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Chapter One

“Gin makes me brilliant.”

“No, Joy, you just think gin makes you brilliant. Gin makes you sotted. Chocolate makes you brilliant.”

I looked at the reflection in the French door of the dark-haired woman sitting next to me in a circle of lit candles, and shook my head with a solemnity that I hoped belied the aforementioned sottedness. My reflection shook her head as if to warn me. I decided to heed the warning, and carefully set down my glass. “Chocolate has many powers, most notably in the area of adding heft to my hips, but gin, in fact, makes me brilliant.”

Our companion drifted around the room lighting more scented candles, pausing to raise her eyebrows at the sight of our mutual friend snorting with laughter into her vodka martini.

“No more libations of a vodka nature for you, Roxanne,” Miranda warned before lighting one last candle and dropping down onto a taupe and green leaf print rug across from us. “The Goddess doesn’t grant her blessings upon those who are soused. Joy, what is it you are being brilliant about?”

I plucked the lime wedge from my gin and tonic and sucked the gin-soaked meaty pulp from it, mentally bemoaning my Amazonian stature, as Miranda, with the grace of a gazelle who had been taking ballet lessons since birth, pulled her long, slender legs into a lotus position. I gave a moment over to damning the Viking genes that left me towering over most women, and many men. “This plan of Roxy’s to find us a pair of dishy guys. I’ve decided, after much due consideration and many, many brilliant gin-inspired thoughts, to allow you to make my case before your Goddess. If she’d like to point me in the direction of a guy who is the perfect embodiment of everything manly and good, well then, it behooves me to listen. There, in a nutshell, is my brilliance.”

Roxanne snorted into her drink again. “In other words, you’ve broken up with Bradley again.”

I shrugged. My on-again, off-again boyfriend had lots of good points, qualities like faithfulness, devotion, patience, and a sunny, optimistic nature. “The problem with Bradley is that he’s just not the one—the man who makes my heart race just by being near him, the man who makes me believe in wonderful things like falling in love at first sight. He’s just . . . Bradley.”

“That’s just my point, Joy! You’re so stuck in your ways that you can’t even be bothered to look for a man you deserve, not old stick-in-the-mud Bradley Barlow, who wouldn’t know excitement if it bit him dead center on the ass.”

I couldn’t help but bristle at the judgmental tone in her voice. I’ve known Roxy since we were in kindergarten, but that didn’t mean she could get away with every snide comment she felt like launching in my direction. “You should speak, Miss Still a Virgin at Twenty-four. What you know about relationships with men could be written on the head of a vibrator.”

She spewed martini out her nose.

“Can’t take you anywhere, can I?” I said, mopping up the spewed vodka. It had sprayed out all over her jeans and the lovely hardwood floor we were sitting on.

“Geez Louise,” she gasped, hacking and wheezing and blowing her nose. She took the cloth Miranda silently offered, mopping up her T-shirt before glaring at me with redrimmed eyes. “Don’t do that to me again!”

“Sorry. It was the gin talking. Told you it makes me brilliant.”

“So that’s what you call it?”

I stuck my tongue out at her.

She turned her glare up a notch. “As for what I was saying when you so rudely brought up the subject of sexual aids—which, just for the record, I don’t have, need, or ever expect to use, unlike some people I could mention. Anyway, I’d like to point out that with regards to men, I have the good taste to save myself for someone really meaningful.” She paused to blow her nose again. “I hope you notice the contrast between my actions—responsible yet hopeful realism regarding the man destined to be my future husband—and yourself, who has settled for a guy who can’t give you anything more than a good fu—”

“Ladies!” Miranda shrieked, cutting Roxy off cold. We both looked at her. She glared back at us. “I refuse to help you if you argue with each other. Honestly, how you two can call each other best friend is beyond me, but regardless of that, I won’t have dissension in my house. The Goddess is not in charity with feelings of pettiness and ill will, Roxanne, and since you asked for the Goddess’s help, you should be prepared to approach her in a penitential manner with a pure heart and unblemished soul.”

I directed a smug smile at Roxy. She ignored me and fought to wipe the stubborn-as-a-mule look from her face. “Sorry,” she mumbled, clasping her hands and staring down at them in a close approximation of demureness and penitence.

“The same goes for you, as well,” Miranda frowned at me. I widened my eyes and tried to look innocent of all wrong-doing, but it was hard to even think of muddying the truth when Miranda’s eerie light gray eyes settled on me.

“I didn’t come here desperate for you to find me a man,” I pointed out with as much dignity as possible. “Roxy begged me to come.”

“I did not!” she snapped, her expression no longer demure. “I simply said that if Bradley was the best you could do for yourself, it wouldn’t hurt to have the Goddess look around and see if she couldn’t find someone a little better. That’s hardly begging. Lord above, I’d think you’d be grateful for this chance to find what most people don’t ever have a chance to find—their true soul mate.”

