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Prologue




Scattered pictures of a man lay on the table in front of me. The images drifted through my mind as I ran my hand over them. The hot Iowa sun beat down on a couple as they enjoyed a picnic by a quiet lake. The mans dark hair absorbed the heat, and tiny beads of sweat popped out on his upper lip. The woman, smiling, reached out and wiped the beads away. He caught her hand and kissed it.

The scene changed and the man stood alone in an empty pasture. The once green grass was now brown, cooked by the summer heat. Only the cawing of crows broke the silence. The man looked up at the sky and watched while they circled above him. Bowing his head, his eyes traveled to the gun he held in his hand. A sense of total hopelessness filled his heart. And slowly

Opening my eyes, I scooped up the pictures and placed them back in a folder. I snapped the folder shut as if doing so would erase the images from my mind.

Well? Henry asked impatiently.

Sliding the folder away, I looked up to see his dark brown eyes roaming my face.

They belonged to Henry Comacho, detective with the state of Iowas Department of Crime Investigation. The Iceman. The man whod suspected me of being involved with two murders. And who now wanted me to use my psychic talent to find a missing man.

His dark black hair glinted in the afternoon sun pouring through my kitchen windows as we sat at the table. His brow wrinkled in a frown while his eyes searched my face. In those eyes, I could see what a struggle asking for my help had been for him. He had a desperate need to find the missing man, but at the same time was skeptical about using a psychic to do so. But the desperation had won. So here he was, with his folder of pictures, asking me for answers to his questions.

And what did I have for him? Nothing.

What had I been thinking? Why did I let him talk me into this? When hed asked me last spring, after Id helped the authorities catch the man whod murdered my friend Brian five years ago, Id been reluctant. Now I felt the frustration over the lack of clarity that comes with my so-called gift grind at me.

Lowering my eyes, I stared at the folder. Why were the images always vague and couched in ambiguity? A road sign, or something recognizable, wouldve been helpful in locating the missing man.

Well? Henry asked again, startling me out of my thoughts.

Raising my eyes, I rubbed my forehead. I think hes deada suicide. In a pasture.

Gee, a pasture in Iowa. That should be easy to find, he said with a heavy dose of sarcasm. I dont suppose out of the thousands in the state you could tell me which one?

One with crows.


Thats it? One with crows? No cows, no landmarks like a river, a hill, or woods nearby?

Nope, I said, and pushed the folder across the table toward him. Im sorry, but I told you I couldnt guarantee that I could help you. Visions are unpredictable at the best, symbolic at the worst. All I know is he was overcome by helplessness and committed suicide in an empty pasture somewhere.

Crows? Could they be symbolic? Henry asked, placing a hand over the folder.

I doubt it, but I dont know for sure. I sighed deeply. Im sorry. I really wish I saw more.

A frown creased Henrys forehead. Yeah, I do, too. He ran his other hand through his hair. If the guy is dead and if we could find his body, it would provide some closure for his family.

As he said it, I felt a little warmth slip through the shield of ice Henry kept around him most of the time. He really was a compassionate man, but it was a side he didnt let show very often. Id seen that side of him when he was with his niece, Isabella, and around my grandmother, Abby. But with me, the wall was usually firmly in place.

I covered his hand resting on top of the folder with mine. I really am sorry.

The flow of warmth flickered, and then stopped. Henry squirmed and pulled his hand away. We keep looking. Who knows, maybe youre wrong. Visions arent always one hundred percent right, are they? Maybe well find the guy on the beach in the Bahamas.

Maybe, I replied, my tone sounding unconvincing even to my ears.

Henry picked up the folder and stood to leave. I followed him to the door, where he paused and removed his sunglasses from his pocket. Shoving them on his face, he turned.

It was a stupid idea to ask you to look at those pictures, he said abruptly. If hed committed suicide like your vision indicated, someone wouldve noticed his abandoned car, but its never been found, either. That tells me the guys still alive.

