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Cassie shuffled her tarot cards and flared them out in a graceful arc on the blue tablecloth.

“Choose any 10 cards, Mrs. Whelan,” she instructed her longtime client. “They don’t have to be adjacent. Just choose whichever feel right to you.” She didn’t need to explain the procedure, but the ritual words soothed her clients.

“You know what I need to know,” Regina Whelan said. She sighed as she chose 10 random cards from the arc of cards that lay face down on the table. She pushed each card into the center with short, compact movements and sat back against the chair.

“Yes, ma’am,” Cassie answered. She turned each of the cards over and placed them in their appropriate slots in the spread. Next, she closed her topaz-colored eyes and opened her nonphysical senses. The quiet sounds of Mrs. Whelan’s breaths and the hum of some machinery outside faded. The early evening glow of Georgetown’s famous gas streetlamps receded as Cassie opened herself to the flow and sent her incantation to the great River of All Knowledge.

“May this reading be correct and true. May I bring healing, knowledge, wisdom, the truth, and the future to all who seek it from me. May my words convey what I sense. May I bring back what Mrs. Whelan needs to hear and not just what she wants to hear. With good for all and harm toward none. So, I have spoken, so it shall be done. May this or something better come to pass,” she sent her prayer outward. She breathed and waited for the silvery thread of her connection to the Great River to hold fast.

The buzz of the connection startled her as it did every time. She bolted upright in her chair. Then, she relaxed as the energetic cord of flowing energy pulsed between her crown chakra at the top of her head and what she thought of as the river. She opened that chakra and gasped as the vision and story flowed into her and through her.

Flashes. Skin met and mated. Fluids flowed and exchanged. She sensed touch and touching. A sigh. A light from a streetlamp angled in the window. The bed was dark hardwood with a burgundy spread. She moaned his name, but inwardly, she was bored. She shifted her chemise to show her rounded breasts off to better advantage. She spellbound him while she stifled a yawn. 

The Seven of Pentacles: a harvest and desire for rest after hard work. The images floated through Cassie’s mind, and she chose the words she would say. 

The Moon Reversed crossed by the Lovers: lies about love and sex. Cassie sighed. This wasn’t a great sign. Yes, he was cheating. No, it wasn’t a one-night stand. Even though she was young, this woman had been around for a while. They had traveled separately so as not to arouse suspicion, but as soon as they had reached the hotel, he met her out in the bar. Cassie felt his desire hot and urgent as she drew the Devil: greed and imprisonment, helplessness in the face of lust. She turned over the Empress. The card indicated the woman’s long, silky dark hair, but her heart-shaped face with arched eyebrows formed in Cassie’s mind. Even as she flushed with passion that wasn’t hers, Cassie sighed again. 

Sometimes, she saw things so clearly – these flashes of answers. They came to her as if sucked into her mind or more accurately dropped into her head. One second, she saw only a card laid out before her. The next second she was there, inside the story the card showed her like some kind of spectral fly on the wall. As she read from an unseen script, she wove the story the card showed her. 

The more the seekers wanted to know the answers, the easier it was to see them. Unless they wanted to know too badly. Then, their own emotions created a whirlwind of haze around the cards and Cassie missed crucial details. She didn’t know who the woman was, and she didn’t see the full details of what they were doing (thank all the gods), but she definitely saw Horace Whelan having sex with someone who wasn’t his wife. The figures in her mind’s eye writhed and moaned. He hiked her legs up further around his hips and arched his back with a long shuddering cry.

Cassie shuddered with an orgasmic release that wasn’t hers and severed the energetic connection between herself and the rutting going on in some hotel room in Austin, Texas. Cassie wiped her eyes and tugged her long sable hair behind her ears. She gazed at the silver-haired woman sitting on the opposite side of the table. 

“Mrs. Whelan,” Cassie began, “I know you came in with one question.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Whelan agreed. “Is he cheating on me again?” She leaned forward in her chair.

Cassie gazed at her with sympathy. There was no easy way to say the words, and she never lied in readings. 

“I’m sorry Mrs. Whelan. I wish there was something I could do, but the cards look pretty clear. Yes, he’s in Texas, and no he’s not alone.” 

“Is he with her right now? Maybe I should give him a call and see if he has the balls to pick up.” Her blue eyes flashed with anger. 

Cassie looked down at her hands and the tarot cards spread out before her on the silk. “Yes, they’re together right now.” The Six of Swords indicated travel and a need to learn the truth. “He is trying to figure out whether or not she really loves him. And if it’s any consolation to you, she doesn’t. She’s in it because she thinks it’s an adventure to be with a powerful older man.”

“You mean because he’s a senator,” Mrs. Whelan said. 

“A senator from Texas,” Cassie added. “To some, that makes him very powerful.”

Mrs. Whelan quirked a lip and crossed her arms in front her. “If she only knew where the real power lies,” she said. “I’ve been coming to you, for what, eleven years now?” she continued. “You’ve never steered me wrong. Your deck doesn’t lie, does it? It tells the truth, and you’re stuck delivering bad news sometimes. I understand it. Right now, I don’t like it, but I do understand it.” Mrs. Whelan cast her eyes down and lowered her head. 

“You’ve done everything I needed, Cassandra. It wasn’t you who decided to cheat on me. Again.” Her eyes looked gray and sad for an instant. “Don’t you worry about me, Sugar. I’ll be all right.” And then the glint returned. “But he’s going to rue the day he was born!” 

Mrs. Whelan gathered herself, stood, and walked toward the door. Her Southern upbringing would not allow her to leave on a sour note, and she turned back to Cassie in the doorway. “Thank you, Cassandra. Please just bill me the usual. I’m thinking that I’ll be taking a vacation soon. An island, I think. Something with tall umbrella drinks – and even taller cabana boys. I’ll send you a postcard.” With a small smile that hinted at bigger things to come, she left. 

Regina Whelan was a wealthy woman and an expert at business. She was the CEO of EssentialLife Foods, a health-food delivery service that catered to aging adults. In a previous reading, Cassie had advised her to have an IPO, and the initial public offering had made Regina Whelan even more wealthy than she had been. She was now worth more than $4 billion. And the best part was that she applied much of her wealth to supporting people on the lowest rungs of the ladder. She had come from nothing and succeeded, and now she helped others do the same.

Regina held the purse strings, and Horace was going to be in for a rude awakening when it came time to pay the bill on his expensive hotel room. His credit cards and his lines of credit at every establishment in Texas and D.C. were about to be canceled. Cassie didn’t need the raggedy beggars depicted on the Five of Pentacles to tell her that.