I opened my mouth to dispute her statement, but caught sight of an extremely fat black cat with white whiskers and one white paw who was uncurling himself from an adjacent cushioned wicker chair. I held out a lime-scented hand, but the cat, with disdain that would do a king proud, gave me the equivalent to a cat sneer and waddled over to plop himself down before Miranda.

“Whatever,” I shrugged off my friend’s comments, figuring the evening would go faster if I kept my skepticism to myself. I didn’t really believe in all of the hocus-pocus that Miranda claimed to tap into with her spells and invocations to the Goddess, but then, there were a few things that had happened in her presence that I couldn’t easily explain. Roxy swallowed it all, though, and despite what she said, she had asked me to sit with her for support. I figured it was the least I could do for someone who’d been with me through good times and bad. “Miranda, don’t you think it’s time to put Davide on a diet? He’s almost as big as the Rottweiler that lives down the street from me.”

“We are ready to begin.” Miranda glared me into silence, sent Roxy a warning look to keep her quiet as well, then closed her eyes and began to breathe deeply, humming a soft little tuneless hum. A gentle breeze swept in through a nearby window, pushing before it the familiar scent of the herbs Miranda used in her invocation candles. A bit guiltily, I remembered that I was supposed to be making my mind open and responsive, and spent a few moments doing a spot of breathing and humming myself, until I got tired of squashing all the little thoughts that kept popping into my head when it was supposed to be an unpainted canvas just waiting for fate’s bold brushstrokes. Or whatever it was that Roxy had read from Miranda’s instructions. I couldn’t quite remember, that part of the conversation being in the pre-gin-and-tonic part of the evening. Instead I looked back at Davide, now engaged in doing a hearty round of personal hygiene on his rear legs.

“It really is funny that you should have a black cat.”

Roxy, who had been emulating Miranda, cracked an eye open and rolled it toward Davide. “Why is it funny she has a black cat?”

Miranda continued a soft hum of indistinguishable words, swaying slightly from side to side as her voice rose and fell fluidly in the evening air. I raised my voice a little so I could be heard over the Call to the Goddess. “Because she’s a witch, idiot. I wouldn’t think most witches would want a black cat, but you have to admit Davide fits the role of familiar perfectly.”

The hum became a bit more pronounced, although Miranda kept her eyes firmly closed.

Roxy sent a worried little glance to her, then leaned close to me and whispered, “I don’t think they like the word ‘witch’ anymore, Joy. Wiccan is what you’re supposed to call them now.”

I whispered back to her, “Why? What’s wrong with ‘witch’?”

She sat up straight again and closed her eyes. “Not PC,” she hissed out of the side of her mouth. “Besides, Wiccans are more in touch with nature. Can’t you feel the power in her Summoning?”

I looked at the Circle of Knowledge Miranda had laid out around the two of us, and felt a little shiver of excitement ripple down my back. I may be a skeptic, but I wasn’t a boob. There was something in the air, an electric charge that had the fine hairs on my arms waving around. I reminded myself that it wasn’t everyone Miranda practiced her magic for, and tried to look grateful.

“It’s a bit nerve-wracking, this,” I muttered a few minutes later to Roxy in a soft voice so as not to disturb Miranda as she was Communing with the Goddess. I fished out a piece of ice from my drink and popped it in my mouth. “Not that I think it’ll work with me, but still, it is a bit nervy just sitting here waiting for a spirit on high to flash me the curriculum vitae of the love of my life.”

“It’s time you got a little proactive with your love life,” Roxy muttered back at me. “I may still be a virgin, but at least I’m trying to find Mr. Wonderful. You don’t even go on any dates. How do you expect to find the heavenly bliss of the man nature created just for you if you won’t even look for him?”

“Well,” I said around the crunching of ice, “there is Bradley.”

“That’s not heavenly bliss, Joyful.” Roxy smiled, taking the sting out of her comment with the use of my childhood nickname. “That’s purgatory.”

“You have a point,” I conceded, grimacing at the sight of Davide as he turned his attention to his rectal area. I fervently hoped it wasn’t a comment on the success of Miranda’s foreseeing. “Although it’s not like I haven’t tried or anything, God knows I have, but you’ve experienced the single scene out there—it’s blood tests and background checks and references and ‘Please pee in this cup before we go on a date’ screenings, all clinical and stripped bare of any romance.”

“True,” Roxy nodded.

“Whatever happened to good old fashioned falling in love at first sight? That’s all I ask for, a little romance and candlelight and staring meaningfully into each other’s eyes, knowing you’ve met your perfect mate the second you see him.”

“Too many creeps out there these days,” Roxy replied. “Love at first sight has been replaced by a comprehensive credit check.”

Miranda’s soft hum took on a decidedly strident tone. I listened for a moment to the murmured words, but could make nothing of them.

“Shhh.” I pinched Roxy. “You’re going to blow your chances with the Goddess if you keep flapping your lips when you’re supposed to be concentrating.”

“You’re the one who’s supposed to be concentrating.” Roxy pinched me back. “I already know what qualities I want in my perfect man. I bet you haven’t thought about what you want in a man at all.”