I rolled my eyes in dismay. A lack of hard evidence had driven Henry to ask for my help, but the truth was, he would never see my gift as anything more than mumbo-jumbo.

He frowned and pivoted away from the open door and me. From the doorway, I watched as he marched to his car, slammed the car door, and pulled away without a backward glance.

After shutting the door, I leaned against it. Scrubbing my face with both hands, I thought about my gift. Would this talent ever work the way I wanted it to? Would I ever be able to help someone before it was too late?

I hadnt told Henry everything. I hadnt told him of the last glimpse Id had of the man. Only what I saw wasnt a man, it was a pile of bleached bones, picked clean by the crows.









    

One




A big black spider sat on Mr. Carrolls shoulder, while a vein in his forehead throbbed as he yelled at me. He wasnt happy about the librarys latest book order. He was sick and tired of all the smut. Each word was underscored by a constant jangling in the background.

Where was the sound coming from? My eyes left Mr. Carrolls face, searching for the sound, until the pounding of his skeletal fist caught my attention again.

My eyes traveled from his face down his body. The tendons in his skinny neck stood out as he screamed at me, and I could see his bony chest wheeze in and out. His ancient ribs, covered by thin, dry, almost translucent skin, expanded like a bellows with each breath. As my eyes traveled past his chest, I shuddered and said a silent thank-you that the counter prevented me from seeing the rest of his naked, eighty-year-old body.

Whoawait a second. What was Mr. Carroll doing in the library nude? And what was making that jangling noise?

My eyes shot open and I found myself staring at the darkened ceiling of my bedroom. Thank God, I was dreaming. But why was I dreaming about Mr. Carroll naked in the library? And why hadnt the jangling stopped when I woke up?

The phone, the jangling was the phone. My hand shot out to grab it, and in the process I knocked my alarm clock off the nightstand with a loud clatter. Queenie, my cat, who had also been sleeping soundly on the pillow next to me, gave me an indignant look and stalked off the bed. Lady, my dog, startled by the loud noise, gave a short bark.

I shoved a handful of dark brown hair out of my face and stared at the ringing phone as if it were a snake.

What? My tone sounded grumpy, but I didnt care. I didnt appreciate phone calls in the middle of the night, even though they did rescue me from an awful dream featuring a naked Mr. Carroll.

Hey, know where I can find a good witch? asked the voice coming from the receiver.

I stared dumbly at the phone. Id recognize that voice anywhereRick Delaney, award-winning investigative reporter with the Minneapolis Sun, and a guy whod almost gotten me killed last fall when he pulled me into his undercover investigation of a drug ring operating in our small town of Summerset, Iowa.

Closing my eyes, I pictured Rick in my mind. Dark brown hair, brown eyes to die for, and a crooked grin that turned most women to mush. I wasnt one of those women. At least, most of the time I wasnt.

What do you want? I asked suspiciously.

A chuckle rumbled over the phone lines. Nice to hear your voice, too, Ophelia.

My eyes narrowed in the dark. Oh yeah? If its so nice, then

I know. Im sorry, Rick said, interrupting me. I shouldve called, but Ive been really busy. I heard youve been busy, too. Heard you helped catch Brians killer.

I gripped the receiver in my hand. How did you know about that?

Ive still got contacts in Iowa. I heard the killer, Charles Thornton, came after you.

My grip on the phone tightened. Rick was right. Charles Thornton, the man whod killed my best friend, Brian, five years ago in Iowa City, had found me in Summerset, where Id moved after Brians death.

Charles, a descendant of a judge who had served at the Salem witch trials, saw himself as a modern day witch hunter. And Abby and I were the ones he hunted. He convinced himself that we needed to die. His plan had been to kill me at the abandoned hog confinement facility and make it look like a suicide. After I was disposed of, hed then go after Abby. I ruined Plan A when I got away from him, so he switched to Plan Bkill me and dump my body in the sewage pit. Luckily, after a struggle, it was Charles who wound up swimming in the hog manure, not me. The whole incident ended with Henry and company rescuing Charles and hauling him off to jail, where he was now awaiting trial.