“Oh, Horace,” Cassie said to the empty room of her reading office. “I have a feeling you’re in for a world of hurt.”

She walked to the arched window of her second-floor office space and gazed along M Street. The shops were lit, and the bars were open. Crowds of people jostled each other as they flowed along Georgetown’s main thoroughfare. Cassie swung the interior shutter closed and turned the latch.

She turned and studied her tiny and tidy office space. A small bookshelf contained a few dozen books and a simple Elemental altar on top. A brass bell, a quartz crystal, a purple candle, and a royal blue ceramic chalice sat on another embroidered blue silk cloth. These ritual objects enhanced her connection to the river. She had collected just the right ones in the years since she had started her intuitive consulting business. 

Her 21st birthday had been bigger than just achieving the age when she could legally order a Cosmopolitan. On that day, she’d opened her shop. Instead of completing her priestess training and formalizing her commitment, she had left her Aunt Alexandra’s coven. She wanted to be on her own. 

“Why do you want to be on your own?” Aunt Alex had gazed at her with eyes that mirrored her own golden topaz color. “It makes no sense. With us, your skills will only be amplified.” She had sunk back against her regal chair and regarded her niece.

“I don’t know how else to explain it,” Cassie said. “I feel the work best when I do it alone.”

“My darling, this is D.C. Who is going to trust a fortuneteller who’s barely out of college? You know you’ll just have to close everything up within a couple of months,” Alex had stated. “Why not just nip this in the bud and keep yourself safe and secure with us?”

She couldn’t have waved a brighter flag in Cassie’s face if she had been a matador and Cassie an ornery bull. Cassie had decided right then to make it work, no matter what! Regina Whelan had been her first client. 
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Cassie moved to the table and scooped her tarot cards together to put them away.

A flood of terror and agony burst into her. She struggled to breathe. Her vision darkened until she stood blind and frozen. She couldn’t inhale. Her body felt immobilized, encased, somehow. Cassie suffered through the vision as if it were happening to her.

“Please,” she whimpered. “Please let me go.”

“You’re part of a great working,” a muffled voice said above her. “Content yourself with that.”

“Help! Somebody help me!” the young woman sobbed. He placed a strip of something across her mouth and she gagged on the viscous mixture that pushed at her tongue. The straws stuck in her nose were removed. Another strip was placed across her nostrils. She thrashed, and it burned to breathe. Then, she slowed and stilled. She needed no more air or help. She was dead.
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CHAPTER 2
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The headquarters of the Fourth Precinct of the Washington Metropolitan Police Department buzzed 24/7. Officers brought in perps. Booking ran with the efficiency of a well-oiled machine that had been “rode hard and put away wet.” Detectives survived on stale coffee, no sleep, and gallows humor as they tried to solve too many cases in too little time.

“Doyle, I need you in here,” Captain Grayson snarled from the doorway of his office. “You’re in on this case, too.”

“Right,” Shane Doyle replied as he made his way into the cramped room. At 6’2”, he towered over most people, but the captain’s 6’5” put him to shame. The difference between the men intensified when they stood next to one another. Shane had the rangy build of a sprinter, while Grayson still carried his years as a star defensive end for Howard University proudly on his physique. He’d gone a bit soft in the belly over the last few years, but that was the result of good home cooking that his lawyer wife insisted be served by the service that brought them their meals.

“What’s up, Cap?” Doyle asked as he settled in among three others crowded into the room.

“We’ve got a missing woman,” Grayson replied. “A Meghan DuPree. She’s an art student at Georgetown.” He passed around a photograph of the missing student. In her early 20s, she was pretty, with long dark brown hair, and striking green eyes. In the image, she stood next to a tall, flowing sculpture of a colored glass tree hanging gracefully over a waterfall. The tree’s limbs dipped into the water and connected the entire sculpture to itself in a breathtaking synergy. 

“Isn’t it Georgetown’s spring break right now?” Officer Knowles spoke up. “My Marcie goes there, and she’s been down in Florida for the last week with her sorority. Meghan DuPree could be anywhere," he continued. "Do we know for sure she's even missing? Has anyone checked with her friends?" 

"One of her friends reported her missing. She was supposed to be at a cabin in West Virginia this week, but she never showed. A Tamlyn Courtland called it in. She said that at first, they thought she was just working on a sculpture and lost track of the days. Apparently, that happens frequently with her. But they called someone to check her studio, and the place was deserted.” The captain sighed. “The problem,” he continued, "is that this is also the perfect time for someone to have abducted her because she could have been missing for a week before anyone would notice.”

Grayson tacked the picture onto a whiteboard along one wall. 

“What about a boyfriend or girlfriend?” Detective Valentina Vásquez, Doyle’s partner, spoke up for the first time from the chair she’d snagged. “She might have wanted some alone time with a partner but didn’t want her parents to find out. Spring break is the perfect time to do that.”

“Maybe. But that’s going to be your job to figure out,” Grayson said. He took a swig of old coffee and nearly spat it right back out. With sheer force of will he swallowed and continued. “Find her. If she’s with friends, boyfriend, girlfriend or family if she’s in her artist’s studio, wherever, whatever. Find her and keep me posted every step of the way. Vásquez check with her friends. See about that boyfriend or girlfriend. Doyle, you start with her apartment.”

“On it,” Vásquez and Doyle chorused and made their way back into the squad room to begin the search.

––––––––
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“What the hell!” Cassie gulped air as the vision released her. She lay in a heap on the floor. Great shudders wracked her body, and she used every bit of her mindfulness training to return her breathing and heart rate to normal.

When her breath returned, she pulled herself to a sitting position and reached for her phone. She dialed the number.

“Second Precinct, how may I direct your call?” The voice on the other end spoke in crisp tones.

“I need to speak with Captain Grayson,” Cassie said. “Please tell him it’s Cassie Belmont. And it’s urgent.”

––––––––
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“Are you sure, Cassie?” Grayson’s voice sounded exhausted through the phone. “It’s a murder? Where? When?”

Cassie took a deep breath and grounded her energy before replying. She caressed the amethyst pendant that always sat at her throat. It was a deep but cloudy purple. Her fingers traced the odd shape engraved on the crystal, a single dot just outside a circle carved into the otherwise smooth stone.

“Captain, I’m not sure of anything. You know I don’t see murder. But this was different.”

“How was it different?” Grayson ground out the words slowly.

“Well for one thing, I wasn’t doing any sort of reading,” Cassie said. “I was putting my cards away after a client had left, and it sort of knocked into me.”

“OK, what exactly did you see?”

“There’s a woman. And she’s dead. And she’s wrapped or encased in something. I don’t know what, exactly ...”