“Both of you are supposed to be concentrating,” Miranda intoned between hums.

Roxy and I looked guiltily at one another.

“It really is sweet of you to spend your evening on this, since you had to close your shop for the ritual cleansing and all,” Roxy smiled.

I nodded.

“You’re a true friend, Miranda,” Roxy went on. “I hope you know I wouldn’t have asked you to go to all this work if it hadn’t been an emergency, but what with that date last night with Mr. Octopus Hands, well, a girl just has to do something when she hits the 250th date mark with nary a boyfriend in sight to show for her trouble. And, of course, Joy needs all the help she can get.”

“Hey!” I glared at Roxy. She just grinned back at me.

“In fact, I’ve been worried about her for some time. She’s got a dead-end job, an ex-boyfriend who could bore an ice cube, and no interests outside the library. If we don’t take matters into our own hands, she’ll end up single and chaste the rest of her life, living in a small pink house with thirty-seven cats all named Kevin, with no one to talk to but her successful, happy, catless friends.”

“You’re delusional,” I said with great dignity. “And for the record, you have the same dead-end job I have.”

“So if you don’t see her soul mate in the immediate future,” Roxy continued, ignoring my interruption, “I for one would appreciate it if you would lie and say you did. She’s desperate, if you know what I mean.”

And lonely. I was willing to admit that. Very lonely. I swirled the ice in my glass around and reflected on my loneliness. “I’m not desperate, Rox, I’m just . . . available.”

“Well, there’s always Germany if we can’t find nice American men.”

Miranda opened her eyes to shoot a questioning look at Roxy.

“Germany,” I reminded her. “Roxy and I are part of the team going to the Frankfurt Book Festival. I have to admit, I wouldn’t mind one of those dishy blond German men. You think some of them might be wearing lederhosen? Hubba hubba!”

Miranda opened her mouth to say something, thought better of it, and shook her head. She continued the soft chanting, a prayer, according to the cheat sheet Roxy had given me earlier, to the Goddess for strength and enlightenment.

I flicked ice chips at Davide for a few minutes until Miranda opened her eyes and pinned me back with a look that could strip the stripes off a tiger. “Now is the time for both of you to focus your attention on envisioning your ideal man. You must open yourself to the image engraved on your heart and your soul. Focus on that image, allowing it to fill your awareness, narrowing your thoughts until they are made up only of him.”

“Oooh, goody, fantasy time!” I rubbed my hands together and thought of the ideal man made up of the better parts of Colin Firth, Alan Rickman, and Oded Fehr, all rolled into one luscious, droolworthy package.

“Dibs I go first!” Roxy said quickly. I made mean eyes at her. When Miranda sighed and nodded, Roxy sat up as tall as a person who barely tops five feet could, closed her eyes, and started ticking items off her fingers. “OK, here’s my order: someone not too tall, that is important point number one. Lord knows I’ve been on enough dates with tall men. Do you know how disconcerting it is to find yourself staring a man straight in the nipples? I’d like someone of medium height, please. And just to make things easier on you, I won’t be picky about hair color or eye color, or even how handsome the man is, as long as he has really nice hands, knows how to cook, and wants lots and lots of children.”

Miranda smiled as she got to her feet and began sprinkling rose petals around the Circle, still chanting, pausing to make gestures of protection to the four compass points.

“And he’s got to have a good sense of humor. I’m afraid that is a must-have; I’ll have to return any prospects who turn out to be humorless. Life is simply too short to be stuck with a guy who can’t be silly once in a while.”

“I understand. Joy?”

I glared at my friend. “Geez, Rox, leave something for the rest of us to work with, will you?”

She smirked at me. Miranda cocked an eyebrow in such a manner that I immediately cleared my mind and tried to picture the perfect man.

“Um, well, tall, dark, and handsome goes without saying. Roxy was right about one thing, a sense of humor is good, I’d prefer a man who likes to laugh.”

Roxy rolled her eyes.

“And . . . um . . . well . . . I’d . . . um . . . like someone who’s nice to animals.”

“Bo-ring!”

“And one who likes to read.”

“So in other words, you want Beaver Cleaver’s dad?”

I ignored Roxy’s comments, deciding if I was going to do this, I might as well do it right. I thought for a long moment about what I wanted in a man, what I really wanted, what secret desires were hidden deep within me. Slowly, out of the everyday confusion of my mind, an image wavered before me, growing solid as the gentle herb-scented night breeze washed over me. With the brightening image came the words, hesitant and charged with a strange emotion, as if it weren’t really me speaking. “He will send shivers of delight down my spine with the dark cloak of intrigue wrapped around him. He will captivate me, fascinate me, fold me into the air of mystery and adventure that surrounds him, making my blood sing with desire. He will need me, depend on me, trust me where he has trusted no other. He will light my dark hours, and his love will shine as a beacon that will guide me through the most twisted of paths. He is my strength, my faith, and I will not really begin to live until I know his heart is mine.”

“Ooooh,” Roxy breathed. “That is so romantic. You should write that down.”

