shim?’ Ariel asked, needing confirmation. She, of al people, knew Elena sometimes misinterpreted
her visons, like when she' d thought David wanted to kill Aridl.

“Wefound ajournd,” Joseph said, his green gaze steady on Elena sface, caressing her with hiseyes
while he kept hishands fisted at his sides.

“Ajournd?’ Arid asked. “His?’
“It' sredlly old,” David answered. “Has McGregor engraved on the cover.”

Thorahad given Eli’ sjourna to Roarke. The old woman had never confirmed Elena s suspicion. Bile
rosein Elend sthroat as she recalled some of the demented ramblings sheread in that journd. She could
share this much with them. “It' s Eli McGregor’s.”

“How do you know?’ Ariel asked.

Joseph groaned as redlization dawned. A muscle twitched in his jaw, beneath the dark growth of stubble
clinging toit. “That bitch. Thorahad it? She gaveit to him. She started al this. Oh, my God...no wonder
you couldn’t stay there, with her.”

“Surely shewouldn’t hurt her own granddaughter, her own great-granddaughter?’ Ariel asked, horrified.

“You don't know Thora,” Joseph said. “ Damn her—she started dl of this.” He whirled and strode
toward the elevator, but Elena chased after him.



“Don't,” shepleaded. “Don’'t go to her.”
Hisvoice an angry growl, hereplied, “But she might know wherethe bastard is.”

That waswhy Elenadidn’t want Joseph going to Thora. If anyone could get information out of the old
woman, it was Joseph.

“| dready taked to her,” she said. “Thoranever intended this—"

“What the hell did sheintend!”

“It al got out of control.” She spoke not only of her grandmother’ s plan but of her own.
“Out of her control?” Joseph asked, his eyes wide with doulbt.

Would he react the same way when he learned what she’ d done, with disbdief and anger? Would he
ever look at her as he once had, with desire?

Elena stared at the closed bedroom door as she sat on the edge of the mattress of the four-poster she
was supposed to belying in, trying to rest. She was a so supposed to be forcing that vision. But she
didn’t need to. She dready knew what was going to happen. .. unless she managed to stop it. She
couldn’t do that here. But she couldn’t leave ether, not without Joseph or Ariel and David following her.

Proving her point, the door opened. “1 didn’t want to knock and interrupt,” Joseph said, asif to explain
his barging in, but she doubted he' d been concerned about her vision.

“Youdon't believeme,” shesaid, staring up a him. But she didn’t see his green eyes bright with life and
purpose. She saw them wide with fear, dull with desth. Goose bumps raised her skin, asthe chill gripped
her again, leaving her so cold that al the charmsin the world couldn’t warm her.

“I believeyou,” Joseph ingsted.

She shook her head. “Y ou don't believe that you' |l die—" her breath caught, burning in her lungs as her
heart pounded fast and hard with fear “—if you don't back off.”

“I believeyou,” he said again, his green eyes earnest, his darkly shadowed jaw taut with resolve.
Accepting his claim, she nodded. “You just don’t care.”

Hewalked closer, then knelt on the floor in front of her. “1 caretoo much. That’ swhy | can’'t walk away
fromthis, fromyou.”

Elena s heart lurched. Did he share her feelings? How had they gone from adversariesto loversin such a
short time? It wasn't real. Nothing was redl. But the vison flashed in her mind again, Joseph lying on the
floor. And sheknew it wasredl.

All of itwasred.

“You haveto,” she said, reaching out to run her fingers through his soft, dark hair. “ Y ou haveto—" she
leaned forward, pressing her lipsto his. Then she pulled away and finished “—leave me aone.”

Joseph caught her chinin hishand, holding her till as his gaze locked on hers, probing. “ Something's
goingon. You'retoo cam. It samog asif you're hiding—"



She shook her head, pulling free of hisgrasp and rising from the bed. “1 can’'t hide. Not anymore. | know
what | am, Joseph. I’ ve accepted that.”

A witch, maybe. But first and foremost, amother who would do anything to save her child. Even sacrifice
her own life. But not his. She couldn’t let him lay down hislife, too.

And she had no doubt that he would. Thefear that he'd claimed to not fed in solong, it wasin hiseyes
now, not just in her vison. The green gleamed with fear and suspicion.

“| don’t want to leave you done,” he said.

“I'll befine,” she promised him, as she waked toward the door.

“You'll cal me?You'll tell mewhat you seeif you have another...”

Shenodded. “I'll tell you everything.” And shewould. Later. If shelived through it.

She d bought sometime for her daughter, some time for herself. Knowing her plan might cost her her life,
she wanted to make the best use of those moments. She turned toward the door . ..and locked it.

Thenlike Arid had hurled hersdlf into David' sarms, Elenavaulted into Joseph’s, knowing he'd catch
her. By hisown admission, he wasn't the most honorable man. He d done things of which he obvioudy
wasn't proud. Maybe that was why he was so determined to help her, to redeem himsdlf, to become that
white knight he’d sworn he couldn’t befor her.

Despite d| hiswarnings about not trusting him, not counting on him, sheknew he'd bethere. If shelet
him.
She could only let him for this...for hiskiss. For histouch. Reaching up, she delved her fingersinto the

softness of hisdark hair and pulled his mouth down to hers. This could be the last time she felt anything
but fear...and maybe regret.

Hisarmswrapped tight around her, holding her close to hismadly pounding heart. The begt of hers
echoed his. Frantic. She pushed her tongue through hislips, diding it over his.

He groaned, then kissed her back with the same desperate passion with which she' d kissed him. His
hands did over her back, pressing her against him until she couldn’t draw abreath without bresthing him
in, the musk and citrusthat she’ d first smelled in her dreams.

Joseph wasn't adream. He wasreal. Alive. And for the moment, so was she.

She pulled his shirt from his pants, then raked her nails up the satin-soft skin of hisback. Muscles rippled
beneath her touch. He groaned again, then tore his mouth from hersto utter her name. “Elena?’

She answered the question in hisvoice, in his green eyes dark with desire, as she tugged him toward the
bed. She pushed him down onto the mattress, then stepped back. With trembling fingers she lifted her
swester over her head and let it drop to the floor behind her. Her skirt went next, unclasped and
unzipped, so that it pooled at her ankles. She stepped out of the circle of linen and her shoes.

Joseph watched her, his face flushed and intense with desire, even while his eyes ill held questions about
her change of heart. The green flared, his control snapping, when she reached for his zipper, dragging it
down to free his hard erection from the confinement of his pants and then his boxers.

He wasthe one who pulled off her panties, his hands diding down her hips and thighs as he pulled the



scrap of satin from her. Then he clasped her hips and lifted her onto hislap so that she straddled him.

Shelifted, rubbing againg his penis, moaning with theintengity of pleasure rippling through her. Then she
impded hersdf. Their bodies mirrored the frantic beets of their hearts as he drove up and sherode him,
mesting every thrust with her hips, welcoming him deeper and deeper into her body and into her heart.

He watched her yet, his eyesintense. His hands did up from her hipsto tug down the cups of her bra.
Her breasts spilled into his pams. As he flicked histhumbs over the hardened nipples, shelost her faint
grip on redlity and catgpulted out of her mind.

Heat coursed through her as her orgasm spilled over him. He gritted his teeth and groaned, then closed
his eyes as he pumped into her. His hands did back to her hips, holding tight, as he poured hisdesireinto
her.

He clasped her tight to his chest, where his heart pounded with the same frantic beat. Making love with
him hadn’t changed anything. It hadn’t eased her fear, or his. Maybe he sensed what she knew, that this
might be the last time. Hislips touched her neck, diding to where her pulse beat against her skin.

“Hema...”

She pulled free of hisembrace, then scrambled back into her clothes. After doing up the last button, she
reached for the charm, glinting in the light, whereit lay on the bedside table.

“Joseph, | can't explain.” Anything. Least of dl her fedingsfor him. She didn’t understand them hersdif.
She didn’t know why she trusted him when she should trust no man, after her marriage to Kirk. She
should trust nobodly, after her relationship with her grandmother.

“Elena, what are you trying to tell me?” he asked, his voice thick with concern. “ Goodbye?’

“I want you to leave,” shesaid. “1 need to be alone.” To gather her courage, to do what she had to
do...for Stacia s sake and her own.

He struggled. She saw it on hisface, in the muscle jumping in his clenched jaw, in the darkness of his
green eyes. He wanted to argue with her, to force her to confess the secret he somehow sensed she kept
from him. How did he know her better than her husband had after nearly eight years of marriage? She'd
let himinto her life farther than she' d admitted Kirk, but then, being Joseph, he' d pushed himsdlf inthe
rest of theway.

But not now. He straightened his clothes and rose from the bed. His jaw set, he nodded, accepting her
limitations. Thistime.

He kissed her again, before he headed out the door. Hislips were soft against hers, his breath warm and
sweet in her mouth. Even after the door closed behind him, she could taste and fedl him.

It would have to be enough.

She opened her pam and stared down at the charm. She didn’t need it to force avision. She'd had
enough of those with her star locked away in the table beside her bed. With her other hand she pulled the
business card from her pocket, then set it on the bed as she reached for the phone.

The phone barely rang once before he answered thistime, not like last, when she' d contacted him from
the phone booth after finding hislatest victims. Then it had rung many times until he'd finally answered.
And confirmed all her fears. She' d hired to find her daughter the last man she wanted anywhere near her.



Thekiller.

“What took you so long?’" he asked, his voice harsh with impatience. He sounded nothing like the
compassionate man who'd met her in hisoffice.

Shedragged in adeep bregth, bracing hersdf. “1 got it. | have Arid’scharm.” Then she swallowed hard,
forcing down guilt and fear.

“So you have yours and hers?’

He hadn’t found the star. Where had Stacia hidden it? Did she even have it yet?
“Yes” shelied, grateful for her twenty years of practicein lying.

“Bringthemto me—"

“Let metdk to Stacia. | want to know my daughter isdive,” sheindsted.
Hesghed. “ Y ou talked to her last time.”

In the phone booth. Stacia’ s voice had come softly through the cracked plastic receiver. “I'm okay,
Mommy. I'msorry...”

“Shhhh,” Elenahad tried to soothe her child while her own heart had beat heavily with fear and dread.
“Y ou don't have anything to be sorry about. | love you, honey. I'll—’

He' d pulled the phone away from Stacia before Elena had been able to promise her daughter that she'd
get her back. She' d keep her safe.

No matter what she had to do.
“Y ou talked to her acouple hours ago,” Roarke said now, no sympathy in hisvoice.

“You could have...” She couldn’t even voice what he might have done to her daughter. Too many
gruesome images flashed through her mind. . .of what he’ d done to those other women...

“She'sal right. For the moment.” How could he be so cruel, so heartless? Because he was just as crazy
as Thora. Hewas aMcGregor.

But so was Elena. Maybe that was why she' d concocted her crazy plan. Mommy’ s going to save you.
God, she hoped Stacia could read minds, at least hers. It was better if she couldn’t read his.

“I need proof,” sheinssted. “I need to talk to my daughter.”

“She' sfine. She' sjust not with me right now.”

“l can’t trust you.”

“Wél, you're going to haveto if you ever want to seeyour little girl again.”