“OK, look,” Grayson said. “Right now, we don’t know anything. And you’re not sure what you saw. So, let’s not worry about it too much. But I’ll let you know if anything like that comes through.” 

––––––––
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“Captain, you’re going to want to see this.” Sergeant Feldon knocked on the door and entered at the same time.

“We just got a call from a janitor at Georgetown University. He said there’s a strange smell coming from one of the art studios, but he’s not sure what’s going on.”

“Strange smell?”

“Yeah, he said it’s like something big crawled in and died in among the paintings and things.”

“Shit!” Grayson swore. 

“Get me Doyle and Vásquez,” he said to Feldon. “Now.” 

“I’ll see if I can find Doyle, but you know Vásquez is at the doctor’s.”

“Oh, yeah,” Grayson’s face creased into a smile. One of his detectives, one of his best detectives, was going to have a baby. Valentina Vásquez had the instincts and relentless drive of a shark but the heart of a mushy kitten. 

“She’s going to be on maternity leave soon, anyway, right?” Feldon asked.

“Yeah, but she can pull desk duty until then. Get me Doyle, and I’ll figure out who should work this with him.” 

“Yes, sir.” Sergeant Feldon left his office and shouted for Doyle.

Grayson rolled his eyes.

“If I wanted you to yell, Feldon, I’d have done it myself.” He shook his head. Feldon was a good man, a lifer. He’d done his 20 and then some. But, sometimes, he didn’t have the sense God gave a flea.

Doyle poked his head in the door.

“You wanted to see me, Cap?”

“Yeah, come in and sit. We’ve got something at Georgetown University.”

Doyle reclined against the back of the chair and straightened his long legs in front of him. He took a weathered spiral-bound notebook out of one jacket pocket and a pencil from another.

Grayson told Doyle about the strange smell at Georgetown and redirected him to campus.

“You’re going to meet Cassandra Belmont there,” he said.

“Aw, Cap, not the fortuneteller,” Doyle came as close to whining as he ever had in his life. 

“Yes, the fortuneteller, and you’re going to be professional with her, or you’ll hear from me.”

“But Captain, she’s full of shit. They all are.”

“Not her.” Grayson mopped at his forehead and remembered the last kidnapping she had helped the police solve. The 5-year-old girl was half dead, but they saved her because Cassie had known, somehow known, where to dig. “So just be sure that you listen to what she says. I mean it.”

Doyle stood and moved towards the door. 

“Oh, and Doyle?” Grayson said to his retreating back. “She’s a colleague. So, keep your pickle in your pocket.”

“Cap!” Doyle whipped around and turned 50 shades of red.

“It’s OK to have the hots for her, because God knows, she’s fine,” Grayson continued as if Doyle hadn’t interrupted. “You just keep ‘em to yourself because you’re working together. Got it?”

“Yes, Captain.” Doyle took off for Georgetown University.

Grayson stood and gazed out his single grimy window onto Idaho Avenue. 

“Dammit,” he sighed and raked his fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair. He knew she’d be pissed, but something was telling him to get her on this case. “Hell!” He swore again as he picked up his phone. He had a bad feeling about this one.

​

Cassie’s phone chirped Toccata and Fugue in D Minor.

“Cassie, I need you to get to Georgetown University. The Art Department. How long will it take you?” Grayson’s voice cut through before she had a chance to say hello.

“Why? What’s in the Art Department?” Cassie sank further into her chair.

“One of the custodians just found something bad.”

“Why do you need me?” Cassie asked. “This isn’t a kidnapping, is it?”

“No, it’s not. I think it’s murder.”

“Captain,” Cassie shook her head. “I don’t work with murder. You know I don’t. I can’t see it.”

“I know. I know. You only work kidnappings,” he soothed. “And believe me, we appreciate the help you’ve given us over the years. But I think it was this woman you saw, and she needs your help now.” 

“Captain, there’s a reason I only work kidnappings and there’s a bigger reason I need to finish my work before they die.” She brushed tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. “If they die, I won’t see them anymore. I can’t. They’re beyond my reach then,” she whispered.

“But this one isn’t for some reason. You saw it, and you called me,” Grayson sounded reasonable. Infuriating and reasonable. “So please, get over there and ask for Mr. James. I’ll make sure you can get through.” 

“Wait, how do you know this is about the woman I saw in my vision?” Cassie demanded.

Grayson stopped pacing and stilled. He stared at the harsh white lightbulb suspended from the ceiling.

“I just do. I don’t know how. Call it Captain’s Intuition. Just get there. Please.”

“OK. Fine, I will.” Cassie acquiesced. 

They hung up.

“Dammit!” Cassie rubbed at the spot between her eyes. She slowed her breathing once again to calm her senses, but her heart refused to stop its gallop. “What the hell is this?” She asked the empty room before she grabbed her stuff and headed toward Georgetown and whatever atrocity the custodian had found.
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The Walsh Building housed the Art and the Art History departments. Paintings by students ranged from copies of the masters to post-post-modern to contemporary pieces that defied description or categorization. One sculpture pitted two-winged papier-mâché aardvarks flying against a painted, grotesque New York skyline. The title plaque named the piece, “Come Here Often?” 

Cassie made her way to the stairwell and headed to the basement. A number of students shared studio space in the bowels of the building. Few had the opportunity to work in this dedicated space, but some either won the school’s lottery or showed immense promise and got the chance. Other students had to make do with stolen moments and borrowed spaces, but they all fed the artist’s compulsion to create.

A stooped, older man stood outside room A32. His once broad shoulders had rounded with age and created the impression that his head hung low and close to his chest. Deep-set brown eyes sat in a wrinkled face as Mr. Albert James of the custodial staff waited to let her in.

“Mr. James?” Cassie asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered. “The officers told me to wait for you out here, but I don’t think you’ll find anything in here. Meghan keeps her studio spick and span except when she’s working on a big project, and she’s one of the neatest students in the place.” 

Mr. James was right. The studio had been left tidy. Buckets of plaster sat in one corner. Several canvases of half-finished paintings leaned against a wall. Paints in tubes lay on a table and neat labels indicated the acrylic, oil, and watercolor paints and their various accoutrements. The floor had been swept recently, and the two small tables on opposite corners lay bare and dust free. The only exception sat in the center of the small room. A 6-foot-long table contained a life-size Plaster of Paris piece of art. Shaped like a slim woman, the piece lay prone. The figure’s hands were raised off the body, and the palms touched as if in prayer. 

“Don’t touch anything!” The rangy, dark-haired cop inside pointed a gloved forefinger at her.

“I’m not going to,” Cassie stepped into the room with Albert behind her.