I blinked as the image in my mind turned to mist and evaporated. I felt a bit dizzy, like I’d been turning somersaults down a long hill. I was more than a little bit weirded out by the whole thing until I remembered the gin and tonics I’d been sipping on. Although alcohol had never triggered that sort of a vision before, there was a first time for everything.

“I want all that on my list, too!”

“Too late, it’s mine,” I told Roxy with a dazed grin. She punched me in the arm.

“Is that all?” Miranda asked us both, completing the circle and returning to her spot.

“It is for me, since old greedy-guts there won’t share the good stuff on her list,” Roxy said huffily.

I ran down my mental checklist. Yup, it was all there, all but for one last item. . ..

“I have one more request,” I said.

Miranda paused in the act of lighting the large candle sitting before her.

“Big private parts,” I told them. “That’s important, don’t you think? I mean, size does matter, no matter what they say, right? And since we are talking the man for me, my soul mate, he’ll be the only one I sleep with for the rest of my life, so I think he should have really nice personal equipment. Something memorable. The phrase ‘hung like a horse’ comes to mind.”

“Joy Martine Randall!” Roxy choked.

I made an innocent little moue at her. “What’s wrong? Mad you didn’t think of it first?”

Her hazel eyes flashed a warning at me. I cackled. She was mad I had beaten her to big genitals.

Miranda gave me a look of martyrdom that had me biting back my cackle to a more seemly giggle. “OK, you don’t have to include that last item on the official request list. I can live with a man with a regular set of dangly bits as long as the rest of the items are there. If he meets the other requirements, I’ll be happy.”

Miranda sighed and shook her head. “You’re so flippant, both of you, I don’t know how you expect me to help you find the man you are searching for if all you’re thinking of is the size of his crotch and whether or not he’s likely to laugh at your jokes. This is serious; the power of the Goddess is nothing to be taken lightly. You should be reaching out with your heart and soul to find this man, not parroting the silly ideas you’ve soaked up from those romances you both read.”

Roxy and I instantly united in a solid front against her condemnation of our beloved romances.

“They aren’t silly or horrible; romances are upbeat and fun to read,” my bosom buddy protested.

“Yeah,” I added, flipping another ice chip at Davide. He gave me an open-mouthed silent hiss that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Skeptic I might be, but there was no reason to be stupid and tempt powers I wasn’t sure didn’t exist.

Miranda stilled. “What about those vampire books you are both addicted to?”

Something in the air between us thickened. I wondered if an electrical storm was on its way. “What about them?” I asked.

“They’re dangerous.”

“Dangerous? How can books be dangerous? They’re just a series of stories about heroes who happen to be vampires, Miranda. It’s not like they advocate the drinking of blood or anything.”

“Some people,” she said to me, without taking her gaze off Roxy, “believe them to be a guide to their fate.”

I looked between her and Roxy. The latter was sitting quietly, picking at the leather thong on her sandal, not meeting our eyes.

“Some people believe every word written in them to be the truth.”

I shook my head. “No one really believes in the Book of Secrets’ Dark Ones,” I told Miranda. “They’re just really dark, broody heroes that turn a lot of women on, myself included, I’m not too horribly embarrassed to say. Just because we like the stories doesn’t mean we believe that vampires really exist.”

“I do,” came a soft voice.

I stared at my friend of nineteen years.

“I do,” she said louder, with more confidence, an obstinate set to her jaw that I knew well. “I believe they really exist. C. J. Dante, the author of the Book of Secrets series has done extensive research in the Moravian Highlands, the area where the Dark Ones live. He even moved there so he could be closer to them, so he could study them and learn their ways. I believe they exist.”

She must have felt the weight of two sets of disbelieving eyes, because she hiked her chin up even higher. “Well, I do!”

“Roxy . . .” I shook my head. “Honey, I know it’s a tempting thought to believe that such things really exist, but come on! Vampires? Men who drink blood and burn up in the sun and wander around all tormented and angsting because they haven’t found the right woman to save their soul? I’ll admit some of the guys you’ve dated might meet a few of those qualifications, but we’re going to have to have a long, long talk if you’re going to start believing in ghosties and goulies and things that go bump in the night.”

I had forgotten in whose house I was sitting.

“‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy’,” Miranda said quietly.

“Yeah, but I don’t think Shakespeare had Moravian Dark Ones in mind when he wrote that,” I argued.

She just looked at me with light gray eyes that reminded me of a full moon at its brightest. Her belief in things that I doubted made me uncomfortably aware of just what I was doing sitting in a circle of candles. “Look, why don’t we get on with this? Dr. Miller wants me to re-catalog the entire biology collection before we leave for Germany, and I’d like to get some sleep before I face a bunch of books on fungi and spores and mildew in the morning.”

“No,” Roxy said stubbornly. “I want to hear why Miranda believes in the good powers she uses, but won’t admit the possibility of a darker side of the same power.”