You didnt answer my question. What do you want? I asked.

I need your help.

My snort slipped out before he could continue. Yeah? The last time I helped you, I got shot.

I told you to stay out of it, but you had to go off on your own and go snooping around Adam Hoffmans machine shed.

And youre lucky I did, I argued. If I hadnt been there, youd have been alone with Adam and his henchmen, Benny and Jake, trussed up like a turkey and tied to a pole. And remember, I was the one who got us out of there.

Umm, yeah, I guess youre right Rick paused. Except I still dont understand how you managed to do it.

Never mind. I had no intention of trying to explain to Rick how Id used the energy throbbing deep in the earth below the machine shed to distract Adam, Benny, and Jake long enough for us to escape. So againwhat do you want?

A young womans disappeared and I need your help to find her, Rick said, getting right to the point. Shes eighteen and the only child of some good friends of mine.

I remembered my failure to help Henry find his missing man. Rick, I dont think I can.

Why not? Youre psychic. And sos Abby.

Look, Ive tried to explain to you before, the gift doesnt always work. The images can be blurred and hard to figure out. I

Before you make up your mind, hear me out, Rick interjected. About four years ago, Brandithats the girls nameBrandi Petersseemed to change. It was right after her grandmother died

Those words struck a sympathetic response in my heart. My grandfathers death of a sudden heart attack when I was fifteen, and then Brians death five years ago, had shaped my life in ways I was only now beginning to understand. But I kept my thoughts to myself and let Rick continue.

She dropped a lot of her friends at school, started to dress differently, spend more time alone

Did she get involved with drugs? I interjected.


I dont think so, but who knows? Kids can be good at hiding things like that. Rick sighed. It wasnt until she took off after her high school graduation that her mother found a bunch of books about spiritualism in her room.

You think she was trying to contact her grandmothers spirit?

Probably. And I think thats how she wound up involved with a group up at Gunhammer Lake in Minnesotathe last place she was seen. The group is supposedly conducting paranormal research and psychic investigations. You and Abby

The phone slipped from my hand.

would be the perfect choice to check them out and see what you can learn, I heard Rick say as I returned the receiver to my ear.

Group? Do you mean cult?

Well Ricks voice trailed off.

You do. You want me and my seventy-four-year-old grandmother to infiltrate a cult? I asked in a shocked voice.

Hey, its not a cult, Rick said defensively. Not exactly. The groups not like the Manson group or Heavens Gate. At least, I dont think they are.

You dont think?

Pretty sure theyre not. Its been hard for me to learn anything about them. The group does a lot of charity stuff for the town up there, so the townspeople are closed-mouth about anything to do with it.

And you think the group would accept a couple of witches who happen to be psychics better than a snoopy reporter?

Yeah.

I could hear the smile in his voice.

But you might want to forget the witch part. Just let it be known that youre psychics, Rick said.

And how do we do that? Set up a crystal ball on the street corner and give readings?

Ricks chuckle rumbled in my ear. No, Madam Ophelia, I dont expect you to do that. Something a little more subtle would work better. Its a small town, drop a few well-chosen remarks and theyll seek you out.

And if they dont?

Youre resourceful. Youll figure something out.

I was silent while I thought about Ricks request. I understood how the loss of her grandmother might have affected Brandi, but that didnt mean I would be able to connect with her in some way. And I hadnt helped Henrywhat made me think I could help Rick find the missing girl? But no died on my lips with his next words.

Brandi never quite fit in, if you know what I mean. She always seemed to be struggling to discover who she was, even before her grandmother died. Rick paused, listening for my response. When I said nothing, he continued. She wasnt a bad kid, just different, kind of lost. And since she was fourteen, Ive watched while she tried to figure out where she belonged.