Above the all-white figure, two plastic swords hung suspended from the ceiling. Taped to the ceiling they were held aloft by clear, plastic string. Two other swords lay on the floor on either side of the table.

“She must have been working on this right before spring break,” Albert said quietly. “She’s very talented.”

“Yeah, she is,” Cassie approached the plaster figure. Something seemed odd about her, but she couldn’t place what was causing the tiny tremors that ran up and down her spine. And then, she got a whiff. The subtle stench became increasingly cloying as she neared the figure. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “Holy shit,” she repeated. 

“You’re not kidding,” the cop murmured as he circled the plaster figure.

“Mr. James, you’re going to want to leave the room, but don’t go far. I’m going to want to talk to you,” Doyle said as he lay one hand on the figure. He pressed down. The plaster was only two layers thick, and it gave easily. The cold, moist flesh below conformed to his fingers. 

“Crap!” He reached in his back pocket and grabbed his phone.

“Dispatch, this is Doyle, I-327. I have a 187 at the Georgetown campus, Walsh Building, room A32. I’m going to need an M.E. and a wagon. Over.”

“10-4, I-327, that was fast. I’ll send Assistant M.E. Parkes over. He caught night detail, and you know he won’t be happy. Over.”

“Too damn bad. Over,” Doyle replied. “And tell him to bring the full kit. This one’s a little freaky.”

“Tell them to bring a ladder.” Cassie shuddered as she, too, circled the prone figure.

“What do we need a ladder for?” Doyle stopped his exam of the body to squint at Cassie.

“See those swords?” Cassie pointed to the shiny plastic swords that hung suspended from the ceiling over the corpse.

“Yeah, I see ‘em. So what?” Doyle cocked a hip against one of the far tables.

“They’re part of the murder.”

“If you haven’t noticed, this is an art studio.” Sarcasm dripped from his mouth. “They’re probably just part of an art project.”

“They’re part of an art project, all right, but they’re the killer’s doing. He left us a tableau, a sign.” Cassie reached into her bag and brought out her ever-present tarot cards that were wrapped in their habitual blue silk. She unwrapped her deck and flipped through it until she found the card she wanted.

“This is the Four of Swords,” she said. “Notice anything familiar?”

Doyle stared from the card to the room and back again. The card showed a sarcophagus. The white marble top had been sculpted to show a woman lying prone with her hands in a vertical prayer position. Doyle looked from the card to the plaster-encased body whose palms were touching and pointing up in the exact same way.

“See the four swords in the card?” Cassie asked him. She pointed to the swords. “That’s why I think they’re part of this. The killer re-created the card,” she breathed.

“Why would someone do that?” Doyle asked.

“I have no idea,” Cassie whispered. “But I’ve got a feeling this is only the beginning.”

​

While they waited for Assistant Medical Examiner Elijah Parkes to show up with the wagon, Doyle prowled around the room. He picked up various figurines and replaced them. He walked to the doorway at least five times and then stepped back and paced again.

Cassie watched him through slitted eyes as she took the time to ground and center. She sent the silver cord of her awareness through the floor, past the foundation of the building, and into the cool, moist soil below until she hit the solid bedrock. She visualized the cord boring into the solid rock and then tying itself off to hold fast. It would provide an anchor for her and keep her mind and heart steady. D.C. had originally been a swamp, so imagining bedrock also brought on thoughts of moldy stench and squishy dirt, but it calmed her for the work ahead.

“I’m tired of waiting. I’ve got to know.” Doyle marched over to the plaster-covered head of the body. He flicked open a pocketknife and cut off the top of the plaster face mask. A woman’s pale, bloated face stared back at him.

“Damn!” Bile rose in Cassie’s throat. She lurched out of the room.

“Damn is right.” Parkes pushed past her into the room carrying his examiner’s kit in one hand and a flashlight in the other. “This place is a maze.”

He placed his bag away from the body, turned a complete 360, and whirled on Doyle. “Talk to me,” he said as he donned latex gloves.

“Not much to tell, so far,” Doyle replied. “It looks to be the missing girl, Meghan DuPree. This is her art studio.”

“Have you notified Captain Grayson?” Parkes asked as he opened his case and got down to business. “He’s been pretty hot to find her.”

“Nah, I’d better, though.” Doyle replied. “Oh, wait. Do you have an estimate of time of death?”

“It’s harder to estimate because she’s been wrapped up, but I’m going to go with between 9 p.m. and 3 a.m. last night.”

“Thanks.”

Doyle punched in the numbers for the captain’s private line. “Hey, Cap,” he said when Grayson answered. “I’ve found her. Meghan DuPree is in her art studio.”

“What?” Grayson cried. “She’s alive?”  

“No, sir. She’s dead. Parkes estimates the TOD between 9 p.m. and 3 a.m. last night. And she’s been left, well, displayed. She was wrapped in plaster strips. You know, the kind you use in art class to make masks and such.”

“What the hell?” Grayson said quietly. 

“I asked Parkes to bring his macro camera so we can get some detailed shots. The rest of the crime scene investigators will be here soon, and they’ll work the scene.” 

“Hey, Doyle, did you see this?” Parkes called him over.

“Hold on a sec, Cap.” Doyle walked over to the body. In his hand, Parkes held a small 2-inch-by-4-inch card. The card showed an image of a white sarcophagus. Four swords were painted next to it.

“Where did you find it?” Doyle asked.

“It was wedged under her — right under her heart. This is one of those, what do you call them, tarot cards,” Parkes said as he turned it this way and that.

“Tarot cards?” Grayson asked on the line. “Did Parkes just say he found a tarot card?”

“Yes, Captain,” Doyle sighed and ran his gloved fingers through his hair and surveyed the room again.

“Is Cassie Belmont there?”

“Sort of.” Doyle lifted his lip in a half smile. “She ran off to puke.”

“Well, when she gets back, get her to tell you what’s up with that tarot card, what it means and everything. Better yet, just bring her back to the station with you. I want to hear this from the horse’s mouth.”

“Yes, sir. And Belmont also said the body looks like it was set up to look like a tarot card. Actually, it’s looks like the specific card we found with the body.”

“What the hell!” Grayson swore. “OK,” he sighed. “I’ll expect a full update when you get back to the station.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh hey, Doyle,” Parkes called after Doyle had hung up. “Did you find her like this with the plaster face cut out?”

“Oh, no.” Doyle replied. “I was pretty sure there was a body, but I wanted to be certain. So, I cut the plaster stuff off to see.” He pointed to the circle of papier mâché he’d left on a clear sheet of plastic wrap.