Miranda shook her head, her red curls a riot of crimson and gold in the candlelight. “I never said I don’t believe in a dark power, Roxanne. I do, most profoundly. There are things I have seen that I hope I never see again, but that type of danger is not what I’m speaking about. I’m talking about the power of persuasion, the intent of the author who includes in his fiction ideas dangerous to your soul.”

“Dante writes them as fiction, true,” Roxy argued, “but all of his followers know the stories are based on truths he has uncovered during his research. You should see the websites devoted to the genealogies of the people Dante has written about—”

“They’re romances for the masses, glorifying the cult of bloodsucking killers.”

“Oh!” Roxy stormed, leaping up. I reached out to grab the back of her leg, but she sidestepped quickly until she was almost out of the circle. “Bloodsucking killers? I’ll have you know that every single Dark One is tormented, very, very tormented by the horrible truth of his life, and none of them kill people. They just borrow a little blood now and again. I don’t see what’s so wrong about that!”

“Roxanne, if you don’t sit back down, you will break the Circle of Truth, and the Invocation will be useless.”

She sat down with a hrmph. “Take it back, Miranda.”

“This Dante is guilty of brainwashing you, of seducing innocents like yourself into thinking the darkness found in men’s souls is something to be tampered with . . .”

“Luke, beware the dark side,” I intoned in my best Obi Wan Kenobi voice.

Both women turned astonished faces at me. I gave them a weak smile and held up my hands. “Sorry, I thought it was funny. You know, Miranda, I don’t mean to be picky, but some of what you believe could be thought to be a bit . . . well, out there.”

She raised an eyebrow. “My beliefs are not the point—it is the silliness of these books, these novels that you and others insist on believing are real that I’m concerned about.”

“I don’t believe they’re real,” I said at the same time Roxy muttered, “They’re a lot more real than some things I can name.”

“Only the foolish meddle in the darkness in men’s souls,” Miranda warned.

“Dark Ones are not evil, they just appear that way at first!” Roxy snapped back.

They glared at each other until I decided to mellow them both out.

“Would you two lighten up a bit? You’re giving me the creeps with all this talk about the dark power of men’s souls and stuff.”

Miranda was shaking her head again, even before I stopped speaking. “The dark power within each of us is nothing to joke about, Joy.”

“Right. Sorry. So why don’t we agree to disagree?” I asked, gesturing between the two of them. “Roxy will continue to believe that there are actual Moravian Dark Ones wandering around looking for women to save their souls, and you’ll continue to believe that famed author C. J. Dante is a nutball bent on world domination by brainwashing millions of frustrated housewives. K? Are we all happy now?”

“I won’t be until she takes back what she said about the Dark Ones!”

Miranda sighed as she made sweeping gestures with her hands to reinforce the bounds of the circle. “Very well, I take it back. They’re harmless little books that give you and millions of others pleasure, and as long as you realize they are fiction, complete fiction, and not a guidebook to exploring the dark forces within, I will withdraw my objections.”

I figured that was as much of an apology as she was going to give. Roxy evidently decided the same, because she nodded.

“I want to warn you both, though,” Miranda added as she shook a long, elegant finger at us, “that those who play with fire should expect to be consumed by it.”

“Consumed by the fire of passion.” I grinned at her as I fingered the remaining ice in my glass. “Sounds like something from one of Dante’s books! I’m willing to bet there are worse ways to go, huh?”

Davide gave me another silent hiss.






Chapter Two

“You think she’s mad at us?”

Roxy rolled her eyes and shifted into third, a quick flip of her wrist sending her ancient MG hurtling into what looked like a four-foot space between two semis. Once I stopped screaming and peeled my hands from my eyes, I turned to glare at her.

“No, I don’t think Miranda is mad at us.”

“Oh, good.” If there’s one rule I try to live my life by, it’s not to make a witch angry.

“I think she’s mad at you.”

“She is not,” I said indignantly, trying to adjust my legs. In the tiny car, my knees were pretty much jammed under my chin. It’s been my experience that people who are six feet tall and built like a brick house don’t fit well into tiny sports cars. “You’re the one who had to go babbling on and on about how you believe in the Dark Ones.”

“Well, I do. You do, too.”

“I do not.”

“Ha! Just last week when you finished Book of Secrets XII you said that Xavier was the hunkiest Moravian yet, and that if you had been around, he never would have had to face The Decision by himself because you would have been there to save him before he became that desperate. Go on, tell me you didn’t say that. Tell me you didn’t call dibs on him before I could.”

“Fwah! I don’t believe in any of that hocus-pocus, and you know it.”

“If you don’t believe, why do you read rune stones for people, hmmm?”

I gave her a jaded smile. “Because they’re pretty. You know full well it’s just a party trick, nothing more.”

“Ha! A party trick doesn’t explain—”

“LOOK OUT! Dammit, Roxy, will you watch where you’re going? You almost gave me a heart attack!”

She honked and waved at the semi truck driver as we swerved around it, zooming down the long, curving highway so characteristic of the wild, untamed back roads of Oregon. I read her the riot act on trying to kill us through careless driving, which she responded to with injured silence. I took advantage of the quiet to think over the events of the evening. Evidently, Roxy was doing the same.