“Alive, Roarke. | want her dive. If sheisn't, our deal’ s off. Two charmsfor two lives.” Stacid sand hers.
She' d promised him the charmsif he'd let her and her daughter live. After dl, she' d pointed out to him,
she and Staciawere McGregors. He only wanted to kill Durikkens, like the vendetta warranted. She
hoped Thorawasright, that he wouldn't harm them.

Hesghed asif his patience worethin. 1 told you it wasaded.”



He was amadman. How could she bdieve him?

Without hearing Stacia’ s voice, how could shetrust that her daughter lived? Because she would appear
asaghost to Arid if shedied, and Arid hadn’t seen her little niece.

Elenahad to believe her daughter was dive, that Mother was with her, offering her the comfort Elena
longed to give. Or maybe Stacia could hear Elena s thoughts, maybe she knew her mother was coming
to rescue her.

She swallowed hard, gathering up the courage she’ d found in Joseph’ sarms. With him, she became a
stronger person. A braver one. “Tell me where to meet you.”

“Alone, Elena,” hewarned her. “If | see your shadow, Dolce, he' sadead man.”

She knew he spoke the truth with that promise. She' d already seen what would happen to Joseph if he
tried to play her white knight.

“He doesn't know that I’ ve talked to you. No one knows.” She prayed she wouldn't regret the decision
she' d made, but she saw her bargain with the devil as her best option of keeping dive dl of the people
sheloved.

For them, shewould gladly sacrifice her own life.

Chapter 11

R oarke closed his cell phone and dipped it back into his pocket. Satisfaction swelled his chest, and for
oncethe painin his head abated, the pounding less intense. It was about damned time thingswent his

way.

All thekilling and he’ d achieved nothing, even though he’ d destroyed at least one witch for sure. With her
desth, he had gained some of her powers, like Eli had al those years ago. Some of her memories had
become his, particularly the memory of when she had bestowed the charms on her three daughters. He
could aso see her ghost dthough she' d left him adonelately. Maybe she' d findly left thisworld, resgned
to her fate. She couldn’t best him.

Neither could they. Like her memories and her ghost, he aso had her ability to see the future. He' d had
that before he' d ever found her though. He' d seen the three witches, in those brown robes, circling him.
Their red mouths laughing at him as he srained againgt the stake they’ d tied him to. .. before setting him
dire

He had to kill them. To save himsdlf. He needed the charmsfor protection. Againgt the cancer. Against
them.

Despitedl thekilling, he hadn’t reclaimed asingle charm. Until now. Soon he would have two of them.
Maybe they would be enough to save him.

He opened the door and stepped into the dimly lit den. The old woman yanked open a drawer and
reached inside, as her pale eyeswidened with fear.

“Y ou looking for this?’ he asked, raising the gun he carried, the gun that had recently killed two people.
Regret flashed through him for their lives. They hadn’t been witches, but they’ d given him no choice.
They’ d stood between him and what he needed.

And so might she.



“Why would you reach for awegpon when you see me?’ Donovan Roarke asked, his mouth twitching
intoagrin. “We refamily, Thora”

“Wh-when did you take that?’ she sammered, her lips pulled so tightly that linesran in grooves around
them like the rays of thelittle pewter sun. Besides Myra Cooper’ s memory, he' d seen the charmsina
drawing, detailed in Eli’ sjournal, but soon he' d have the sun in his possession. With the Sar.

And Elena

“I took the gunwhen | redlized | couldn’t trust you,” hetold her, “that you weren’t as dedicated to the
vendetta as atrue McGregor would be.”

Her chin lifted as pride flashed through her fear. “I am atrue McGregor.”

He shook hishead asif disgppointed in her. The truth was he hadn’t put any faith or trust in her from the
beginning. “A McGregor who kept the secret for aslong as you did, who ignored the vendettaaslong as
you did—"

“My sonwassick,” shesad, her voice cracking. “My focuswas on him.”

Asthoughts of hisown son, the boy he hadn’t seen in so long flitted through his mind, the pain returned
with abite. He winced asit pounded at his skull asif trying to shatter it from the insgde out. Maybe once
he got the charms, he could spend time with his son again, tell him about his McGregor legacy.

“If you truly cared about your son,” he said, “you would have found the charmsto save him. You didn’t
redly believein their powersthen or now. Y ou' re afraud, Thora Jones. Y ou're not aMcGregor, not any
more than your granddaughter or great-granddaughter is.”

Her pae blue eyes widened even more. “ They are McGregors, t0o.”
“They're Durikken. They’rewitches. Both of them. They haveto die”

His deal with the witch be damned. Because so would he be, if he let them get away. He had to kill them
in order to regain his strength.

“No! You can't hurt them!” A tear streaked down Thora sface, but she dashed away the moisture with
the back of her trembling hand.

Helaughed at her show of weakness. She was definitely not atrue McGregor. “Y ou're going to tell me
you love them?Y ou love witches?’

She shook her head. “No. | tried. | just couldn’t.” More tears glistened in her eerie eyes, but she blinked
them back. “But my son loved them. Elijah made me promise to never hurt them.”

“Heloved Myra Cooper, too. That didn’t stop you from trying to hurt her—”

“Shewas only Durikken, no part McGregor. They are.” Her throat, skin pale and wrinkled, moved as
she swalowed hard. “They're dl that’ sleft of him. Please don’t hurt them, Donovan.”

He shook his head and clicked histongue againgt the roof of his mouth. The movement, and the dight
sound, had him wincing asthe pain intensified. “I’ m so disgppointed in you, Thora. For so long, you were
the only one of uswho knew about the vendetta.”

If she'd found him sooner, if she' d told him about his heritage, about the charms, he might not have
gotten as Sick as he was. He might have been able to be there more for his own son.



Pushing aside the regrets that ate away at him like acid, he continued, “Y ou let down not just your
ancestors but your son. Y ou killed him by not continuing the vendetta, by not reclaiming the charms. You
killedhim.”

Her breath audibly caught, then her throat moved again as she swallowed, choking on the remorse and
sdf-loathing reflected in her pae eyes. “That’ snot true. | loved him. Everything | did | did for him. That's
why | found his daughter, why | brought her here even though | hated—"

“Y ou hated Elena. Y ou hated having her here. Then thiswill make you happy.” He glanced at hiswatch.
“Injust alittle under an hour, you'll bekilling her, too, and your great-granddaughter.”

She gasped. “No! | don't want them hurt—"

“Dead, Thora They’ll be dead, and ther€ Il be nothing left of your son anymore.”
Moretearsfdl, but she didn’t bother wiping them away thistime. “I’'m not killing anyone—"
Helaughed. “Y ou ill think your hands are clean? 'Y ou found me, so that I’ d do your killing—"
“No,” sheingsted, her voice going shrill with denid, “I just wanted you to find the charms.”

“And thewitches. | wasjust supposed to let them live once | reclaimed the charms? No, we both know
that’ s not what you wanted. Y ou want them dead. Y ou just don’t have the guts, or the power, to do it
yoursdlf,” he berated her cowardice. “So you' re using me.”

“That' s not what—"

Donovan silenced her by raising the gun, by pointing the barrd at her. “Well, | have the gutsto pull the
trigger, Thora.”

And hedid just that, sending the bullet through her head. Blood sprayed across the bookshelf behind her,
gpattering the safe in which she' d kept Eli McGregor’ s journal locked away for far too long.

“Soon, very soon,” he promised her, staring into her dead eyes. “I'll have dl the power....”

He couldn’t do what David Koster could, camly sit and tap on akeyboard. Sure, the guy was doing
something by hacking into records and pulling up everything on the computer that had anything to do with
Donovan Roarke: his phone bill, hislease agreements, his divorce decree. And maybe Koster would find
some information that would lead them to the psycho, but not fast enough for Joseph. And not physical

enough.

He couldn’t Sit, especialy not now that Koster had learned that the bodies had been identified. Warrants
had been issued for him and Elena, to pick them up for questioning in the murders. He couldn’t wait
around for the police to track him down; he had to do something.

Koster had understood, muttering something about Joseph reminding him of hisfriend Ty, the cop they
hadn’t been able to reach. But Joseph worried that Elenamight not understand,; that when she awakened,
she'd resent hisleaving.

Despite her indstence on being aone, he' d checked in on her before he left the penthouse. She' d been
deegping, her chest rising and faling with unsteady breaths as tears streaked from her closed eyes. Evenin
her deep, she couldn’'t escape her fears. Even in hisarms, making frantic love with him, she hadn’t



escaped them. Ashe' d held her, as he’ d driven degp inside her, he' d seen the fear in her eyes, feltitin
her body. That was why she’ d made love to him, both times, to escape the nightmare her life had
become.

He understood why she' d used him, and he didn’t care. He would do anything to aleviate Elena sfears.
But the only thing that would do that forever was bringing Stacia back to her. He had to find her little girl.

Kogter’ sfiles had given Joseph a starting point for his search. Some of Roarke' s leases and the contacts
he’ d made when he' d formed a cult afew months ago had brought back memories for Joseph. The cult
was gone now; David had seen to that. All of the members had been rounded up and questioned, but
none had admitted to knowing the identity of the cult leader. Now that they knew hisidentity, other
questions could be asked. And Joseph intended to do the asking. Some of the members hadn’t had a
real address, just the street.

He pulled his SUV to the curb of one of the streets on the east side of Barrett. This abandoned industria
area housed only empty warehouses and the homeless. He knew these streets well. He'd lived on them
for years. In the distance he noted the crooked steeple of an old church, the bell hanging drunkenly in the
tower, dangling from only afew ropes.

Roarke had used that church as the headquarters for his cult. Koster had wondered why the killer had
used thisarea, that church. Now that they knew the killer’ sidentity, they’ d discovered why. Roarke had
been a cop for ashort time, and as arookie, this had been his beat.

Joseph would have been gone then. He' d clawed hisway off the streets and back to school, knowing
that an education was the only way he' d ever escape thislife. Now he opened the door to his truck and
stepped back in time, confronting the ghosts of his past for the promise of afuture. Elend sand Stacid' s.
Hedidn't expect to be part of it; that wasn't why he wanted to find her daughter, to earn Elena slove.

She could never love aguy like him, aguy who had once lived here. He dammed the door and clicked
the keyless entry, locking the Lincoln Navigator. Not that locks made much difference down here. He
could open alocked vehicle without much problem, like he’ d opened Roarke' s office and desk. For
Elena, he/ d been willing to return to hisold life.

But hisingtincts were rusty. He' d been lucky David had been the one to catch him, that it hadn’t been
Roarke’ s gun he' d wound up staring down the barrel of because he had no doubt Roarke would have
pulled thetrigger.

If only he’d found morein the private investigator’ s office, something to lead him to Stacia. The longer
the bastard had her, thelesslikdly thelittle girl was till dive. Statisticaly he knew the odds were aready
morein favor of the kid being dead, especialy after what the bastard had done to her other relatives.
Maybe it was because he wasn't much of agambler; he worked too hard for his money to part with it on
chance, but he was betting the kid was dive.

His gut twisted with nerves and fear. She had to be.

“Son of abitch,” he muttered as he crossed the street and stepped over the garbage and
liquor-bottle-strewn guitter to the crumbling sidewalk.

Shadows lurked in dleys and partially boarded-up doorways. Memories of hislife, long ago, flashed
through hismind. Was that how Elenafelt when she had avison? Helpless? Frustrated? Afraid?