Where she belonged? Wow, could I understand that concept, and it was another link I had to the missing girl. Most of my life Id been dealing with the same thing. If I hadnt had Abby to guide me, to understand what its like to have a gift like mine, I would have been lost, too. Maybe

Rick sensed my hesitation and pressed his advantage. Her parents are beyond worried. She stopped calling about a month ago and they havent heard from her since. Like I told you, Brandi is their only child, and theyve tried everything to find her. The police have done all they can. Ive tried to investigate, but I hit a wall of silence.

Rick

You two are the only people I know who might be able to find Brandi, he said, butting in. Look, if I thought you or Abby would be in danger, I wouldnt ask you to do this.

I plucked at the blanket covering me. Rick

You do have vacation time, dont you? he asked, breaking in again. And dont worryIll cover all your expenses.

Yes, Ive got vacation time, and its not about money. Its

Please?

The please and the desperation in his voice tipped the scale. Somewhere out there a young woman was lost. A young woman everyone saw as different. I hadnt been able to help Henry, but maybe this time

Okay, Ill talk to Abby, I said with a groan.



As I drove up the lane leading to Abbys house, I saw the August heat shimmer in steamy waves above the gravel. It was only 9:00 A.M., and already the day promised to be a hot one. The heat wave wed been having was affecting the vegetables Abby grew for her greenhouse. I noticed the pumpkin vines looked sad, as Abby would say. The green leaves seemed to droop toward the black soil at the base of the plant as if they were trying to suck what little moisture they could from the rich earth. If we didnt get rain soon, Abby wouldnt have many pumpkins to sell come Halloween. Theyd all have withered on the vine.


Abbys farmhouse came into view when I rounded the last corner of her lane. The house stood proud, with its dark green shutters shining against the brilliant white of the clapboard siding. And even in this heat the wide wraparound porch looked cool and inviting. During my summer stays as a child and as a teenager, Id spent a lot of evenings on that front porch, swinging slowly back and forth on the swing, and sipping iced tea with either Grandpa or Abby. My lips twisted in a wry smileeven though Grandpa wasnt with us anymore, I still held his spirit in a special place in my heart. Abby, Grandpa, the memories this house held, they were my sanctuary. And even though I loved my parents, and they had provided me with a good life, Abbys house was and would always be home to me. A safe place to go when trouble seemed to surround me. A place where I belonged.

The girl Rick wanted us to findBrandi. Did she ever have a refuge, somewhere to go when the problems overwhelmed her? Had she thought shed found that special place with the group at Gunhammer Lake?

My car rolled to a slow stop, and I got out and walked up the path to Abbys front door. After two light raps, I swung the door open and strolled into Abbys wide entry.

Knock knock. Anyone home? I called, and sniffed the air. A delicious smell of fresh strawberries greeted me. I knew Abby must be putting up preserves. My nose guided me down the hall toward the kitchen located in the back of the house.

I paused in the doorway, watching my grandmother. She stood at her old wood-burning stove, stirring a steaming kettle of strawberries with one hand, while in the other she held the receiver of the phone. Turning, she smiled, and her eyes, the color of moss, crinkled in the corners. With the hand holding the wooden spoon, she waved me toward the table. I sat and waited for her to finish her conversation.

Yes, I know. Its going to be hot, she said into the phone.

Even now, after living in Iowa for over fifty years, Abbys voice had the soft, easy tone of someone whod been raised in the mountains of Appalachia. It was in those mountains where shed learned the art of healing, using crystals, herbs, candles, and spells. An art taught to her by her mother, who in turn had been taught as a girl by Abbys grandmother. An art handed down from generation to generation, mother to daughter, grandmother to granddaughter, in a line of women stretching back over one hundred years. The art of magick.