“Great,” Parkes said. “I’ll need your pocketknife to clear it in evidence.”

“Sure thing,” Doyle said as he handed the closed knife to Parks. “Sorry about that, man. I guess I got too eager.”

“No worries. I’ll get it back to you after the autopsy.”

“All right. I’ll knock on some doors and see if anyone heard or saw anything, and then I’m heading back to the station.”

“I’ll be a while, yet. Once the transport is here, we’ll need to grab all these other pieces and test them for trace evidence.” He waved a vague hand to the dozens of statues and figurines that lined the tables along the walls of the art studio.

“Oh, and you’ll need to bring the swords on the ceiling.” Doyle pointed to the swords.

“Those? Why?” Parkes looked at them too.

“Because they’re part of the murder.”

“What? How are they part of it?” Parkes shook his head.

“Don’t ask me,” Doyle answered. “Ask Madame Fortune Teller out there.”

“No shit. This is going to be a freaky one, isn’t it?” Parkes said.

“I have a feeling it already is.”

“Damn, I hate the freaky ones. I wish it wasn’t Tanaka’s day off. He would see ‘the poetry of her death and the opportunity to usher her along on her path.’ I just see some twisted freak’s idea of a good time.”

Doyle nodded, scribbled something in his ever-present ratty notebook, and left the studio.

“Jenkins,” he called out to one of the uniforms standing by. 

“Sir,” a former Navy man, Jenkins came to attention. 

“I need a canvass of the building and anyone who’s been in and out of the parking lot.”

“It’s spring break, so I don’t imagine there’ll be many,” Jenkins commented.

“See what you can do anyway. The more we know about this the better because I have a feeling this is going to get a lot weirder.” Doyle said.

​

After Grayson hung up with Doyle, he rubbed his aching head. The body was set up to look like a tarot card! What the hell?

“Captain?” Feldon knocked on the glass of the door.

“What is it, Feldon?” Grayson turned tired eyes on his sergeant. 

“Sir, I’m afraid St. John is here.” Feldon rushed through the words and high-tailed it out of the office.

“What the hell!” Grayson spat. “How does some two-bit reporter hear about every last bit of shit that goes down in this city within seconds of it happening?”

“Captain,” Daniel St. John entered the room. He didn’t walk as much as glide Grayson noticed and not for the first time. He moved toward the desk and sat in a chair so smoothly that he was there before Grayson had even thought to form the words, “Get the hell out!”

“How do you do that?” Grayson marveled.

“How do I do what?” St. John asked. He pulled a worn notebook and pen out of the old military mailbag he had over his shoulder.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re a big man, and you move like a cat, a tiny cat.” Grayson shook his head at his own inanity. But he’d wondered more than once, and now he’d asked.

“My mother made me take ballet.” St. John smiled, and his gray eyes crinkled at the corners. 

“Seriously?” Grayson looked at him with suspicion. 

“It’s as good an answer as any,” St. John laughed.

“No, but seriously.”

“I spent time in the military. And they taught us the value of moving quietly.” His eyes darkened, and he didn’t say anything more about it. “But my dancing skills aren’t why I’m here.”

“No, I’m sure they’re not.” Grayson avoided looking at St. John’s face. Those eyes unnerved him for some reason. “Might as well get it over with. What do you want?”

“I heard there was some trouble. In Georgetown. But I haven’t been able to find out exactly where.”

“Now, you know I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation,” Grayson complained. 

“So, something did happen. Where?” St. John had his notebook and pen out, but something told Grayson he didn’t need to write anything down in order to file it away.

“I told you. I’m not commenting to the press on this.”

“Oh, come now,” St. John’s Georgia drawl became a hair more pronounced. “We’re just a couple of friends setting down for a chat.”

“Oh, so, we’re friends, now, are we?” Grayson asked.

“Well, I’d say so. Maybe we’re just drinking buddies.”

Grayson shot out of his chair and marched around to tower over St. John. Instead of looking intimidated, St. John smiled up at the captain. Both knew why any threat remained empty. Both remembered the same night six months ago when St. John had saved Grayson’s ass in a bar that cops never frequented.

“I can’t believe you’d use that against me,” Grayson muttered.

“I’m not using anything against you,” St. John drawled. “But damn, when you fall off the wagon, you do it in style. How were you planning on keeping those bikers from going ‘medieval on your ass?’”

“I would have figured something out,” Grayson answered. He slumped against his desk and crossed his arms. No one had known about his last relapse, not even Eliza. Well, no one except his people in AA. A particularly horrible day with three murders in a house in Foxhall had sent him to the meanest bar he could think of. He’d gotten drunk and belligerent. He was about to have his ass handed to him by four bikers when St. John materialized out of thin air and got him out of there.

Instead of forcing him to go home, St. John took him to his place in Northeast and sobered him with truly shitty coffee and a dunking in a bucket of ice water. 

Since then, the police captain and the reporter had had an uneasy rapport. Grayson fed him stuff to keep him honest. And St. John? Well, St. John stayed quiet. 

“So, what do you want to know?” Grayson sighed.

“What happened? Who was it? Where was it? And what are your leads?”

“Oh, so nothing much,” Grayson shook his head.

“Just the basics,” St. John lifted a shoulder in a shrug.

Grayson filled him in on the case.

“But you didn’t hear it from me,” Grayson finished. 

“So, Cassie Belmont is working this with you,” St. John noted.

“A woman got mummified and displayed with a bunch of plastic swords and that’s your takeaway?”

“Just curious,” St. John gazed up at him. “I thought she only worked kidnapping cases.”

“Yeah, but the killer displayed the body like some kind of ... like she was one of those tarot cards. And that’s Cassie’s domain. So, she’s helping us with it.”

“Well, it looks like I’ll have to pay a visit to the lovely Ms. Belmont,” St. John stuffed his notebook and pen inside his satchel and unfolded his long legs as he stood.

“Yeah, but she’s working the case with Doyle,” Grayson added.

“Not Doyle and Vásquez?” St. John asked.

“Not for long. Vásquez is going to be taking some time off.”

“That’s right. She’s due in a few weeks.” St. John smiled, and his entire face transformed from tough beat reporter to one a Renaissance painter would have been proud to call his own. 

“I hear everyone is going in on a crib for her. I’d be happy to chip in if you need it.” St. John said.

Damn, that man knew everything there was to know about this precinct, Grayson marveled. Who the hell talked to him about this shit?

“Who the hell talks to you about this shit?” His words echoed his thoughts.

St. John glided to the door and pulled it open. 

“Oh, it’s amazing what you can glean if you pay attention. And Captain? Go to a meeting tonight. You don’t want to miss your six-month chip.”