He' d vowed to never fed like that again, but his heart pounded. Not with fear over the past, or hisown
safety. Fear for the females he cared about, Elenaand her daughter. A shadow emerged from a



doorway, trailing him. From the corner of hiseye, he caught sight of the dark, hulking figure. So he turned
into an aley, one he remembered well. Nothing had changed down here; everything wasin the same
place, asif it had been waiting for him, to suck him back into the dark existence he' d once lived.

He ducked back into another doorway, aong the aley, and waited. When the figure followed, he vaulted
from the doorway and threw hisarm around the guy’ s neck, catching him in astranglehol d.

“Shorty, all these years on the street, | figured you' d have gotten smarter,” he berated the other man.

“Damn you, Dolce,” Shorty cursed him asthe six-foot-plus giant struggled in hishold. “Y ou dwayswere
asnesky son of abitch. You tell meto meet you and you pull this shit!”

“Meet me, not ambush me,” Joseph reminded him, releasing his old street buddy before the man broke
free. Hismuscles strained againgt his suit jacket, hurting with the exertion. He' d gotten soft in the years
he' d lived the easy life. Maybe he should have come back sooner, to remember what he' d | ft.

Shorty stumbled afew feet forward, then swiftly turned, surprisingly fast for aman of hisheight and girth.
Despite being off the streets for awhile, Joseph remembered his old friend' s Signature move and ducked.
Shorty’ sfist dammed into the rotted wood door above his head, bresking it free of its rusted hinges.

No, he never should have come back here. Not sooner. Not now. But he’ d had no choice. Too much
was a stake, S0 no risk wastoo great. Since Shorty had come aone, he didn’'t want to kill Joseph.
Maybejust hurt him alittle, like Joseph leaving the streets and never looking back had probably hurt him.

“Bagtard!” Shorty yelled asheflalled hisfist around, blood cozing from his knuckles. “Y ou bastard!”
“It'sgreet to see you again, too, Shorty,” Joseph said, “But | don’'t have timefor atearful reunion—"
“Stll the same smart-ass—”

“A littlekid slifeison theline, Shorty,” he interrupted the other man’ stirade. “ A redl sick bastard got a
hold of her.”

Shorty’ sface twisted into agrimace. “ Oh, God...”
“Y ou know him, Shorty. Donovan Roarke. He used to work this beat.”

“Roarke was never no perv,” Shorty said. “But he was amean bastard. Got busted out of the
department for excessiveforce.”

“He s crazy, Shorty, and he sgot thislittlekid.” He swallowed hard. “ She' simportant. Special.” Like
her mother. “1 gottaknow if you' ve seen him lately.”

Shorty shook his head. “ Strange shit going on down here. Thisweird cult took up at the church awhile
back. The leader roped some of my regularsinto it, promising them food and awarm place to stay.”

“That was Roarke.”
“That prick cop was one of the guysin the brown robes?’
“Hewastheleader.” A manipulative son of abitch who had fooled severa people, Elenaincluded.

Would she ever forgive hersdf? Her face was forever etched in hismind, the tears streaking from her
closed eyes as she wept in her deep; the only time he’ d seen her cry, the only time she hadn’t been too
proud to fight her tears, when she was degping. His heart ached with the hurt in hers. He had to help her.



“Have you seen him around lately?’

Shorty studied Joseph for amoment, his dark eyes hard. “1 should charge you for this, Dolce. | heard
you madeit big, but you never brought any of it back to the neighborhood.”

Joseph bit theingde of his cheek and fisted his hands, prepared for the other man to launch another
attack. “I’ve never been auser, Shorty.”

“I know you don’t do drugs, that’ s how you got outta here.” Resentment burned in hisold friend’ s dark
eyes. “But you shoulda come back before now.”

And helped Shorty out. “I will. If you do the right thing. She' sjust alittlekid....” Whose smile could melt
the heart of anyone she met, even of the man who hadn’'t believed he ill had one.

“There sanother stranger down here, wearing some stupid disguise, could be Roarke. Might be another
psycho. Y ou know this neighborhood, Joe.”

“I've been gone along time,” Joseph reminded him. Then swallowing hard, he admitted, “I need your
help.”

Shorty’ s chest puffed out with pride as he granted Joseph’ sfavor. “I’ll put theword out. I’ll find *em for
yw.”

While Shorty barked ordersinto his cdll, Joseph picked up his untraceable one and didled Kogter. “Find
anything ds?’

Koster’ sragged sigh preceded hiswarning, “Y ou're not going to like this.”
Joseph' s heart shifted in his chest as fear painfully gripped it. “ Oh, God, he' skilled her—"

“No, or at least Ariel doesn’t think s0.” Because she hadn’t seen her ghost yet. That waswhat Koster
meant; now Joseph just had to accept that thiswoman could see ghosts. She was Elena ssister. He had
to accept it.

“That' s good newsthen,” he said.
“Elend sgone. Sheleft his card on the bed in the guest room. She made aded, Joe.”

Koster didn’t need to spell it out. Joseph knew the terms she' d agreed to, probably without amoment’s
hestation.

Hersdlf for her daughter.

The woman' sface wavered in and out of focus as the water covered her, sucking her under and stealing
the breath from her body.

“Let my mommy go!” Stacia shrieked, tugging at the man who held her, trying to pull free of hishard
grasp. Like at the hotel, when he’ d dragged her out from under the bed, he tightened his grip, hisfingers
biting into the muscles of her arms, threatening to snap the ddlicate bones beneath.

Shedidn’t careif he hurt her. She had to save her mommy. “Let her go!”

Mommy struggled to the surface, her arms breaking through the water first, then her face. She gasped for



breath and blinked away water that clung to her lashes, as she stared up at Stacia and the bad man. She
reached up, trying to rescue her. That waswhy she' d come, to save Stacia from the bad man.

But he'd tricked her. He d tricked them both.

“No,” Staciawhimpered, fighting her way free of not just the killer but the grasp of the bad dream.
Mommy said that was al they were—bad dreams.

But she waswrong.

The dream of Daddy dying, it had come true. The bad man had killed him and Daddy’ sfriend, just like
Stacia had dreamed it. Ashe’ d dragged her from under the bed, she’ d seen the blood. ..on hisrobe, on
the bed and the floor asthey’ d passed through the room where he' d killed them.

She' d screamed, but no one had heard her. No one had come to help her then. But Mommy was
coming. And she would walk right into the bad man’ strap.

Staciatried to scream now, but some dry, scratchy cloth filled her mouth, part of it shoved between her
teeth, another part of it wrapped around her head, like the rope that tied her wrists behind her back. The
rope was scratchier than the cloth, and when she fought to get free, it cut into her skin. She whimpered
again at the pain, which pressed down on her like the fear.

She' d never been so afraid and not just because it was dark. Shelay in some smdl room, on acold
cement floor. Alone for now.

A while ago, noises had drifted under the door. Scraping, like stuff was being moved around. And men's
voices, murmuring low. Grunts asthey worked hard at whatever they’ d been doing in the meta building
the bad man had brought her to. Then everything had gotten quiet, and left donein the sllence, she'd
fdlen adeep.

But the man would be back. That was what she feared, hisreturn and what he' d do then. To her. And
Mommy.

Something touched Stacia s cheek, asif to wipe away the tears streaking down her dirty face. She
shivered, hoping it wasn't one of the mice she could hear in the dark, their fingernails scratching against
the concrete.

“It'sokay, baby,” a soft voice murmured.

Stacia opened her eyesto astrange glow. A faint orange light illuminated a dark haired woman who
hovered over her. Grandma. She'd found her.

S0, too, would Mommy. While Staciawanted to see her mother again, she didn’t want the bad man to
hurt her, too. Not like he had Daddy and hisfriend....

More tears flowed from her eyes and choked her throat. Her grandmother’ s ghost reached for the cloth
gagging Stacia, but her wispy fingers passed through the fabric, the same with the ropes a her wristsand
ankles.

She couldn’t free Stacia, so thelittle girl struggled anew, fighting the ropes and trying to spit out the gag.
But there was no escape. Not from the ropes, not from the little, dark room and not from the bad man.

If only she hadn’t lost the charm.



Thelittle metal star would have kept her safe, but it had dipped from her hand when the man had carried
her into this cold, dark place. She hoped the bad man didn’t find it. She knew what Mommy had told
him, that she d bring him both charms. If hefound it, he’ d know her mommy had lied to him.

Did it matter, though?

Hewas going to kill her anyway. Because he had lied, too. Hewasn't going to let them go, not even if
Mommy could give him both charms.

Hewas going to kill them. And tied up and gagged, Stacia could do nothing to stop him. The door, to the
little room where he d locked her, creaked open. Only dim light filtered into the room, not as bright as
the orange glow surrounding her grandmother’ s ghodt.

But then the man, standing in the doorway, blocked most of the light. He wore abrown robe, like he had
at themotel. The hood of it covered his head and most of hisface. Only hiseyesgleamed in the
shadows.

Lying on the cold floor, Stacia shivered and prayed for someone to help her. But no one could hear her
thoughts but maybe her grandmother’ s ghost. She stood between Stacia and the bad man, but he walked
right through GrandmaMyra s misty body to pick up Stacia.

“Let me show you what | have planned for you and your mother,” he said, his voice soft asif hewas
nice. He had talked to her that way at the hotel, too, and here, when he' d tied her up.

But hedidn’t fool her. Stacia knew he was a bad man. And she dready knew what he had planned for
her and her mother.

Desth.

Chapter 12

Joseph paced the warehouse, skirting old crates and pieces of rusted metal, chunks of the building that
had either come off the sides or falen off the roof. No wonder Roarke had been drawn to this
area—there were alot of great placesto hide. But, despite the warrant issued to bring Joseph in for
guestioning in the Lancaster Inn murders, he wasn't hiding. He was waiting.

Metd groaned asadiding door edged open, letting afternoon light stedl into the dark shadows of the
room. Joseph dipped behind atall wooden crate, ingtinctively pulling up the hard-learned invisibility shield
he' d used when he was akid; it was how they’ d hidden to avoid rousting police officers and do-gooder
socid workers. He' d been good at being invisible...until the day he' d sought out one of those socia
workers, choosing agroup home and school over the brutality of the streets.

Shadows ate the light as a group of men entered the warehouse, pushing someone ahead of them. The
man fell to his knees on the cement, barely managing to muffle agroan.

“Nobody’ s here,” grumbled aboy not much older than Joseph had been when he' d hit the streets. But
the kid was big, and so were the young men with him, in the group of six.

Roarke hadn’'t stood a chance. If it was Roarke. Although Joseph had only seen the private investigator’s
picture once, inthe grainy driver’ slicense photo Koster had pulled up on the computer, he would never
forget what the son of abitch looked like. The reddish-brown hair, the dark brows, the cold, dead

gyes. ..



“He' shere,” adeeper voice said, as Shorty joined them in the warehouse. “ Son of abitch could ways
make himsdf invisble”

“Héelps when someone strying to smash in my face,” Joseph reminded him, as he stepped from behind
the crate. He wasn't entirely sure he could trust Shorty yet. If Shorty had been the one to get out and not
him, he knew he would have been filled with resentment, too.

“Wefound’em,” Shorty said, asif to prove histrustworthiness.

Joseph had to step closer to see about that. The man knelt on the floor yet, one of hislegs stiff in the cast
showing through theripsin hisold jeans. Koster had bragged that Aridl, during their last brush with the
killer, had gotten abullet in the guy. Had she hit hisleg? The guy’ s head was bent, hisface shadowed
from Joseph’ sview.