“Joy?”

“What?”

She said nothing for a minute. “You know, you don’t have to go to Czechoslovakia with me.”

“It’s the Czech Republic now.”

“Oh.” An owl flirted with the car’s high beams, a flash of ghostly white wing catching my peripheral vision before it melted into the darkness. “Whatever they’re calling it now, I appreciate the offer to come with me, but given what Miranda said . . .”

I swallowed hard and gnawed on my lip, trying to remind myself that I didn’t believe in any of the things Miranda said she could do, or see, or manifest. Most were coincidences that would have happened regardless of whether or not she was seeking the advice of some greater being. I was a sensible person. I didn’t believe in Bigfoot, or ghosts, or vampires, or even the powers held by white witches.

“. . . Well, I just want you to know that I won’t hold you to your offer. Of keeping me out of trouble after the Book Fair, that is. You can spend your two-week holiday tooling around Europe and seeing Paris like you had originally planned. I’m sure I won’t have any trouble getting to the Czech Republic by myself.” She offered me a weak grin. I bared my teeth in what I hoped was a semblance of a smile, and returned to staring out the window at the passing night and trying to rub the goose bumps from my arms.

Roxy’s session with Miranda had gone just fine, no surprise to me since everyone liked Roxy. She was petite, had curly black hair and blue eyes that made her look like an elf or pixie or one of those cute little munchkin people. Men generally feel all masculine and protective of her, and erroneously assume she’s shy and delicate despite the fact that she has the constitution and willpower of an ox. She was to have it all, the Goddess told her through Miranda. She was to meet her perfect man before the moon rose and set again; she would give her heart and receive one in return; she would fulfill the destiny laid before her feet. I could practically hear the Disney chorus of woodland creatures breaking into song, what with all the sweetness and light that filled Miranda’s living room . . . until she’d scried my future.

The wind seemed to forespell my doom as it gusted into the room, blowing out half the candles in the circle, and sending the spray of rose petals around us dancing into the far corners of the room. Roxy leaped up to close the French doors as Miranda quickly relit the candles. Once settled, she waved at me to begin reciting my part of the Invocation. I felt a bit like an idiot, but knew there was no way Roxy would let me out of there without giving the Goddess a shot at me.

“Power of earth to move his feet
Across the mountains, here to me.
Water’s power to plumb the depths
Of the storm-toss’d briny sea.
True love’s image, I invoke
Powers of air, and red-hot fire;
One to burn him with my glance,
One to stoke my heart’s desire.
Seven knots I double-tie
Moon and candles light the way,
Seven knots for me and love.
Entangled heart in heart to stay.”

“So, what do you see?” I asked impatiently a few minutes later as Miranda stared sightlessly into a bowl of water. “Do you see Mr. Right? Is he cute? Does he look like he’s really loaded in the groinal region?”

“Joy!”

I made a face at Roxy and turned back to Miranda. Her eyes had lost their focus as they did when she scried Roxy’s future, but there was something different about her bearing now, something tense and unyielding that was in direct contrast to the relaxed posture she had with Roxy. Davide rose to his feet and started to stalk toward me, the hair on his back rising as he approached me.

“Jeezumcrow, that’s a little creepy,” I muttered, getting a serious case of the willies as the cat stopped about six feet in front of me, his yellow eyes never wavering from me. Miranda started to speak, so low both of us leaned forward in order to hear her better. Her low monotone, so different from her normally warm voice, added to the eerie atmosphere, and it took a few minutes before I could understand her words. Outside, the wind suddenly picked up, slamming into the house, tiny ticks and thumps indicating that debris and pinecones were being kicked around in the wind.

“All this needs is some lightning and a ghostly figure with a red-stained butcher knife suddenly appearing in the window,” I said in an undertone to Roxy. What I had intended to be a light, joking tone came off as pregnant with foreboding. She looked at me with large, serious eyes.

A shiver went down my spine suddenly, the old someone stepping on your grave feeling my grandmother used to talk about. My arms were goose-bumped all the way up to my shoulders despite the warm night. If only the cat would stop staring at me like I was a three-headed Hydra, I’d be OK.

Miranda’s voice strengthened, but she didn’t seem to be speaking in English. I glanced back at Davide. He appeared to have been turned into a stone statue that sat staring at me.

“Aren’t cats supposed to see ghosts?” I asked Roxy.

She nodded, one hand reaching over to grasp mine. I tried to tell myself to relax, that this was all in fun, that I was simply humoring a friend, but the air inside the room was almost blue with static electricity. When the hairs on my arm all suddenly stood on end, I decided skepticism was for the dogs, and I was ready and willing to believe whatever it took to get me safely out of this situation.

“You will take a trip.”

The words, clearly spoken in the quiet of the room, made us both jump. Miranda was still staring at her bowl of water, her face pale and drawn. As her words sank in, I relaxed and disengaged my hand from Roxy’s, giving her a little pat in the process.