“It’s six months? How do you know it’s six months?” Grayson gaped at him again.

“Because it was exactly six months and one day ago that you and I met at the Smokin’ Barrel Bar. And I hope you stay on the wagon. I don’t relish pulling your fat out of the fire again anytime soon.”

St. John left and closed the door behind him.

Grayson perched on his desk for a long time. Then, he picked up his phone and dialed home.

“Darling? I’m going to be late tonight.”
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CHAPTER 3
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The hubbub of the police station was going full tilt when they walked through the arched front doors of the precinct. The gamut from cops to lawyers, perps, and witnesses flew past each other as they went about their business at the station.

Cassie and Doyle walked straight through to the captain’s office.

“Come in,” he called at their knock.

“Hey, Cap,” Doyle walked in and plopped onto one of the metal chairs next to the desk.

Cassie hesitated in the doorway. The room looked like it always did. A couple of metal chairs, a scarred desk that was more messy than tidy, a whiteboard against one wall, and the captain sitting behind the desk looking both pissed and hopeful.

But this time, she didn’t want to go in. She wanted to sprint away from the pressure on her chest and behind her eyes.

“Cassie, get in here,” Grayson said.

She entered and took the third seat in the room. 

“So,” the captain stared at each of them in turn. “You found Meghan DuPree.”

“Yes, sir.” Doyle handed him the tarot card encased in a plastic bag. “And we found this with her.”

“Four of Swords,” Grayson studied the card and read the description at the bottom.

He laid it on the table and pushed it toward Cassie. “So, what does it mean?”

“Well,” Cassie leaned over the desk and studied the card. “It can mean a few different things. If it’s in with a bunch of other cards in a spread, the meaning changes based on where it falls and what other cards are in the spread with it.

“May I?” At Grayson’s nod, she pulled her own deck out and unwrapped the silk. She shuffled the cards in the famous bridge pattern several times. Then, she flared the cards in an arc along the silk. 

“Choose some cards,” she invited Grayson. 

“No, you go ahead,” he said.

“OK.” She chose 10 cards at random and then flipped each into a set of positions on the silk under the arc of the rest of the cards. The first card went to the center. The second went sideways across the first. The third went above those two, and she placed the fourth below the first two. The fifth went to the right, and the sixth to the left. Then, she placed four in a vertical line starting from the bottom and working her way up.

“This is a standard spread,” Cassie said. “That first card is the General Atmosphere — the general ‘What’s going on,’ in the client’s life.” She gazed at the card for a moment. “We got the Eight of Cups.”

She held it out for the men to view. The card showed a figure with her back turned walking away on a path into the mountains. Eight cups stacked in a pyramid shape sat at the bottom front of the card. The cups were empty, but all were gold, silver, or copper. Spirals, stars, and other symbols were etched onto each of the cups.

“The Eight of Cups in the center means that the general atmosphere is that the client has just made or is in the process of making a major life change or decision. It also means they should have no regrets about their choices.”

Grayson stared at each card for a long moment.

She sorted through the deck until she found her Four of Swords. She showed the card to both men. 

“So, it’s similar to the one in the bag, but the art on yours is different,” he said. “The colors are brighter, and the drawing looks more real, more lifelike. And two of the swords on your card are above the coffin and two are below.”

“Yes,” Cassie nodded. “The killer left us a card from the Rider Waite deck. It’s one of the most famous and well-known decks. Mine is from a lesser-known artist.”

“Does it matter what kind of deck it is?” Doyle asked as he, too, leaned over and studied the deck.

“Not as such,” Cassie answered. “It tells us that he went for the tried and true. He didn’t go for some esoteric deck that might be easier to trace. Instead, he went for one you can get online or at just about any bookstore.”

“Great,” Grayson shook his head. “Not even that little bit of help, huh?”

“No,” Cassie answered. “And I have a feeling we won’t get much more information from it. This guy’s smart.” She stared at the Four of Swords and threw her energy towards it, asked to know its secrets. She clanged against an energetic wall as if someone had taken a sledgehammer to her head. She sagged against the chair. Her heart beat a ragged tattoo, and for a long moment her raspy pants were the only sound in the room.

“Are you OK?” Doyle asked.

Cassie ran her fingers through sweat-dampened hair and nodded.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just pissed. Not only is this guy smart, but he’s also trained.”

“Trained in what?” Doyle passed her a cup of coffee from the captain’s pot of sludge. 

She took it and nodded her thanks. 

“If you’re OK, keep going,” Grayson said.

“Right,” Cassie agreed. “To answer your question, Doyle, he’s trained in the same arts I’m trained in.” She swapped out the Eight of Cups and placed the Four of Swords in the center. 

“So, if the Four of Swords showed up in the general atmosphere of a spread, that would mean that the client needs a rest after a great turmoil. They need calm and relaxation, a meditative space. It’s one of the cards that says that now is not the time for action. Now is the time for repose, for contemplation.” 

“But it looks like a coffin,” Doyle pointed to the sarcophagus in the card.

“Well, I guess the dead have plenty of time to contemplate,” Cassie said.

She moved the Four of Swords to the spot directly to the right of the center two cards.

“Now, this spot in the spread is all about the immediate future. It’s about the next two to four weeks. If a client got the Four of Swords there, I’d tell that client that they’re about to get a chance to spend some quality downtime. If someone is finishing a major project or about to get out of school for the semester or even have spring break, that’s what we’d talk about if the card showed up in this slot.”

She pointed to the other cards. 

“It all depends on where they fall.”

“But this one was alone,” Grayson said. “There aren’t any other cards to relate it to.” He pushed the card around on his desk for a couple of seconds. Then, he raised his eyes to Cassie.

“That means something, doesn’t it?” he asked.

“It might.” She angled her head and studied the spread. “It might mean that this is only one card in the spread the killer is laying out. 

“Shit,” Grayson swore softly.

“Yep, ‘fraid so.”

“What are you afraid of?” Doyle asked.

“Well, if this is only the first card in the spread, that will mean there will be more cards and ...”

“And more dead women,” Doyle finished for her. “Shit,” he echoed the captain’s words. He sank back against the rickety chair and gazed at the other two.

“But we don’t know that,” Doyle continued. “It might not be the case at all. This could be a one-off. Some deviant got his jollies off.”

“No, this isn’t a one-off.” Cassie glanced at him with her golden cat’s eyes. “There’ll be more. Bet on it.”

“And how do you know?” Doyle asked. “Because those damn cards told you that?” He shot out of his chair and stalked the room. “It’s bullshit, Cap. It’s all bullshit. She doesn’t know the past, and she can’t know the future because of some drawings on some cards.”