But I had no child of my own, no daughter to train in the art. And with each passing year, the chances of ever having a child grew less and less. Unless my life changed, I would be the last of that line. The magick practiced so long by the women of my family would die with me.

The thought saddened me.

Tsk tsk, such sad brown eyes for this early in the morning, Abby said, pulling my attention to her. Why such a long face?

Id been so lost in my thoughts, I hadnt noticed that she had finished her conversation and now stood watching me as she dried her hands on her apron. Her hair was braided and coiled on the top of her head. And the steam from the strawberries made little tendrils of silver hair curl around her face. Sitting down at the table, she brushed them back.

I shook my head. Never mind, it wasnt anything important. Hey, dont you think its kind of hot to be canning? I asked, and glanced at the row of bright red jars lined up on her counter. Your woodstove puts out a lot of heat.

Oh, nonsense. She brushed her hand in the air. My mother canned in weather twice as hot as this. And without the benefit of electric fans.

Abby had all the modern convenienceselectricity, telephone, the things we take for granted. She even had a computer tucked away in one of the upstairs bedrooms and was becoming quite a whiz on the Internet. But in her kitchen, she preferred the old ways, the ways of her mother, and her mothers mother. Her kitchen looked like it had been transported from an old cabin in the mountains. Dried herbs hung in neat rows from the exposed beams in the ceiling, and the windowsills gleamed with rows of crystals.

I shook my head again, knowing it would be pointless to argue with her.

So who were you talking to this early? I asked, changing the subject.

Arthur, she replied in a shy voice.

Oh yeah, Arthur, better known around Summerset as Stumpy, the owner of Stumpys Bar and Billiards. And Abbys elderly boyfriend. I dont know; there was just something a little disconcerting about the idea of my grandmother having a romance, so my solution was to ignore it as much as possible.

When he was here last night, he thought maybe hed

I held up my hand, stopping her. Thats okay. I dont need to know what you were talking about. I felt a hot blush creeping up my neck.

Abby chuckled. Poor Ophelia. You dont like to think about me being involved with someone, do you?

No, no, I stuttered. Its not that. I like Stumpyahh, Arthur. I really do. He was great when you were in the hospital, after Charles Thornton had conked you on the head. But I just dont need to know I winced. the details.

She chuckled again. Youre worried about too much information?

Yup, I replied, nodding vigorously.

She reached over and patted my hand. Dont worry, dear, Ill say no more.

I blew out a sigh of relief and smiled. Thank you!

Since I had company last night Abby paused, noticing the look on my face, and smiled. I didnt have a chance to call you and ask you how your reading went with Henry. Were you able to help him?

No, I said, my voice laced with frustration. The missing man is dead, a suicide, but I couldnt tell Henry where to find the body. All I saw was a pasture, with crows flying around. My last glimpse was a pile of bones, so I know they wont find him till next spring.

Abby folded her hands and looked down at them for a moment. Im sorry. Not knowing with certainty what happened to him will be hard on the mans family.

Yeah, thats what Henry said, too. My face tightened in a frown. Something else happenedRick Delaney called me in the middle of the night.

Abbys eyes widened in surprise. Rick. You havent heard from him in some time, have you?

Youre right. I havent. After leaving Summerset last fall, he called pretty frequently, but then the calls became farther and farther apart. Its been, I dont know, at least three, maybe four months, since Ive heard from him.

Why now?

He wants our help. A young woman, the daughter of close friends, is missing.

Is he sending you photos of her to try and trigger a vision?

No. I said he wants our help. He wants us to go to Minnesota to where the young woman, Brandi, was last seen.

Why?

Well I said, and traced the pattern on Abbys tablecloth with my finger. It seems she got mixed up with this group supposedly conducting psychic and paranormal research. He thinks sending a couple of psychics to snoop around would be a good idea.

And were the couple of psychics?

I looked at Abby and smiled. You got it.

Hmm. Ive never allowed myself to get involved with any kind of an investigation

My snort stopped her.