“What about the girl?’ he asked thekids. “Did you see him with alittle girl 7’
One of the kids |ooked to Shorty firgt, then shook his head. “No. He saways aone.”

“But asking about some girl,” another kid chimed in, then glanced to Shorty asif fearful he' d spoken out
of turn.

Joseph's heart kicked. Maybe she' d gotten away. “ A little blond girl?’
“No. A girl in her twenties, dark hair...”

Joseph recalled the trifold frame he' d found in Roarke' s desk. Thefaces of the three girls, the littlest one
with dark hair and big brown eyes. Irina.

Joseph reached out to grab the guy’ shair to jerk up his head, but the man sprang to hisfeet and dammed
into Joseph, knocking him back and into the crate. The wood splintered benesth their weight, dropping
them both to the cement floor. Joseph rolled and raised hisfist, ready to pummel the guy. Then he noted
the eyes, dark blue, intense but not crazy or dead. “Y ou're not Roarke.”

The guy’ sfigt stopped just short of Joseph’s mouth as he paused and asked, “Who the hell’ s Roarke?’

Joseph studied the guy lying on the cement floor. His marine-cut dark hair was at odds with the old coat
and worn jeans he wore. “Who areyou?’

A muscle twitched in the guy’ sjaw as he studied Joseph in return, no doubt debating what to tell him.
Fact or fiction.

“Come on, buddy,” he prodded, raising hisfist again. “I don’'t havetimeto waste. A little girl’ sbeen
abducted.”

The blue eyes narrowed, a scarred brow lifting. “ A little girl? Who?’
“Tdl meyour name—"

A muscleticked in the guy’ s jaw, dread thickening his dready raspy voice when he said, “Not Stacia
Phillips...”

Joseph eased back, vaulted to hisfeet, then dragged up the guy. His hands clenching in the collar of the
old wool coat, he shook him. “Tell mewho the hdll you are, or I'll pound it out of you—"

The guy pitched hisvoice low, hiswordsintended only for Joseph’sears. “I’'macop.” The muscle



twitched again. “I wasacop.”
“So was Roarke. That doesn’t make me trust you any more. How do you know Stacia?’
“Call David Kogter—"

“Shit!” Redlization dawned. “ Y ou're Ty, the guy nobody could get ahold of today.” Now he knew why;
the cop had gone undercover.

“So'sheyour guy?’ Shorty asked, his brow puckered as he tried to understand their half-whispered
exchange.

“Damnit, no!” Heredleased Ty with such force the guy stumbled back afew steps, then Joseph whirled
toward the other members of Shorty’ slittle gang of thieves and drug dedlers. “I need your help—"

“Frg onewasfree” Shorty interrupted. “ The next will cost you.”

“Not achild slife. Come on. Thissick bastard has her. The guy who ran the cult out of the church. Has
anyone seen him again?’

When they held their slence, he reached for hiswallet. Some muffled sound dipped through Ty’ slips,
probably surprise that Joseph still had it on him. He opened the lesther bi-fold and pulled out dl the bills
ingde, holding them up. “It'syours. | don't give ashit about the money. | haveto find that little girl before
hekillsher. HE Il be doing it in some twisted way.”

Bilerosein Joseph' sthroat, choking him as his heart hammered againgt hisribs. “Torturing her. Come
on, do any of you want to see afour-year-old girl tortured?’

The kid who' d spoken firgt, the youngest one, blinked hard asif fighting tears. He looked to Shorty, who
plucked the money from Joseph’ s hand, then nodded.

“That guy, the one who started that cult thing,” the kid said, his voice cracking with either hormones or
fear, “he paid afew of usto help him with something.”

Ty dtiffened beside Joseph. But Joseph reached back, jabbing afinger in the cop’ s ribs so he would
maintain his silence. Joseph had to ask the questions. Because he' d been one of them, and because it
was his money, they would only answer to him. He knew thelaws of thisjungle. “Did you seethelittle
gn?

Thekid shook his head. “No. We hel ped him move thisbig barrdl.”
One of the other kids snorted. “Hell, man, that was bigger than abarrd.”
Ancther chimed in. “It’ shigger than the public swimming pool.”

Joseph' s heart lurched, and he heard the catch of Ty’ s breath. Drowning. The sick son of abitch hadn’t
donethat yet, but it was atraditiond rituaistic way of killing witches. “ Did you fill thisbarrd with water?’

Thekid nodded. “Y eah, after he had us set it up by acatwalk, wefilled it with water from the old fire
hydrant. The barrel’ s got some crank and rope in the bottom, too. He can operate it with aremote
control. We couldn’t figure what he wanted it for...” Thekid' sface paled, and his eyeswidened. “Oh,
my God.”

“Yeah.” Joseph’ s guts knotted with fear. “ Show us where he set thisup!”



He had to get there before Elena offered hersalf as trade. Because he knew Roarke was too crazy to
honor any bargain made with a“witch.” He intended to kill both mother and daughter. He was going to
drown them.

Elenapulled the hood over her hair, just as Roarke had directed, and stepped out of her car. She'd
found the brown robe in David' sden; he' d infiltrated the cult amonth ago, trying to find out the killer's
identity. Aswell asthe robe, she’ d borrowed some of Arid’ s clothes, pulling on jeans, socks and tennis
shoeswith her swesater. Then she' d used the service elevator to sneak out of the penthouse, to where
she'd left her car inthe parking garage.

She' d nearly been caught, not by Arid or David but the police officers who' d been in the lobby, waiting
for David to et them up. Shewould dedl with their questions later, if she made it through her meeting with
Roarke.

Or this neighborhood. She' d been down here before though, to this area devastated by poverty,
abandoned by businesseswho' d moved to more favorable economic quarters. Probably in other
countries. Shadows lurked in doorways and dleys. And dthough she redlly couldn’t see anybody, she
felt them watching her as sheleft her car at the curb and waked down the crumbling sdewalk.

The wind picked up, and the ropesin the steeple creaked in protest asthe bell swayed just enough to
utter awesk clang. A warning bell? If so, Elenaignored it. She was too close now, too close to where he
held her daughter.

Wearing the brown robe would secure her safety in this dangerous area, Roarke had assured her. What
would guarantee her safety from him?

She had |eft the business card for Ariel, knowing her sister would find it soon after she' d I eft the
penthouse. Ariel was too compassionate, too worried about her, not to have checked on her soon.

Koster could trace her cell phone. He had some program where they could track down itslocation and
his, they would find the private investigator. But sorming Roarke' sfortress now, with srensand
manpower, would risk Stacia slife. Elenahad to get her daughter away from him first, before the others
could try to take Roarke.

Hewouldn't surrender without afight. He wastoo crazy. And too clever.

But so was she. And she had something even more powerful: her gift. Not a curse. Shefinaly accepted
her ability for what it was. But her ability paled in comparison to her daughter’ s multiple gifts. Shewas
relying on those, more than her own, to savetheir lives.

Her acceptance was new, her risk too greet, for her not to have nerves clenching her ssomach and
dampening her palms. She drew a deep breath and walked toward the warehouse Roarke had indicated.
Ashe'd said, the shadow of the church’s steeple lay acrossits rusted metd roof.

And inside, probably bound and gagged, lay her daughter. He better not have harmed Stacia. Elena's
arms ached to hold her baby, to comfort her and ease the fear the poor child had to be fedling. If she
weredill abletofed...

She hoped Ariel wasright, that Mother waswith Stacia, offering the comfort Elenalonged to give her.
Soon she' d be able to comfort Stacia herslf.

She passed under the shadow of the church, then glanced down the side of the warehouse, looking for



the hole in the metal side he had described to her. She' d just entered the narrow path between buildings
when abig hand closed over her mouth and a strong arm wound around her wais, lifting her off her fedt.

She kicked out, but the long robe tangled around her legs and the rolled-up cuffs of Ariel’ stoo-long
jeans, trapping her as hisarm trapped hers a her sides. He carried her through that opening he'd
described, jagged metal catching at the robe. A rusted piece tore his skin, sending along, red gash down
hisarm. Asheflinched in pain, hishold loosened.

Elenabit at his hand, snking her teeth into his palm. He dropped her onto the cement, her hip hitting the
hard surface. She held in acry of pain, and ascream for help as he trained a gun barrel between her

eyes.

“Y ou're not going to shoot me,” she said, striving for camness and managing to infuse her voice with icy
imperiousness. She needed to remind him shewas't just Durikken/Cooper. “1’m aMcGregor. And so
isStacia”

That was the main reason she’ d come done, figuring the heritage she had aways hated might actualy
prove her savation. Thora had to be right; he wouldn't kill one of hisown. As dedicated as hewasto
carrying out the McGregor legacy, he wouldn’t harm aMcGregor.

Hismouth lifted into areluctant grin. “So I’ [l gpare you? Y ou think that’ s going to work?’
Not only had she thought that, she’ d counted on it, for her safety and Stacia's.
Helaughed. “1 just killed Thora. She was much more McGregor than you'll ever be.”

Regret, not pain, flashed through her as she noted the drops of blood on the barrdl of the gun. Some
wereKirk's. And hisfriend’s. And Thora s. So much blood spilled for vengeance. “ Thiswasn't what she
wanted....”

“Thekilling?" Roarke shook his head. “Except for her own, | think it’s exactly what she intended. Even
yours and your daughter’s. Y ou’ rewitches.”

She had no protest, not now. She' d finally stopped denying who and what she was. ..even though it was
probably going to cost her life.

He shook hisheed, asif pitying her. “I can’t let you live.”
Now her heart lurched, hurting her ribsit knocked so hard against them. “ Stacia—you haven’'t—"

“She'sdive...but ready to die. She knows.” Despite hisintentions, his voice held awe and respect for
her child. “Isthat her gift? s she psychic?’

Elenanodded. “Like me.”
“And your mother.” He glanced around, his dark eyeswild, asif he could see Myra Cooper’ s ghost, too.

“Because of that, we know what’s coming.” She gestured toward thetall, round vat in the middle of the
warehouse. Water pooled around it, leaking through the cracks in thewood. “1 saw that aready.”

“And gill you came,” he said, his brow furrowing asif sheintrigued him.

“She'smy daughter,” she said, knowing that would explainiit al; that any parent would understand.
“What would you do for your son?’



He clenched his jaw and spoke through gritted teeth, “Kill.”

She nodded again, then noted how his grip on the gun tightened. A jagged, purple vein throbbed at his
temple. With pain or fear? Shewasn't going to kill him; shedidn’t have that kind of ability.

But shewould diefor her child. Just not with her child. That wasn't the plan.

Despite the shadows in the warehouse, light flashed with an image through her mind. Joseph lying on this
dirty cement floor, blood pooling around him like the water around the vat. Pouring from hiswounds, as
he stared up @ her...infear.

Like Joseph would have died for her...if shewould havelet him.

Although she remained on thefloor, amid the dirt, debris and ever encroaching weter, she lifted her chin
with pride and demanded, “1 want to see my daughter.”

His mouth lifted again asif she amused him. “Y ou will. Soon,” he said, with more threat than promise.

Another image flashed through her mind. Him, dropping Staciainto the water with her, letting her arms
do to Staciawhat the rope around her ankles did to her, pull her under, drown her.

“Now!” sheingsted.

Helaughed again. “Oh, it' sredly too bad that you’ re awitch. | can see the McGregor in you...even
more than in your grandmother.”