“Cassie,” Grayson gave her a small smile, “would you mind reading for him?”

“Hell, no!” This time Doyle shouted it. “I’m not getting read.”

“You are if I say you are.” Grayson rarely raised his voice, but he did so now. “I need you two to work together, to be on the same team. And if you getting a reading makes it so you’re playing on the same side, then a reading is what you’re gonna get.”

“Doyle,” Grayson’s voiced lowered, “we need to catch the bastard who’s doing this. I don’t want any more young women murdered like this. You get me?”

“Shit!” Doyle sank back into his chair. “Fine.” He turned to Cassie. “OK, read me.”

Cassie shuffled the deck and flared it out in a graceful arc once more.

“Choose three cards anywhere in the deck,” she invited him. “They don’t have to be adjacent. Just choose the ones that feel right.”

“They’re upside down,” he sulked. “How can I tell if they feel right?”

“Just relax and move your hand over them. You’ll feel a little pull, tug, or tingle when your hand is over the card that is the right one for you to choose.”

Doyle waved his long-fingered hand along the arc. He hesitated over a card and lowered his index finger to it. He pulled it into the center of the arc. He repeated the motion with two other cards.

Cassie turned over the three cards. The first depicted a woman sitting in front of two tall columns, one black and the other white. She was dressed in the deep blue robes of a priestess. She wore an elaborate beaded headdress over her long black hair. The embedded precious gems glowed. They formed the symbol of a cross and sparkled from some hidden light within the card. Around her neck, she wore a brilliant round amethyst crystal on a silver chain. The pendant had a circle with a dot situated to the left of it.

“Hmm, a spiritual and independent woman who works in the esoteric arts. She prefers to work alone like the guru on the top of the mountain. It’s possibly me,” she murmured and turned over the next card. It was the Chariot. It depicted a powerful warrior riding a chariot driven by two horses. Like the two columns in the High Priestess card, the horses were one black and one white. 

“The Chariot could be you, Doyle,” she mused. “A strong man who goes his own way but has his own particular sense of justice. The black and white horses represent the dual nature of good and evil. The man must constantly choose between the two as he fights for one side or the other.” Cassie turned over the last card.

“The Lovers!” Her eyebrows sprang up in surprise. “Well. I didn’t realize.”

“Realize what?” Doyle shot to standing. “There’s nothing to realize!” His midnight blue eyes flashed angrily. 

“I would hope not, but the cards don’t seem to agree. They pretty clearly see the direction your thoughts are taking.” She nodded towards the intertwined bodies on the Lovers card. “And I thank you for the compliment, but that isn't going to be possible.”

“What isn’t going to be possible?” Doyle’s voice dripped with exasperation.

“We aren’t going to be lovers,” Cassie stated.

“Of course, we aren’t.” Doyle prowled the small office like a panther. “I don’t even like you. You’re not my type.”

“As I said, the cards think differently.” Cassie folded her hands in her lap and kept her gaze serene.

“Wait, not that this is at all appropriate for the workplace,” Captain Grayson spoke up now. “But are you telling me that Doyle here pulled cards that say you two are going to get it on?”

“Yes, they are, and no, we’re not.” Cassie said. Then, she clarified. “At the least they say that’s what Doyle wants.”

“That is not what I want!” Doyle pounded on the desk with closed fists. The tension in his muscular shoulders stretched his shirt taut.

“Hey, now,” the captain turned serious on a dime. “That’s my desk you’re molesting.”

“Sorry, sir.” Doyle stepped away and stuck his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “But this just proves that her cards don’t mean a thing.”

“You know what she’s done with our missing children cases,” Grayson said. “No reason why they should be wrong now.”

“Try again, Detective.” Cassie's eyes issued a quiet challenge.

“I don’t have to,” he actually pouted.

Two could play that game, Cassie thought.

“What, are you, chicken?” She asked.

“Fine. Whatever. I give up. Read for me again.”

Cassie shuffled the cards and flared them out.

“Think about a time long ago,” she said. “Think hard about something that you once loved or once missed - something that holds a lot of feeling for you but something that no one else might know.” She waited until the subtle transformation she saw on everyone who really concentrated. “Now, choose three cards.”

Doyle thought about the last summer he and his family spent at the beach before his mother got sick. He remembered running with Charlie, the family's golden retriever, running, laughing, playing. He remembered seeing his mother slow down during that summer. She changed from a tough, energetic woman into a frail stranger almost overnight. The cancer was fast and lethal.

Cassie turned over the first card to show the Fool — a young person full of innocence walking boldly into the unknown with a faithful dog at his side. The bright, vivid colors looked like summer to her. He had been young and full of life and love. 

“The summer you were 9 years old,” she said. The images began slowly but flowed faster. Cassie tried to keep up with the torrent of thoughts and feelings raining into her. 

“There was a dog, a golden retriever or a lab. You spent time at the beach. Down in North Carolina. You loved running along the water with Charlie at your side. You were pirates or astronauts, and you had landed on this deserted island and had claimed it as your own.” Cassie laughed with joy at a young boy's adventures. She turned over the second card — The Tower. The card showed the burning castle, the darkness. The portent of enormous change. 

“Big change was coming. You just didn't know it yet. Nothing was ever the same again, and you still haven't fully adjusted to the changes that came upon you that summer.” 

Cassie turned over the last card and saw the Five of Pentacles — illness, poverty of spirit. 

“Your mother got sick. The cancer began to eat away at her insides. She went from being the strength and spirit of your family to being in need. It killed her to depend on anyone, least of all you, Doyle, who were so young. She aged before your eyes. And there was nothing you could do.” 

Cassie's voice broke as the tears spilled onto her cheeks. “It wasn't your fault, Doyle. There was nothing you could have done.” Cassie’s voice broke, and when she spoke again, she sounded different. 

“It’s just my time, sweetheart.” Cassie's voice took on the more pained tones of his mother, and her body pulled into itself as the energy of Melissa Doyle came through time and space to speak to her son once more. 

Doyle started at the exact words his mother had uttered the night before they were to leave the beach. His eyes wide, he stared at Cassie as she spoke the rest of the words his mother had said.

“Remember to love. Remember to live. Find your own way, your own path, and all of this will be worth it. Make sure you reach for the magic in life. Make sure you hold it in your hands.” She had lain back against her pillows as that effort had cost her.

Doyle took a step forward to reach for her. He saw his mother’s green eyes, her pale, translucent skin.

“Mom?” His voice broke, as he took Cassie’s hand. 

The spell dissolved. The green eyes changed to Cassie's golden topaz as he watched. 