“Yes, that’s right. I told you we were going to Germany.”

“You will take a trip unlike any other you have taken.”

I relaxed even more, a faint burble of relieved laughter building inside. After this weird setup, all I was going to get was the standard “cross my palms with silver” fortune reading? No problem! I’d play along. “Two for two, I’ve never been to Europe before.”

“You will travel by water, held firmly in the Goddess’s womb, protected but not protected, in danger but not in danger.”

“Um . . . OK.” I tried to remember if there were any boat trips needed to get to Frankfurt. There were none that I could think of. And what was all that about being held in the Goddess’s womb? It didn’t sound like a particularly enjoyable or comfortable way to travel unless there was lots of legroom inside.

“A child of darkness will cross your path.”

My jaw dropped as Roxy sat bolt upright next to me, clutching my hand again. A child of darkness? Was Miranda talking about a Moravian? A Dark One? No, she couldn’t be, she didn’t believe they existed . . . or did she? She never really came right out and said they didn’t exist, she just went off about how dangerous it was to toy with the darkness within, and all that business. She couldn’t really be saying what I thought she was saying, could she? I slid a glance over to Roxy. Her eyes were hollowed as she looked back at me and mouthed, “Vampire.”

“The child of darkness will hold your fate in his hands, but you must not be blinded by his unholy attraction, for down that path lies eternal night.”

Well, that didn’t sound good!

“Um.” My voice came out a squeak deep in my throat. I cleared it, glancing nervously at Davide. He continued his stare-a-thon. “When you say ‘child of darkness,’ what exactly do you mean?”

“His soul is a well of despair. A great wind howls within him, but you must not be tempted to save his soul, for his is a path you cannot take.”

“Oh my God,” Roxy whispered, her fingernails digging into my arm. “Oh my God, Joy, do you know what she’s saying?”

Oh, sure, I knew what she was saying. I was about to walk straight into the arms of some axe-murdering maniac.

“This child of darkness that you see,” Roxy asked, loosening her grip when I tried to pry her fingers off my wrist. “Is this the man who is Joy’s soul mate? Is this the man you see as part of her future?”

Oh my Lord, what a horrible thought! I had a quick flash of me standing in an antiseptic prison room marrying a man with tattoos all over his head.

“The one filled with despair is part of it, but he is separate, holding himself aside. There is a second man, a shadow, who stands behind the child of darkness.”

Great! Two axe murderers! I’d get to commit bigamy with two homicidal maniacs. Oh, lucky, lucky me!

“Gark,” I said.

Roxy hushed me. “Be quiet or you’ll have to leave. I’m trying to figure this out for you. Miranda, or whoever is talking through you right now, could you please be a little more specific about these two men you see? I don’t quite understand how they can be her future and yet be such a threat to her.”

Miranda shook her head slowly, her eyes roaming blindly around the room as if she were seeking something but not finding it. Her gaze settled on me as she reached for the crystal hanging from her neck. “I cannot see clearly, the vision is fogged. It could be that the child of darkness is trying to create an illusion, or it could be the shadow cast by the second one that is tainting the image. All that is clear to me is danger, mortal danger to your soul when you are in the child of darkness’s presence. You must be careful which man you choose, for to decide unwisely between the two will cast your soul into eternal night.”

Suddenly Miranda’s eyes focused and color rushed back to her face. The weight of her gray-eyed gaze left me feeling as if she had brushed her fingers against my flesh. She blinked a couple of times and looked between the two of us. “Why are you both staring at me with your mouths hanging open?”

“Oh, no reason,” I said in a tight, choked voice. “No reason at all, unless you count your prediction that I’ll end up a soulless, tormented who-knows-what living the life of the undead in eternal night a reason.”

Miranda looked at Roxy. “Did I say that?”

She nodded, slowly relaxing her grip on my hand. “You weren’t too clear, though; what you said was pretty vague. I couldn’t understand if it was the Moravian who is Joy’s perfect man, or the someone evil behind him.”

“Either way, it sounds like if I hook up with either one of the two guys you mentioned, I’m sure to end up a zombie-woman, roaming the earth forever in search of a soul. That’s not exactly what was on my list of required elements of my perfect mate, eh?”

Miranda opened her mouth, then snapped it shut again. She looked drained, exhausted, and suddenly I was overcome with guilt at making light of something she took seriously, especially when she was trying to do us a favor.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that to sound so flip. I truly wouldn’t want you to think I wasn’t taking this seriously, or was wasting your talents. I can see this type of ceremony takes a lot out of you. We both owe you for this, big-time.”

“Speak for yourself,” Roxy snapped, sounding more like herself as she started blowing out the candles still burning around us. “I’m not the ungrateful beast you are. I gave Miranda that old Herbal I found at the estate sale.”

“Ah.” I thought for a moment of a way to repay Miranda without involving money, something I knew she felt was taboo. I snapped my fingers as an idea occurred to me. “I know! I’ll donate my time at the next Womyn’s Magyck Festival. I could set up a booth and cast rune stones again. . ..”