Comparing her to Thorawas no compliment, no matter how he' d intended it. Thora had started up the
witch hunt again; she' d found this distant relative and begun the nightmare that had aready cost o many
lives. How many more would diein the name of vengeance?

He shook his heed, asif regretful. “But ill...1 can’t let you live”

“You haveto,” sheinggted. “Or you'll never get the charms.”

His shout shook his body and nearly rattled the metal walls of the warehouse. *Y ou brought them!”
She spoke camly, asif hisvoicedidn’t ring in her ears. “No.”

“You lying bitch!” he said, striking her with his hand across her face.

Shetasted blood, metdllic and bitter, asit leaked from her split lip into her mouth. “ Y ou'll get the
charms...when you let my daughter go.”

He shook his head and retrained the bloody barrel of the gun on her face. “No, I ll kill you both now.”
“And nobody will ever seethe sun and star again,” she threatened.

He reached down, pushing aside the hood to tangle his hand in her hair and drag her to her feet. “We're
going to get the charms now.”

She breathed alittle sigh of relief that he believed her, that he didn’t search her instead. In the pocket of
the jeans she' d borrowed from Aridl, she' d hidden thelittle sun in thelining at the bottom. Perhapsthe
charm wastoo small for him to fedl through the denim, even if he searched her, but its warmth pressed
againg her leg, boosting the courage she fought to keep from dipping away.



“If I giveyou the charms now, you'll kill us” shesaid. “I’mnot going to let you do that.”

His hand tightened in her hair, bringing tears of pain to her eyes. But she blinked them back. She couldn’t
afford to show any weakness, a man like him preyed on weakness, like Thora sinsanity.

“Y ou're not the one giving the orders,” hetold her, hisvoice hard with anger and frustration. “Thora
learned the hard way that neither was she.”

“Thoradidn’t have what you want, but | do,” she reminded him.
He shook her. His voice vibrating with rage, he screamed a her, “Where are they!”

“Let my daughter go, and I'll tell you.” Where one of them was. Only Stacia knew where the other was.
But at least he didn’t. He hadn’t found the pewter star on thelittle girl. Maybe he didn’t have her; maybe
her child had gotten away from him...and Elenahad walked right into atrap.

“Mommy...” asoft voice called out.

Elenaglanced around, trying to find her child insde the vast warehouse. Besides the leaking barrdl, other
cratesfilled the metal building. The wooden boxes, of al shapes and sizes, wound across the cement asiif
st up in ahaphazard maze. Other debriswas strewn around them. Her child could be anywhere.

“Mommy,” Staciacalled again, her voice coming from above, asif shewere an angd cdling down from
heaven.

Her heart pounding with fear and dread that maybe she could hear ghosts now, Elenalooked up. Her
daughter wasn't an angel, but that redlization brought her no relief.

At the edge of the catwalk, above the vat filled with water, sood Stacia, inchesfrom falling into the
depths of the barrel. She must have worked off the gag that hung now around her neck, like a bedraggled
cloth noose. Her arms were at odd angles, bound behind her back, as her ankles were bound together. If
shefdl in, shewouldn't be able to swim the strokes Elena had taught her last summer.

If shefdl in, she'd drown...like the witch Roarke caled her. As Elenawatched her, horrified by the
danger her baby wasin, Roarke rapped his gun against the ladder leading up to the catwalk. The narrow
metd platform shuddered from the force of hisblow, and Stacia swayed on the edge of it.

“No!” Elenashouted, clutching a hisarm. “Don’t hurt her!”

“Tell mewherethe charmsare. Now!” He lifted the gun, rapping it again againgt the ladder, sending the
catwalk into another buckle benesth Stacia' s bound fest.

Fear coursed through her, and some of Elena sold inclination for denid returned. She dmost closed her
eyes, but shefought againg the ingtinct. If she did, she might never see her daughter again.

Chapter 13

“T hisisit?’ Joseph whispered as he followed Shorty’ s gesture toward the abandoned warehouse.
“That' swhat my boyssay, it' strue,” he said, asif offended.

Joseph nodded. “If you'reright, if thelittle girl’ sin there, there' Il be more money, Shorty.”

“Let’snot talk money now,” Ty grunted in disgust. “Let’ scdl the police”



Joseph’ s heart lurched as he noted the silver Lexus parked at the curb just past the church. “ There sno
time. Elenda sin there. We need backup. Now.”

Ty’ sraspy voice lowered. “We re going to use a bunch of thugs?’

Joseph shook hishead. “No, you're dl going to wait out here. I'm going in aone. | don't want to spook
this crazy bastard any more—"

“Who'sthe crazy one,” Ty muttered.

“Let meplay thismy way first.” He might have sounded confident to the other men, but insde he
quavered with nerves and that damned fear he hadn’t felt in so long. But it was't fear for himself, for
putting hislife at risk by going in done; hisfear wasdl for Staciaand Elena.

“Trust him,” Shorty told the cop. “ Joe knows how to go invisble.”
Ty studied him, his gaze going over Joseph’ stailored dress pants and shirt. “Y ou lived down here.”
Joseph nodded. “I can dip in there without him knowing it.”

Until it wastoo late for Roarke to harm anyone else. He shoved hishand in his pocket, closing it around
the smooth handle of his switchblade. “Y ou guyswait outside, guard al the exits, so the son of abitch
can't get away thistime.”

Not that Joseph intended to let him get away, or to live, especiadly not if he' d harmed ether thelittle girl
or the woman Joseph loved.

The cop jerked his chin, agreeing to his kamikaze plan. With the lives of achild and awoman at stake,
no risk wastoo great.

Certainly not for Joseph. Gliding with the silent steps he' d perfected in his youth, he moved between the
buildings, keeping to the shadows. Crouched low, he caught the glint of something meta in the weeds
growing againgt the side of the warehouse.

When he reached down, the dull point of alittle pewter star pressed into hisfinger. The charm. The one
Elenahad looked for back at the hotel when she' d found the teddy bear under the bed. But she hadn’t
found this. Staciahad kept it with her. Until now.

Thelittle girl had been here. She' d dropped this, either so others could find her, or so that Roarke
wouldn’t find it. When Joseph pamed the charm, the metd warmed his skin. If he hadn’t believed
before, he would have realized then that there was something magical about the charms....and about the
women who possessed them.

Through a coarse opening in the side of the warehouse, the metal pulled back like thelid of sardine can,
he caught sight of Elena, standing proud and strong before Roarke. Her chin lifted, her blue eyesicy, she
stared down the deranged killer. “Let Staciago,” she demanded in that imperious voice of hers. “She can
retrieve the charms.”

“And if shedoesn't come back...”

“You gtill have me.” Her ded was nonnegotiable, her lifefor her daughter’s. Even while fear pounded in
Joseph' s heart, it also swelled with pride and love.

Damn, she was something.



Roarke shook his head. “Not good enough.”

“Y ou want the charms,” Elenamaintained. Shelifted her head, Staring up at her daughter posed at the
edge of the barrel.

Water pooled around the wooden vat, leaking from between the dats. The child swayed on the metal
platform, just inches above the surface. Her blond hair lay in tangled curls against her head. Her pgamas
were stained with dirt and something else, maybe blood. Her hands and feet were bound. What kind of
sck bastard would put achild through all this?

A crazy one.

Joseph’ sfingerstightened around the switchblade. He had to get to Roarke. But the man held agun, its
barrd closeto Elena shead. If he caught sight of Joseph, he' d forget hisrituals and pull the trigger.

“I'll bring her down here,” Elenasaid, asif thelr argument was settled, asif she'd won.

Shedidn’t redize her pride and guts couldn’t beat a man with agun. Joseph’s own gutstwisted. If
Roarke got them both onto the catwalk above the vat of water, he wouldn't let the opportunity
pass...not even for the charms.

Asthey both turned toward the catwalk, he dipped into the opening behind them, shrinking into the
shadows aong the wall. Despite hisinvisbility, someone spotted him. He just caught the soft gasp that
dipped through Stacid slips.

Oh, swetie, don't give me up. Our secret. Our little secret. He tried beseeching her with his gaze, but
from the distance, shewouldn't be able to read his eyes any easier than hismind.

She turned though, staring down at her mom and Roarke. The kid was dready afraid of the dark; heights
and water would probably be added to that list now. She’ d been through so much. He had to get her
out, had to get her to safety before shefell into that barrel of water and drowned just like Donovan
Roarke intended.

Sticking closeto the corrugated metal wall, he circled around back of the vat, out of Roarke sline of
visgon. But not Stacia s. She turned toward him, not conspicuoudy but just enough to cast furtive glances
hisway. For four years old, she was damned smart. Hell, she was smarter than some of the adults he
knew; & the moment, himsdf included.

Going in by himsdf might not have been the best plan. But if the others had come with him, and Roarke
had heard them, he would have pulled the trigger dready, killing both Elenaand Stacia.

His heart clenched with fear and dread, Joseph waited, not entirely sure of his next step, as he listened to
the argument on the other side of the vat.

Elenaimplored the madman, “L et me get her down from there before she falsinto the water. You'll
never get the charmsthen.”

“You know,” he said, hisvoicethick with amusement in hissick plan, “1 was going to put you in the
barrel fird—"

“l know,” Elenasaid.

And Joseph redized she' d had avison aout all of this. She’ d seen her own murder aswell ashis.



God, he'd promised her he wouldn’t get killed. He never made promises. Now he remembered why:
they were pretty much impossiblefor him to keep.

Metd clanged against metd, then the catwalk rattled. Elena gasped. So did Staciaasthe metal shifted
benesth her feet. She stood so close to the edge of the water-filled vat, her ankles bound together and
her handstied behind her back. If Roarke shook the catwalk just alittle more, she'd fal into the water
and be helplessto save hersdlf.

“Nol” Elenashrieked.

Joseph couldn’t see them, but he heard the crack of adap and the cry that dipped from Elena slips.
She' d tried to fight him, but no one could match amadman for strength.

Or manipulation. “I'll tie her to the shaft | was going to tieyou to. I'll drag her under the water. Then let
her up just as she’ sabout to drown. Only to do it over again and again...unless you bring me the
chams....”

And after shedid that, he' d kill Elena, too. She couldn’t trust him. Why had she ever agreed to meet the
madman on her own?

Because she didn’t trust Joseph. That had to have been why she hadn’t asked for hishelp. Sure, she'd
been worried about her vision, but he could take care of himself. And if she'd given him the chance, he
could have taken care of her.

His heart clenched, but he pushed aside the pain that reminded him why he' d never let himsdlf care
before. It hurt. But he had his chance now, to save her and her daughter.

Heturned his attention to Stacia, teetering on the edge of the catwalk. If she shifted, just alittle, she could
missthebarrd if shefdll...

Asif sheread hismind, she moved, taking atiny side step. Then another and another until she stood
directly above him on the other sde of the vat.

“Hey!” Roarke shouted at her. “1 told you not to move! I'll kill your mother right now!”

“Stacial” Elenacdled out, asthelittle girl continued to move down the metd platform. Her mother
couldn’t see Joseph beckoning to her. She would only see her daughter lean forward and drop off the
thirty-foot-high catwalk.

Joseph was as surprised by thelittle girl’ s move as Roarke and Elena. Shetrusted him. Hewouldn’t let
her down. He reached out, catching her hurtling body in hisarms and pulling her closeto hisfurioudy
pounding heart.