“You kissed her goodnight and went to your room,” Cassie whispered as she stood and reached for his other hand. “You knew, somehow, that you would never talk with her again.”

He put distance between them.

“I, I’m sorry,” Cassie stammered as she tried to collect herself. She gripped the desk with both hands to steady herself, so she didn't fall over. “It doesn’t usually get that vivid or intense. I should have prepared you better.”

“This is all crap. It’s all fiction,” Doyle raked his hands through his hair. 

“You mean that didn’t happen? With your mom?” Grayson’s voice was gentle.

“It happened,” Doyle swallowed hard. “That happened, and I don’t know how you know that.”

“I know because that was the story I saw in the cards,” Cassie said. “That’s what I saw, and that’s what I shared. That’s all I know how to do.”

"Yeah, but there’s no way you can apply this to the killer,” Doyle denied. “There’s no way you can know when he’ll kill again.”

“And what if I can?” Cassie challenged him. “What if I can and you don’t work with me? What if he kills again because you were too stubborn to take help when it was offered?”

They stood at the opposite ends of the white-walled room and stared at each other in challenge.

“Well, now,” Grayson broke in. “It seems to me you two don’t get to decide that. I do.” 

He stepped between them and held up two palms like they were two prize fighters about to demolish each other, and he was the only thing standing in the way.

“Doyle, you’re my best homicide detective. You’re the one I want on this case. Cassie, you’ve got a gift that I can’t explain. And I don’t need to or care to know why you have it. I know you do, and that’s good enough for me.” He stepped back around his desk and stood to his full, impressive height. “Now get it together and figure out who killed that young woman. That’s your job, your only job, until you catch the son of a bitch who did this. Is that clear?”

“Yes sir!” Doyle jerked his head in a stiff nod, left the room, and closed the door without glancing at Cassie.

“You forget something, Captain.” Cassie stood as well. “I’m not one of your cops. I don’t work for you.”

“Name your price,” Grayson sighed, sat, and sagged against his chair. “Name your price, Cassandra. There’s something about this one that just has the hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention. Find this bastard.”

“Yes, sir,” Cassie echoed Doyle as she moved to the door.

“Oh, and Cassie?” Grayson called her back.

“Yeah?”

“Just because Doyle is too stupid to see he’s got a thing for you doesn’t mean the rest of us are.” Grayson barked out a laugh. “So, don’t crush him, OK?”

“You’ve got nothing to worry about, Captain.” Cassie pulled open the door. “My only concern is to catch this maniac before he does something even worse.”

“What do you mean, worse?”

“Worse. Bad, evil — I don’t know,” Cassie’s eyes clouded. For a moment, she swayed as if she was about to faint.

“Are you all right?” Grayson rushed over to her.

“Yes, but I need to do some research,” Cassie answered. “This reminds me of something, and I just can’t put my finger on it. And I’m going to have to go to the one person who’d know exactly what flavor of evil we’re talking about. And she’s pretty terrible herself.”

“Who do you have to go see?” Grayson asked.

“My mother.” 
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Cassie left the police station and headed back down to Georgetown. She needed to see her mother, but she couldn’t go unprepared. She walked past the many shops that held jewelry, the latest D.C. fashions and exclusive antiques that only Beltway insiders would be interested in buying.

Tourists flocked to D.C., and especially to Georgetown, but they mainly ended up in the new mall where her beloved Georgetown Park used to be. They used to seek out the little timeless shops and vintage nooks and crannies. But not anymore. Now, they wanted the trendy boots and trendier hairstyles that Georgetown could offer. 

Cassie walked past the Old Stone House, the oldest standing structure in all of Washington, D.C. The house itself had an entrance fee, but the garden in the back boasted wildflowers and plants from all over the world. Many countries had donated their gorgeous flowers for this tiny square of land. Whenever Cassie found herself in the area, she made a point to stop and literally smell the flowers.

Tonight, though, she had more pressing business. She walked to 31st Street, NW and turned left. Between several other shops, The Earth, Moon, and Stars sat nestled in its spot. The Triple Goddess was represented in two concentric circles with a star in the middle. The first circle was the Earth, and a map of the continents appeared in bas relief inside it. The second circle, the Moon, showed the lines and craters from billions of years of collisions with space matter. The third symbol, the five-pointed star, sat in the middle. A single point pointed up. Together, the three made the pentacle, an ancient symbol of protection and the five elements — Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Spirit. The outer wall of the store was painted midnight blue. Gold-painted stars formed the constellations of the spring sky. 

The acrid smell of wet paint greeted her.

“That’s right,” Cassie thought. An artist friend painted the sky anew every turning of the wheel. Today was the vernal equinox, and so the sky now reflected the stars as they appeared in the evening sky.

She tugged on the door, but it didn’t budge. 

“Crap!” She looked at her watch. It was after 10 p.m., and the store had closed early so the coven could hold a ritual.

She turned to leave when the door opened.

“Cassie?” Her aunt appeared in the doorway. “Are you here for the ritual?” Her voice lifted in hope.

“No, Aunt Alex,” Cassie answered. “You know I’m not.”

“Well, I can always hope you’ll come back.” Alexandra Rodnaya pulled the door open wider. 

“Why don’t you come in anyway? Ritual won’t start until midnight, so you don’t have to worry about any coven business deterring you from your path.”

Cassie looked into her aunt’s liquid brown eyes. They stared at each other for a long moment. The air between them got hazy, and Cassie wasn’t sure if that was the incense that constantly burned in the store or the energy that had always sparked between them. A river of current ran from aunt to niece, and Cassie vibrated with an energy and vitality from standing so close to her powerful relative.

She pulled away and snapped the current off. They stood silently. Their breath heaved in and out of their lungs from the electrical connection that ran through the Rodnaya blood.

“You cut your hair,” Cassie broke the silence.

Alex touched a hand to her sleek, dark bob. A tall, lean woman, she had always displayed a touch of vanity about her gorgeous face and slim figure.

“It was time for a change. Long hair can be such a bother.” She ran her fingers through the short, silken locks. This makes everything much easier.”

“I’ll bet,” Cassie smiled. 

“Do you doubt me?”

“No, no,” Cassie sighed and walked into the store and glanced at the counters. “I know running the store takes a lot of work. The place looks good,” she said. 

The counters were filled with crystals of a variety of colors, as well as jewelry, incense, statues, and figurines. The long far wall contained books from floor to ceiling. Cassie recognized some of the latest titles in pagan teachings. A few ancient texts sat encased in glass in the center of the shop.

The colors were muted blues, teals, and violets. The crystals had been polished until they gleamed. Someone dusted the
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