Well, I havent, she said defensively. Not until last fall when we met Rick, and then, of course, this spring with Charles Thornton. But thats different, you were in danger, and I was trying to help.

She had a point. Abby had always kept the knowledge of her talent to herself. She had never done readings or given warnings of approaching disaster to anyone. And to do a spell to direct a specific outcome for someone behind their back, even if the spell was for their own good, was unthinkable. She felt very strongly that to try and influence events without a persons consent was a serious invasion of their privacy. She would give advice, if asked, but would do so under the guise of a hunch. Whoever had sought her advice never knew it was based on anything other than the wisdom Abby had gained over the years. A very clever woman, my grandmother.

Does that mean you dont think we should go? I asked.

Abby gave me a thoughtful look. No, I didnt say we shouldnt go, but Im not getting any kind of a feeling about this Brandi.

Do you think that means shes dead?

I dont know. Tell me exactly what happened. From the beginning.

Okay. I was sound asleep, dreaming I was in the library. Mr. Carroll was there. A big black spider sat on his shoulder. He was yelling at me about the librarys choice of books

Abby smiled. Nothing odd about that. Mr. Carroll never likes the books you order. And youve been complaining for months that the library needs to be fumigated.

I arched an eyebrow. Did I mention he was naked?

No, you left that part out, she replied, her smile widening.

I shuddered. Well talk more about why I would dream of a naked Mr. Carroll later. Anyway, Mr. Carrolls yelling was accompanied by a loud jangling. The phone. Thats what woke me up. It was Rick. He told me about Brandi and asked for our help. Thats it.

What did he say about this Brandi?

I shrugged. Shes an only child and her parents are very worried. Shes been upset ever since her grandmother died. They havent heard from her in a couple of months, which is unusual. Rick went up to Gunhammer Lakethats where this group livesbut he didnt learn anything. He thinks well have better luck.

What else did he say about Brandi? Theres something about her that bothers you.

Very astute.

Im psychic, she said with a chuckle.

Supposedly, so am I, I said, shaking my head. But Im not really picking up much on this one. All I have is a sense of unease, but I dont know if its because somethings happened to the girl or because, from what Rick said, she has always been different.

And you understand that? Abby asked gently.

Yeah, I do. If it hadnt been for your understanding of how I felt growing up, maybe Id have been as lost as Brandi evidently is, or was.

Well, Abby said as she pushed away from the table and stood, I guess theres only one way to find out.

I looked up at her. And what way is that? Some remote hocus-pocus to find out what we should do?

No, of course not, she said, crossing her arms in front of her. We go to Minnesota.







    

Two




For the rest of the day I stewed about calling Rick. My unease seemed to simmer in my mind like a bubbling cauldron, and I sought things to do around my small Victorian cottage.

Much to the resentment of Lady and Queenie, I gave them a bath and wormed them. After those tasks were finished, and under the distrustful eyes of the dog and cat, I cleaned out all my cupboards and organized my spice rack. I wouldve alphabetized the spices, but I thought that was carrying things a bit too far. Unfortunately, none of these jobs helped allay the thoughts cooking in my head.

What if Brandi had met with foul play? If so, how far would someone go to keep her fate a secret? From past experiences, I knew the threat of discovery could drive people to do horrendous things. A chill shot up my spine. Like what Adam Hoffman had done last fall when he murdered Butch Fisher and left his body in the woods, on the bank of the stream. Left there for the wildlife to dispose of. And by the time some poor un-suspecting soulin this case, mehad literally stumbled onto the body, the scene wasnt a pretty one. Did I want to risk exposing not only myself, but this time Abby, to something like that again?

Maybe Brandi had just taken off with some trucker and was too busy having fun to call home? If that were the case, our assistance wasnt needed. Eventually shed turn up.

Thinking of Brandi, on the road, in a semi, didnt help my uneasiness. The thought cranked the feeling up another notch.