“Stacial” Elend s screamsrent the air, drowning Roarke' s curses, until he dapped her again. Because she
didn’'t run around the barre to find her daughter, Roarke must have held her.

Now Joseph needed to figure out how to save her.

Cradling Staciawith one arm, Joseph reached for his switchblade, hacking the knife through the bindings
that had abraded her skin, leaving red marks around her wrigts. His gut twisted at the pain and fear she
must have endured. Her arms freed, Stacia wrapped them tight around his neck, snuggling close, then
whispered in hisear, “Y ou found the charm.”

She must have seen it when he'd held out hisarmsto catch her. No, he’ d shoved it in his pocket then,



with his switchblade. How did she know?
Like her mom and aunt, the kid had gifts. Maybe more than her mom and aunt.
“You're going to be okay,” he whispered back, asthelittle girl trembled against him.

Wasliving aparent’ sworst nightmare, thinking her daughter had legpt to her death. His heart ached with
her pain. He wanted to soothe her.

“Someone sin herel” Roarke shouted. He must have heard Stacia’ s murmur.

Shotsrang out, the barrel splintering as bullets ripped through it. Water poured through the widening
cracks, drenching Joseph and Stacia. He caught thelittle girl close and ran just asthe vat collapsed and
water deluged the warehouse.

With nothing to block Roarke s shots, the bullets whizzed close to Joseph. He hunched over thelittle girl
inhisarms, trying to protect her asheran for their lives.

Elenasaw her vison clearly now, the bullets ripping into Joseph’ sflesh, riddling hisbody. “No!” She
wouldn’t let it cometo pass. As she' d fought her daughter’ sfate and hers, she would fight for Joseph.

Moments ago Roarke' sfist had knocked her to the ground; she sprawled on the cement, the escaped
water swirling around her, drenching the robe. As she pulled hersdf up, the weight of the water-saturated
garment pulled at her. She fought for strength, both physica and mental.

For awegpon, she grabbed up a piece of the vat, along, water-logged board. Muscles straining, she
raised the board above her head.

Roarke must have sensed her movement, or caught it out of the corner of his eye, because he turned
back just as she swung. His eyeswidened in shock and surprise as the board connected with his head.
The gun dropped from his hand. Water splashed asit clattered to the cement. Then his body joined the
gun as he crumpled.

Shewhirled away from him, running in the direction Joseph had gone with Staciain hisarms. He'd
rescued her daughter. Those horrifying moments when Stacia had fallen from the shaky metd platform
flashed through her mind again. The barrel obscuring her vision, she’ d been left to imagine her daughter’s
fragilelittle body bresking against the cement floor.

But Joseph had caught her.

Elena s heart pounded with fear and dread. Would shefind him, as she had in her vision, lying on the
floor, bleeding to death?

She wound through the maze of crates and debris, trying to find him. What she discovered had her pulse
racing, her lungs laboring for breath. Blood spattered the wooden crates, and dropl ets peppered the
dirt-covered floor.

One of Roarke' s shots had hit him, just as she' d feared. She opened her mouth to scream his name, but
before she could utter anything, a hand clamped hard over her face. Unlike when Roarke had grabbed
her, shefelt no fear, only heat and relief as her back was pressed againgt a hard chest, to the heart that



beat hard and heavy, matching the frantic rhythm of hers. Strong arms closed around her.
She breathed deep, dragging in the mingled scent of citrus and musk.

Joseph...
He leaned closeto her ear, his breath hot as he whispered, “Whereishe?’

“1 hit him with aboard. He' s down—"

Hisarm tightened a moment, asif he embraced her. Then he dipped away. Before she could follow him,
asmall hand gripped her robe. “Mommy...”

Elena scooped up her daughter, holding her closeto her heart aslove and relief poured through her.
“Honey, areyou dl right?’

Thelittle girl nodded as her pale eyes shimmered with unshed tears. She was being so strong. So brave.
At only four yearsold.

Tears burned Elend s eyes and throat. She clutched Stacia close, so grateful just to hold her baby again.
“I loveyou so much....”

“Mommy, Joseph’ shurt. He sbleeding.”

He' d kept her back to him, so she hadn’t seen him before he' d dipped away. What if Roarke wasn't
unconscious? What if he hurt Joseph more? What if he' d reclaimed hisgun?

She should have grabbed it when it had falen. She should have shot the man who' d killed her mother and
aunts, who' d threatened her daughter’ slife.

Arms aching to hold her, sheforced hersdlf to release Stacia. “ Stay here, honey. | haveto seeif he's
okay.”

She' d barely stepped back into the maze of crates before she heard hisvoice, raised in anger. “What the
hdl—"

A big black man stood near him, in the water pooled on the floor amid the strewn bits of wood...and the
gun. “Hecan goinvisble, too, Joe. HE sgone. The boysand that Ty guy arelooking for him.”

A smdl hand dipped into Elend s, Stacia as unwilling to be separated from her mother as Elenawasto
have her daughter separated from her. “He got away, Mommy....”

“WEll be okay,” she assured thellittle girl asthey joined Joseph in the water.

With her free hand, she touched his head, where blood ran from a cut near histemple, streaking over his
dirt-smeared cheek and running off his darkly stubbled jaw to soak his shirt. “Are you okay?’

He nodded, his green eyes hard with anger...and that fear he’d sworn he couldn’t fedl anymore. “The
son of a—" With aglance at Stacia, he cut himsdf off. “He got away.”

“I' hit him hard,” Elenainssted. She’ d seen him crumple to the ground. How had he recovered so
quickly? He was not an ordinary man, which made him far more dangerous than she' d even redlized. She
should have shot, should have killed him when she' d had the chance. But then she would redlly be more
McGregor than Durikken.



She' d rather be awitch than akiller.

Staciasnuggled againgt her. “It’' s okay, Mommy. He can’'t hurt us. We have the charm. That’ swhy the
bullets missed Joseph. He had it.”

Joseph reached in his pocket and pulled out the charm, asif just remembering that he had it. In hispalm
thelittle pewter star glinted in the last light of the day streaming through the crude opening in the side of
the warehouse. Along with thelight, sound filtered in, Srenswhining in the distance.

Hisfriend clasped Joseph’ s shoulder. “You' reas crazy as| remember. But now | see why.” He nodded
at Elenaand Staciabefore dipping through the opening in the wall and disappearing into the shadows.

“Who was he?’ Elenaasked.

Joseph shrugged. “Someone | trusted to help.” Along with the fear and frustration, hurt darkened his
green eyes.

Regret pulled at Elena. “ Joseph...”
“You didn't haveto do thisaone. Y ou could have trusted me.”

Before she could explain her reasonsfor acting alone, people invaded the warehouse. Police officers,
paramedics, David and Aridl, aswell asafamiliar-looking dark-haired man in torn jeans and an old coat;
he had to be David' sfriend, Ty, looking more like vagrant than lawman.

“How’d you let him get away!” Joseph berated Ty.
The other man shook his head, hisdark blue eyesfilling with self-disgust.

“The son of—" David noted Stacid s presence and cut off his curse like Joseph had. “He s dippery,
‘m-”

Paramedics moved around them. “ Please check hishead,” Elena beseeched them, pointing toward
Joseph’ swound.

He shrugged off the ass stance of aman in awhite shirt. “I'mfine. Redlly. Check thelittle girl. She's
hurt.”

Asone of the paramedics reached for her, Stacia burrowed deeper in her mother’ sarms. “I’m okay,”
she murmured into Elena s neck.

“She should be checked out,” Ariel said, meeting her Sster’ s gaze over thelittle girl’ shead. Her turquoise
eyesreveded amixture of relief and hurt.

Her arms aching with the effort, Elenareleased her daughter to the young femae paramedic reaching for
her. “It' sokay, swestie,” she assured her daughter. “Mommy’ sright here.” And never intended to be
separated from her again.

Asthe paramedic checked out Stacia s wrists and ankles, where red scratches marred her pale skin,
Elenaturned back to her sster.

“I'm sorry,” shewhispered, regretting her lies. She' d hurt Joseph and Arid.

The redhead nodded. Y ou were trying to save your daughter. | understand.”



At least one of them did. Joseph kept hisback to her as he talked low with Ty, David and the police
officerswho’ d come in with the paramedics. She only caught his*“no” asagain he refused medicd
trestment.

“You're Mr. Joseph Dolce?’ one of the officers asked him.

He nodded, and as he did, the officer pulled hisarms behind his back and locked handcuffs around his
wrigs.

“You're under arrest for suspicion of the murders of Kirk Phillips and FiciaHanover.”
“No!” Elenashouted.

“No!” Staciaechoed her protest. “It wasn't him. It was the bad man.”

The other officer turned to Elena. “And you' re Mrs. Elena Jones-Phillips?’ he asked.

Before she could even nod, cold metal closed around her skin, locking her wrists together. Not only had
Donovan Roarke escaped, she and Joseph were being arrested for his crimes.

Chapter 14

“W here’ s Joseph?’ Elenaasked her future brother-in-law as he held open the door to the police
department.

While she' d been subjected to hours of questioning in the murders of her husband, her mistress and her
grandmother, David had worked behind the scenesto secure her release.

“Did you get him cleared of dl the charges, too?’ she asked hopefully as she followed him down the
cement stairs leading from the police station to the Street.

“You're not exactly cleared,” David said. “Not yet. Not until you let the authoritiestalk to Stacia.”
She shook her head. “I don’t want her reliving everything she’ s gone through.”

Thankfully her child was safe with her aunt and the security team David had guarding the penthouse. Ariel
had pulled stringsto get Staciareleased into her custody instead of child protective services. After the
system had failed her more than once, her Sster had a deep aversion to child protective services, but she
aso had asocid worker who owed her afavor.

“The police need to talk to Staciaas a potentia witness,” David reminded her. The only reason the police
hadn’t taken Staciainto protective custody had been Aridl’ singstence that the child be taken to the
hospital and checked out.

“Shedidn’t see anything. She was hiding under the bed when Kirk and Feliciawere murdered.” That
waswhat she' d had Ariel tell the socid worker, too.

“She might not have seen him pull the trigger, but she knows Roarke killed them and then kidnapped her.
Staciaisthe only one who can corroborate your story,” David inssted, ever logical.

“Joseph and | have dibisfor when Kirk and Feliciawere murdered—"
“Having each other asdibis doesn't exactly help your case,” David said.
Joseph had told her the same thing.



“Canyou get him out?’ Her ssomach clenched with dread over the thought of Joseph spending the night
injal. He' d dready revisited his past to help her and her daughter. She couldn’t forcehimto do it again.

1] EGH—”
She shuddered. “Oh, God, to get him released, if the police haveto talk to Stacia—"
“No!” adeep mae voice protested.

Elenawhirled back toward the police department. Joseph stood just outside the circle of light from the
street lamp, forever aman living in the shadows. Not like Donovan Roarke had. These shadows weren't
of evil; these shadows were of Joseph’ s past that he never seemed quite able to shake off no matter how
far he was removed from the life he' d once lived.

“Nobody’ sgoing to put that little girl through anything ese,” Joseph said, “especidly not for me.”

Elena s heart lurched, and for thefirst time she redlized the depth of her love for Joseph Dolce.
Fathomless. At first she'd hated and mistrusted him, then she’ d desired and cared, but now, she was
truly, deeply in love, and he wouldn’t even meet her gaze because she'd hurt him.

She turned toward David, who slently studied them both. “1I’ll bring Staciadown to the station in the
morning,” shetold him.

“Or they can send a detective to the penthouse to take her statement. I'll talk to Ty,” David promised.
“I"'m sure he knows which oneisthe best in dedling with kids. And Ariel’ll have Margaret, the socid
worker, come, t00.”

Joseph stepped out of the shadows and grabbed David' sarm. “Didn’t you hear me? | said no.”

David expelled asigh of exasperation and exhaustion. Dark circlesrimmed hisbrown eyes. “ The police
havetotak to her.”

“She'sjudt alittle kid. She shouldn’t have to be put through anything else,” Joseph insisted.
Elena s heart melted more, over his concern for her daughter.

“That'snot your decison to make,” David said. “ Even if Elenarefusesto have her talk to them, they can
subpoena her to testify before agrand jury.”

“I'm not refusing,” Elenasaid. “I want them to talk to her.” To clear Joseph; she wasn't worried about
hersdf.

When his green gaze turned on her, Elena swallowed hard. Despite swaying on hisfeet with weariness,
his eyes were hard with anger and frustration. Streaks of blood ran from under the white bandage at his
temple, down the side of hisfaceto the collar of his shirt, stained red.

Back at the warehouse, she d ignored the officer reading her rightsto her and concentrated on what the
persstent paramedic had said to Joseph. A bullet had grazed him. He needed a CT scan and atetanus
shot.

Instead of jail, he should have been brought to the hospital with Stacia. He needed someone to watch
him overnight. And even though she could see that she was the last person he wanted to be around at the
moment, shedidn’t intend to let him out of her sght again.



Lessthan an hour later, Elena pulled ablanket to Stacia s chin, having settled the child back into bed with
her bedraggled white teddy bear at her side.

“I can't stop Saring at her,” she said, asigh catching in her throat.
Strong hands closed over Elend s shoulders. “ That’ swhy you can't put her through anything else.”
She uttered asoft sgh. “ Y ou heard David. The police haveto talk to her.”

“You can gal them for awhile,” heinssted. *Y ou can get that socia worker Ariel knowsto say she's
not up to talking yet.”

Shetore her gaze from her daughter and tipped her head back to meet his gaze. “ Joseph—"

“Once the detectives finish investigating what we told them, dong with the suff David and Ty gavethem
that they aready have on the murders and Donovan Roarke, we'll be cleared. Y ou don't need to have
anyonetalk to her.” His green eyes darkened with protectiveness.

“| don’'t want you to gotojail,” she said. She didn’'t want him going anywhere, unless she wastucked in
at hissde, like Staciaand her teddy besr.

Hisfingers squeezed her shoulders, then released. “1 won't. And neither will you.”

Sheturned toward him, not needing his reassurance. She knew everything would be straightened out, her
name and his cleared, whether Stacia had to testify or not. While she hated to put her little girl through
anything else, Staciawas strong enough. She was far stronger than her mother and smarter because she
had trusted Joseph, when she' d stepped off the catwalk and into hisarms. The memory of her daughter’s
freefdl chilled Elena, causing goose bumpsto raise her skin and the hair at the ngpe of her neck.

She needed hest, the kind only Joseph could provide. With another glance at her daughter, who dept
peacefully even in another strange bed, Elena stepped out of Joseph’ s guest room and into the hall.
Despite having uninvited guests, he had been agracious hogt, carrying Stacia, till groggy after being
roused from Ariel’ sbed, upstairs.

Sheloved hisplace. It wasn't the type of house she' d have expected the Joseph she had once thought he
wasto own. It wasn't cold and impersonal or rich and gaudy. The traditiond brick colonia was solid and
dependable, with big windowsto let in lots of sunshine. It wasn't the kind of house a confirmed bachelor
would own; it was ahomein which afamily could grow and play and live.

Now that she knew him, really knew him, she understood that this was exactly the kind of house Joseph
would own. It represented everything he wanted but had never had. Could he put aside his hurt and
anger tolet her giveit to him?

He opened the door of aroom adjacent to the onein which Staciadept. “Y ou can deep here,” he
offered.

“1 wanted to come home with you to make sure you were okay,” she said. Not to be tucked into some
guest suitefar away from him.

“Y ou ingsted on coming homewith me,” he reminded her. But he hadn’t fought her that hard, their verbal
struggle brief outsde the police station. He' d even let her drive his SUV from the impound lot to the
penthouse, and now back to hishome. It wasn't far from the estate in terms of distance, but in warmth it
was worlds apart from the house in which Elena had spent the past twenty years.



She couldn’'t go back there, not just because the police had declared it a crime scene, but because of all
the bad memories. She' d taken with her the only good thing to ever come out of that house, Stacia. And
she never intended to let her out of her sight again.

As Joseph leaned against the doorjamb and gazed back into Stacial sroom, she redlized he fdlt the same
way.

“Y ou two do have a specia bond,” she said, her voice soft so she wouldn't awaken her child.
He nodded. “ Our little secret.”

“I didn’t redlize how deep your bond was until she jumped into your arms.”

He shuddered asif rdliving that horrible moment, too. “It wasamost asif sheread my mind....”
Elenaclosed her eyes asawave of emotion brought on fresh tears. “ She did.”

“Thet' sher gift?’

“I think she hasthem al. She can see ghosts.” She'd told Elenathat Grandma Myra had been with her in
the warehouse, before she and Joseph got there. “ She can seethe future.”

“And she can read people sminds,” Joseph said.
“God, | hope not everyone's,” Elenasaid. “What if sheread hismind....”

Joseph shook his head as he gazed into the bedroom where Stacialay. “No. She' s deeping too
peecefully to know what he' sthinking.”

She reached out, diding her fingers up the side of his face to where the bandage covered the wound at
histemple. “I wish you could read my mind, Joseph.”

He sighed as his hand closed around hers, pulling her fingers away from hisface. “1 don’'t need to, Elena.
| know what | need to know. Y ou don’t trust me. If you did, you would have given me Roarke' s cell
number. Y ou would never have gone behind my back to make your ded with the devil.”

She shook her head. “Y ou don’t know the truth, Joseph.”

Tugging on their joined hands, she pulled him toward the open door of the darkened bedroom. With her
free hand, she fumbled for a switch and bathed the room in soft light. Thiswasn’'t just a spare guest
room. The furniture was heavy, masculine, the bed already turned down, aman’s robe tossed acrossthe
foot of it. Thiswashis. Like shewas.

His steps dow and reluctant, he followed her into the room, with its caramel-colored walls and rich oak
trim. Histhroat moved as she closed the two-pand door behind them. “ So what isthe truth, Elena?’

“I couldn’t sacrifice you for my daughter.” And now she knew why. “I love you both.”

His breath caught, then he harshly exhded it. “Elena, don’t say something you don’t mean, something in
the heat of the moment—"

She reached up, brushing her mouth across histo silence him. Then she murmured, “It’s okay. Y ou don't
have to love me back. Just hold me, Joseph, the way you hold me in my dreams....”

Hisarms, shaking dightly, closed around her, pulling her againgt the long, hard length of hisbody. His



erection strained the fly of his suit pants and pushed against her hip. Maybe he didn’t love her, but he
desired her. “Elena—"

Shedidn’t want his explanations or regrets. She wanted only him. She rose up on tiptoe again and
pressed her lipsto his. He kissed her hungrily, his mouth consuming hers with deep kisses, histongue
diding inand out with ddliciousfriction.

Her somach clenched, as heat poured through her. With trembling fingers, she fumbled with the buttons
on hisshirt, parting it to reved the hard, hair-dusted muscles of his chest.

He caught the hem of her sweater, pulling it up and over her head. Her hair drifted down, tangling around
her shoulders. He dropped his hands and stepped back, breathing hard and fast through his mouth.
“God, Elena, | can't—"

She reached up, running fingers through her hair. She had to look pretty horrible, dirty and bruised, from
the ordedl in the warehouse. But il his rgjection stung. She blinked back tears, and summoning her
pride, lifted her chin.

He reached out again and stroked hisfingersaong her jaw. “You're so proud. So strong. | can’t believe
the way you fought for Stacia.” Histhroat moved as he swallowed hard. “And for me.”

“For us...” Sothat they might have afuture they could envision together.

Histhumb stroked over her lip, where it was swollen and cracked from Roarke' sfist. “You're hurt. |
can't hurt you any more.”

“Then stay with me. Make love to me, Joseph,” she pleaded, her pride be damned.

Hisfingers glided over her throat and shoulders, pushing her bra straps down her shoulders. “1 don't
deserveyou.”

She could argue with him dl night, but she couldn’t make him listen. She could make him fed though. She
reached behind her, unclasping her braso that it fell away. Then she stepped close to him, crushing her
breasts againgt his chest, as she wound her arms around his back and held tight. “Make love to me,

Joseph.”

Hislipslifted, just afraction, as a amile teased them. “ Y ou’ re S0 bossy.”
“Thendowhat | say.”

His green eyes narrowed, he acknowledged, “1 guess| do work for you now.”

Since Thorawas dead. Elenacouldn’t believeit yet. Maybe if she’' d gone back to the house—but she
never intended to do that. She wanted to stay right here...if Joseph wanted her.

From the way passion gleamed in his eyes, she suspected he wanted her now. But for dways?

He bent his neck and leaned over, diding his mouth adong the territory his hands had covered, her jaw,
her throat, the bare skin on her shoulders. She lifted her head, claiming his mouth with hers. Despite the
cut and swelling on her lip, shefdt no pain. Only love.

For Joseph. She' d worry about what he felt for her later. Her hands skimmed his back, the muscles
rippling beneath her touch. Then helifted her, carrying her to the bed. The chocolate-colored comforter
soft beneath her back, Elena settled against the pile of pillows and watched as Joseph undid his belt and



zipper. His pants dropped, revealing knit boxers, his erection straining against the dark blue cotton. Then
that was gone too as he skimmed his underwear down his hips.

Elend s ssomach clenched again, as heat pooled between her legs. She fumbled with the button on her
borrowed jeans, only managing to open it and drag down the zipper before Joseph pulled the denim
down her legs, leaving her naked but for awisp of satin.

Joseph followed her down on the mattress, covering her body with his. Then, probably so she wouldn’t
bear the brunt of hisweight, he rolled them. Skin brushed skin aslimbstangled. Soft hair on hislegsand
chest tickled her. She giggled, rgoicing in being dive, in being in hisarms again. Thisafternoon she'd
thought might be their last time together.

Hetook her mouth, claming it with hislips and tongue, laving her cut with tenderness. Her breath sghed
out, with relief and love. She' d never known she could fed so much, so deeply. “ Joseph...”

His hands moved, stroking over every inch of her. He caressed her back, making her arch into histouch
like a cat begging to be petted. He petted, stroking his hand down her back to her hips, then thighs.

She shifted her legs as heat coursed through her. He pushed her thighs apart, moving his hand between
them. Hisfingers stroked over her wet core, again and again, until she cried out, an orgasm shuddering
through her. “ Joseph!”

Then shereached for him, closing her hand over the length of him. Up and down she stroked hislong
shaft while he buried hisface in her neck. Histeeth nipped at her earlobe, teasing it as sheteased him.
His breeth sighed out, hot againgt her throat.

He caught her hand, dtilling it. “Elena...”
“But | want to,” she protested.