Oh, just call Rick and go to Minnesota. Quit dithering about it! said a voice in my head. But still I hesitated.

Pouring a glass of iced tea, I wandered out to the patio with Lady and Queenie at my heels. By now theyd both forgiven me for the worming and the baths. Pulling out a lawn chair, I propped my feet up and watched the stars flicker on, one by one.

Since last fall, after the incident with Adam Hoffman, Id finally accepted my heritage, my gift, and had worked with Abby on learning the art of magick. And I was getting better. I still didnt have scrying down, where Id stare into a flame and try and pick up an image, but I was getting pretty good at using my great-grandmothers runes. Abby had given them to me last fall, and by now I was able to think outside of the box, as Abby had advised me to do. The funny markings on the runes made sense to me now, and my accuracy was increasing.

Hmm, the runes. Abby didnt think remote hocus-pocus would help, but she hadnt said anything about not trying a rune reading. Shoving myself to my feet, I went back into the house to prepare.

After a purifying bath in sea salt, I dressed in a loose-fitting robe and went to the den located in the rear of my house, overlooking the trees that ring my backyard. It was my space, the space Id created for magick.

I was still damp from my bath while I moved around the room lighting candles. A lot of questions tumbled through my mind, so I lit only the candles that would increase the energy I needed to seek my answers. When I finished, seven candles of black to bind me to the earth, and seven candles of indigo to increase my psychic awareness, lit the room with soft yellow light. My shadow danced across the bookcases as I walked to my desk.

Nestled there on the shiny surface was my collection of crystals. Amber for creativity, green fluorite for balance, rose quartz for love and harmony, emerald for healing; they glowed with the colors of the rainbow. I passed my hand over the shimmering crystals several times, and each time felt their combined energy vibrate around them. Finally, I selected the ones that would help me the most. I picked up a piece of hematite for grounding and an amethyst to increase my psychic energy and placed them in the pocket of my robe.

Walking to the center of the room, I set one silver candle in the middle of the polished wood floor. The energy of the silver candle would assist me in interpreting whatever I saw.

Starting at the north, I walked slowly clockwise while pouring a thin line of salt on the floor, creating a wide circle made of salt around the candle. The circle would protect me against any nasty energy lurking about, seeking a place to call home. But before I could start, I needed a few more thingsa notepad and pen to record my impressions, a square of linen, and of course the runes.

When I picked up the worn leather bag that held them from the top of the desk, I felt the stones quiver inside the old sack. Almost as if they were excited to be of use again. Stepping carefully over the circle of salt, I sat down cross-legged on the floor in front of the candle and lit it.

Next I spread out the linen square. Laying the notebook and pen to the side and the runes on my lap, I took the hematite and amethyst out of my pocket. Holding the hematite in my right hand and the amethyst in my left, I concentrated on clearing my mind. And while I did, I tried to pull energy from the earth, up through my body. When I felt at peace and connected with the earths energy, I framed my question.

What will we find in Minnesota?

After laying the amethyst and hematite in front of the candle, I reached into the bag and let the stones slip through my fingers until one felt just right. After placing the stone in front of me on the linen, I repeated the process two more times.

The runes seemed to glow with a light of their own as they lay there on the linen square. A nice straight line of three; the Norns, the Three Sisters. Urdhrthe past, Verdhandithe present, and Skuldthe future.

I turned the first one over.

Othlia. Oath-awe-law, I said aloud, pronouncing each syllable slowly to myself. Okay, it means a vision, an ideal, one who might be consumed by the past. Could mean Rick, or it could be the reason Brandi got involved with the group. She was consumed by an idea.

I moved on to the next one.

Ansuz. Awn-sooze. I repeated it as I had Othlia. Hmm, to take the advice of someone. Someone older and respected. Well, that definition certainly fit Abby. So the advice of the runes was to listen to Abby. What a big surprise.