“We can't dways have what wewant,” he said, sadness darkening his eyes. Obvioudy he' d been denied
alot growing up, not just financidly but emotionally. He d never had anyonein hislifewho redlly cared
about him.

Until now.

And Elenaintended to prove that to him. She leaned forward, closing her lips around the glistening tip of
his penis.
Joseph groaned, as her lipsimitated the earlier actions of her hand, diding up and down as deep as she

could take himin her throat. Then hishand fisted in her hair, pulling her back. “No,” hetold her, “I want
to bury myself so deep insde you that you'll fed meforever asapart of you.”

She shivered, as shelived theredlity of one of the visions of the two of them together. Perhagpsthinking
her cold, perhaps just overcome with emotion, he covered her body with his. Then he dragged her legs
up over his shoulders and buried himself deep inside her, just as he’ d promised. Now, and in her dreams.

Elenamet histhrusts as he pounded into her. Orgasm after orgasm rippled through her. She bit his
shoulder to hold in her cries of pleasure. As her teeth nipped his skin, he uttered a guttural groan and
pumped his own orgasm into her. Then, spent, he collgpsed on top of her, his breath coming in harsh
gasps.

Instead of being crushed by hisweight, shefelt cherished, protected. Safe, as she hadn’t felt safe since
the witch hunt began. No, longer than that. Safer than she'd fdt in twenty years.



“I loveyou,” shetold, hoping thistime that he believed her.

Instead of accepting her declaration, he stiffened and eased out of her, and off her, rolling to hisside. He
dragged his hands over hisface and Sghed.

“Joseph, why don’t you believe me?’ she asked, her heart aching with the love he refused to accept.

“Y ou lied to methis afternoon. | knew something was going on. But you wouldn’t tell methe truth. Even
when we, when we did thisthen,” he said, “it was like you were saying goodbye. Like it wasthe last
ti rre”

She bit her lip, then nodded. “1 thought it might be. | didn’t know what would happen—"
“Y ou should have told me what you were up to, with Roarke. Y ou should have trusted me, Elena.”

“I dotrust you, Joseph. | didn’t want you getting hurt.” She' d had that awful vison, the one of him lying
dead on the floor, swvimming in his own blood. She couldn’t have borne that coming to pass. “I need
you.”

“Now,” he agreed. “When you redlized your plan of going it alone would havefailed.”

She shuddered and acknowledged, “Y ou'reright. | could have lost Stacia.”

If not for Joseph catching her.

“And your own life,” he pointed out. “He would have killed you both.”

“| thought for the charms he might spare us,” she explained. “Staciaand | are McGregors.”
“Y ou can’t make adea with aman like Roarke. HE s crazy. And dangerous.”

She couldn’t argue with him about that, only about her love. “ Joseph—"

But herefused to listen. “Y ou' re scared for your safety and Stacia's. But what about when Roarkeis
caught and put behind bars? Will you need me then?’

“I want you and Staciato stay here, with me, so | can make sure you're safe. So | can deep nights
knowing that Roarke won't get to you. But after that...”

He' d throw them out? Before Elena could ask, he dipped from the bed, threw on hisrobe, and walked
out.

Maybe it was time she faced the fact that he didn’t love her. Felicia ssister had called her cold, saying
that she’ d frozen Kirk out of her life. Maybe she had. And maybe Joseph feared she' d do the sameto
him.

Exhausted, both physically and emotionaly, shefell adeep, never knowing if he came back to bed.
Joseph watched her deep, unableto believe that shewasredly in hisbed, in hislife...evenif it were just

until Roarke was caught. She only thought she loved him. But he couldn’t hold her to what she said now,
when shewas afraid for her life and her daughter’s.



Hetucked Staciaunder hisarm, hisfingers gently poking into her side until she squirmed and giggled.
“Shhh, you' re going to wake your mother.”

“Too late,” Elenamurmured, as she stretched and reached up for her daughter. Some time in the night
she must have found the nightshirt he' d laid out for her. She wore it now, the blue silk bringing out the
vibrant color of her eyes. “Hey, baby, | missed you.”

Stacia snuggled close, her armstight around her mother’ s neck. She blew out a soft breath. “1 had a
dream. Joseph heard me and woke me up.”

Elenatensed. “Wasit another bad dream, honey?”

He d thought the same when he’ d heard the child murmuring in her deep. He hadn’'t wanted her to relive
any of the horror she’ d experienced the past couple of days. They’ d have to find another way to clear
themselves, Staciawould only testify over his dead body.

Thelittle girl shook her head. “Nope. It was agood one.”

Elena s mouth eased into ardieved smile, splitting her lip again where Roarke had hit her. Joseph’s gut
tightened. He had to get hold of that man; he had to hurt him like he' d hurt Elenaand Stacia.

Stacia stood up on the bed and threw hersdlf back into Joseph’sarms. “Y ou don't haveto worry,” she
told him. “He snot going to come after usagain.”

“What?" Shel d known what he was thinking. His mouth quirked into agrin. Sheredly had dl the gifts.

“Heknowsyou Il protect us, Joseph. He knows he can't get to us now. My dream was about living here,
you, me and Mommy, asafamily. A red family.”

Not the one she' d had with her father always being gone. Joseph knew what she wanted. He' d wanted it
himsalf growing up. God, when Roarke was caught and Elenaleft, he wasn't the only onewho' d get hurt.

“I’'m going to leave you two done for awhile,” he said, histhroat thick with emaotion. “1’ll make some
cdls....”

And get them out of his house and out of hislife before anyone got hurt any more.

Elenawinced as the door shut behind Joseph’ s back, not at the sound. The click asthe door hit the jamb
was barely audible. Her discomfort was in watching him walk away from her again. He didn’t love her.
She needed to finaly accept that.

A little hand cradled Elena s cheek. “Mommy, Joseph loves you. He sloved you for along time.”
Elena s heart swelled with hope. “Y ou can redlly read hismind?’

Stacianodded. “ That’show | knew to jump into hisarms. | knew he' d catich me.” Her mouth pulled into
afrown, and her pale blue eyes shimmered with tears. “ Daddy wouldn't have caught me. Hetook me
away because he wastrying to save me, because | told him about the dreams and the ghosts, and he was
scared.” Her breath caught as she admitted the truth about her father. * For himsalf. Joseph’s scared for
us, Mommy. Heredlly lovesus.”

“And you know this because you' ve heard histhoughts?’

Stacianodded. “Like | see ghosts.”



“And have visons. Do you know what that makes you?’ Not cursed. She didn’'t want Stacia persecuted
for her gift as Thora had persecuted Elenafor so many years.

Stacianodded again and answered matter-of-factly, “A witch.”
Elena s heart thumped hard. “Did the bad man cal you that?’

“Yes Hesad it likeit' sabad thing.” Her blue eyes earnest, Stacia continued, “But it' snot. Being a
witchisagood thing, Mommy. | can help people.”

“When you're older,” Elena added the qudlifier. “Y ou can use your gifts.” Instead of denying them like
Elenahad donefor so long. She wasn't about to deny herself any longer.

“I'mredly tired,” Staciasaid. “I’'m going to lay back down with Teddy. | don't like leaving him aone.”

But she wanted to leave Elenaaone...to talk to Joseph. He' d stepped back into the room, his gaze
steady on her little girl. “Everything dl right?’ he asked.

Stacianodded. “I'm just tired.”

“Want meto tuck you back in?’

She shook her head. “It'sokay. | know where my bed is.”

Elenaamost smiled. Did heredize her little girl had staked claim on hishouse, on him?

Hedidn't speak until the door closed behind her, then he said, “ At least shewon'’t have to go through
anything ese. Koster cdled. The police accepted our story. They actually were watching the house,
waiting for you, when Roarke killed Thora. Sinceit’ sthe same gun that killed Kirk and Felicia, we're
Cleared.”

“Isthat dl David told you?’ she asked, curious about how tightly he clenched hisjaw when he should
have been relieved. Not just because of their freedom but because Staciawouldn’t haveto relive her
ordeal. He' d been more concerned about that than she' d been. Staciawas strong; she would never deny
who and what she was.

Joseph shook his head. “He said you and Stacia can stay with him and Arid, a the penthouse, until
Roarke' s caught. He' s aready upped the security there.”

“You told her aready, anyhow,” he said, gesturing toward the closed door.
“Told Staciawhat?’

“That her dream isn’t going to cometrue.” His voice degpened with emotion. “WEe re not going to be that
little heppy family she wants.”

Elenablinked a him, asif she hadn’t heard him right. “Why would | tell her that?”
His eyes darkened with disappointment. “1 didn’t think you' d lieto her.”
“I’'m not lying, Joseph. | love you. | want to stay here, even after Roarkeis caught.”

He sighed and pushed a shaking hand through his hair. “Come on, Elena. We both know I’ m not that



“What guy?’ And then she redlized why he kept waking away: so he could do it first. He was convinced
that like everyone dsein hislife, the father he' d never known, the mother who' d thrown him out, she
would leave him.

“That family guy,” he said, asif he spoke again of the white knight he' d claimed he' d never befor her
even though he' d rescued her and her daughter. “ The husband. The father. How can | be what I’ ve never
known?’

“Ingtinct,” shesaid, shrugging. “1 don’'t know. Y ou’ ve aready been more for me than my husband was,
more for Staciathan her father was. Y ou’ re the man we need, Joseph.”

“For now,” he agreed, histhroat raw with the emotions he fought.
Her hope burgeoned. Staciawas right. He did love her.

“1 need you, Joseph. Not to protect me. | need you because my love for you makes me strong. For the
first timein my life, I'm brave enough to fight for what | want. | want you. Not just until Roarkeis caught
but forever.”

She stopped to drag in a necessary bregth. “ Share my vison of the future with me, with me and Stacia.”

His green eyes glistened as the emotions consumed him. “Elena, | won't be ableto handleit if you leave,
if youwak out of my life and take that specid little girl with you. | won't be ableto—"

She stood on the bed, like her daughter had, and catapulted herself into hisarms. “Y ou won't have to
handle anything, Joseph, but happiness. I'm never leaving you.”

He drew in ashaky breath, as he buried hisface in her neck. “I love you so much, Elena.”

Her heart lurched as she accepted the gift he'd given her, words he' d never spoken to anyone before
her. Tears burned her eyes, not tears of fear or pain; she’ d shed so many of those since the witch hunt
began. Now she wept tears of happiness. Of hope for the future she knew she' d have, with her little girl
and the man sheloved.

“I loveyou, Joseph. I'll love you forever.”

Epilogue
Shewasthe one. The only witch he could kill.

The others knew about the witch hunt. They were united and protected and far more powerful than
they’ d been before. They were using their gifts and the charms and the men who loved them.

Fools, the men who' d fallen so deeply under the witches spellsthat they’ d risked their livesfor them.
They’d gotten in hisway, disrupted his plans. He wouldn't have that problem with her. Shewasdl aone.

Even with dl their power, the witches hadn’t been ableto find her, their little Sster.
No one knew where Irina Cooper was. No one but him.

He was adamned good private investigator. He had connections and sources, and he' d called in every
favor owed him to learn her new identity and find her. But even then tracking her down hadn’t been easy.



Shewasn't like her sgters. She had no ideawho or what shewas. So she' d lost her mind.

Hedidn't care. He didn't want her mind. He wanted her charm, and her life.
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