I hesitated before turning over the last rune. It was in the future position. I knew enough about magick and the runes to know they didnt lie. Did I really want to know the answer? What if the answer was one I didnt like? The future always had the potential of holding some nasty surprises. My hand hovered over the last stone. With a sigh, I flipped it over.

Perthro. Perth-row. I said it softly. Mystery, secrets, the occult. Now what in the hell did that mean? The occult? Because most people associated the occult with witches, and Abby and I were witches? Mystery? No kidding, mystery. We had a missing girl on our hands.

Frustrated, I picked up the notebook and pen. I tapped the pen on my chin while I stared thoughtfully into the candles flame.

The flame seemed to brighten and dim in a rhythmic pattern, while the air currents eddied around it. The sight was mesmerizing, and I dont know how long it held my attention. When I finally shook myself out of staring at the flame, I was surprised to see how far the candle had burned down. Id only stared at it for a few moments, hadnt I?

I looked down at my lap at the notebook and my hand that still held the pen. Suddenly, the pen slipped from my nerveless fingers and rolled toward the candle.

Across the once clean, white surface of the paper, written about a hundred times, and in my loose scrawl, was one word. Magic.

And I didnt remember writing it.


Monday morning I stood at the bottom of the flight of steps leading to the library and looked up at the old limestone building. Until last fall, the library had been my home away from home. When Id taken the job of Summersets librarian five years ago, after Brians murder, I used the job to hide emotionally from everyone except Abby. Id come to Summerset broken, swamped by feelings of guilt over my failure to stop Brians murder in time. The vision Id had witnessing the murder had come too late to save him.

It had been Rick and the events leading up to Adam, Benny, and Jakes capture that had finally knocked down the wall I hid behind. Id been forced to accept who and what I was, to embrace my talent, to follow my destiny. And for that, I owed him.

Now I had to face my next problem. How to explain my trip to my assistant? Darci was a leggy, busty blonde who most people wrote off as an airhead. I shook my head. If they only knew what went on behind those big blue eyes. She possessed a sharp mind and the ability to figure things out faster than most. Sometimes it seemed like she was the psychic, not me. And she always wanted to be right in the middle of what she called my adventures. And when I told her about Ricks phone call, she would insist on going to Minnesota with Abby and me.

But my answer had to be no.

Reluctantly, I trudged up the stairs. Pausing at the top, I hoisted my backpack firmly on my shoulder and swung open the door.

Darci stood behind the counter, filing library cards. Her long red fingernails clicked against the countertop as she picked each card. When she looked up and saw me standing there, she smiled. Good morning. Hey, she said, pointing a figure at me, that eye makeup looks really good on you. Makes your brown eyes pop.

I touched my face self-consciously and nodded. Thanks to Darci, my medicine cabinet was full of things she had assured me I neededblush, eye shadows, mascara, and all the girly stuff Id never paid much attention to. And if I didnt use the entire gunk she picked out for me, it hurt her feelings. Now my morning routine had been extended by twenty minutes.

How was your weekend?

I crossed to the counter. Okay, I replied, and stowed my backpack on one of the shelves. Nothing too exciting.

She eyed me suspiciously. I doubt that. Didnt you tell me Henry was coming by with some pictures?

Yeah, but it didnt work. I didnt see anything that could help him find his missing person. The mans dead. A suicide. But I couldnt tell him where to find the body.

How did Henry take it?

In typical Iceman fashion, I said, picking up my own stack of cards and thumbing through them. He wasnt going to let on how disappointed he was, but I could tell. He really wanted to be able to give the mans family some kind of answer. I stopped, feeling the frustration pick at me once again. Some answer other than, Hes dead and we dont know where.

Im sorry. I know its hard when you dont see things clearly.

Yeah. Well, its going to be harder on his family while they wait until his bodys found. I turned away from the counter and grabbed a pile of returned books from the shelf. Setting them on the counter, I flipped
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