“Goddess help us, no!”

I blinked at the outburst. Miranda’s auburn curls stood out in agitation as if she had been running both hands through them. Her pale gray eyes glistened with strong emotion as she leaned forward and, avoiding the flames of the candles still burning in front of me, carefully took both of my hands in her own. I peered over her shoulder. Roxy was nodding sanctimoniously and petting Davide.

“Promise me . . . no, swear to me that you won’t ever cast your rune stones in public again! Not after the last time!”

I looked back at the witch. “But—”

“Swear!”

“Miranda, that was just a fluke. It could never happen again—”

“SWEAR!”

“I’m not the least bit psychic, remember? You told me that everyone had some sort of psychic ability, even if it was buried deep where the person wouldn’t recognize it. Everyone but me, that is. You told me that! You said I hadn’t even an atom of psychic ability, so you can’t possibly blame the . . . the . . . happenings on me and my innocent little rune stones!”

“Swear you won’t cast them again or I will ask the Goddess to remove her protection! Without her blessing, you will not be successful at any task you undertake.”

I pulled my hands from hers. “Well, I don’t think that’s very nice of you, and I just bet your Goddess doesn’t like to be used like a revolving door. Besides, I don’t know what you’re complaining about. That earthquake had nothing to do with my casting. It was just a very odd coincidence that the stones suggested Lydia would bring down the wrath of Odin if she continued to ignore the warnings sent her.”

“You said the earth would tremble with Odin’s wrath if she didn’t heed the warnings,” Roxy piped up. I frowned at her.

“You are not helping matters, missy. What I told Lydia was standard rune stone-reading talk. Everyone says stuff like that. It’s in all of the books.”

“Joy, you predicted that Lydia’s courage would be shaken if she didn’t alter her course; you didn’t say the earth would tremble under the entire northern California coast!” Miranda looked grim.

“Well . . . Odin was very strong. I guess his wrath just kind of spilled out . . .”

“And the fire? What about the fire? Miranda, ask her about the fire!”

I raised one eyebrow and ignored both of them to look out the window in silent contemplation of the blue-black clouds racing across the face of the silver crescent of moon. There were times when it was simply best to say nothing at all.

“Loreena,” Roxy nudged Miranda. I sent her a silent cease-and-desist semaphore with my eyebrows that she summarily ignored.

“I haven’t forgotten that,” Miranda said slowly, her gaze holding mine. “That was your first reading, wasn’t it? You predicted that Loreena Bronze would be cleansed and reborn just as the phoenix was . . . rising from the ashes.”

I couldn’t help myself. I pursed my lips and twisted my fingers together. It had been an odd coincidence that I had seen fire in the leader of Miranda’s coven’s future. Still . . . “Stranger things have been known to happen.”

Miranda took a calming deep breath, stretching her arms to the side as she inhaled, crossing her wrists gracefully over one another as she exhaled. Roxy plopped a pillow down on the floor next to her and dropped onto it. “Don’t forget the rainstorm, the one that struck the North Shore. You do remember that nice couple who you predicted would be taking a long journey by water?”

“Well, they did.” I stared at my fingers. They suddenly looked fascinating. There was a whole world of entertainment to be found in cuticle gazing.

“Their house slid off the cliff into the ocean!”

“That’s a journey by water in my book. How either of you can blame a rainstorm on my rune stone reading—”

“Joy, you cast your stones for eleven people that day, and of those eleven castings you saw disaster in ten, four of which involved natural disasters that manifested within three weeks,” Miranda said firmly. “The Womyn’s Magyck Festival Council has forbidden you ever to cast your stones within their domain. They would have banned you completely except they knew how much you help out at the Shoppe.”

“And how much you donate each year in support of the Council,” I muttered darkly.

Miranda waved a hand. “Exactly. So no rune stones! I might have been a little hasty in suggesting you don’t have any psychic ability. You do seem to have one.”

I looked up from cuticle watch, shooting a smug glance at Roxy to make sure she was listening. “Oh? What do I have? Precognition? Clairvoyance? The ability to leap tall buildings in a single bound?”

She ignored my attempt at humor. “No. I think you’re cataclysient.”

Huh? “Cataclysient? Is that a word?”

“What does it mean?” Roxy asked.

Miranda closed her eyes, breathed in deeply the scent of the herbs bound into the invocation candles, and traced an ancient symbol of protection in my general direction. “It means when you cast your rune stones you have the dangerous and uncontrolled ability to call down cataclysmic disasters.”

Roxy snickered. I was stunned by Miranda’s outrageous, and patently false, claim. I stood up, saying, “You’re making that up. There is no such word as cataclysient, and even if there was, I’m not it. I’m just a simple woman trying to do you a favor, and I resent the fact that you can think something so ridiculous about me. Sheesh!”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Roxy started to say. I mouthed that I’d get her later. She just grinned and continued on. “There’s just something about you that shrieks cataclysmic disaster. I think Miranda’s dead on.”

“You would.”

“Ladies!”

We stopped sniping and looked at our friend. She shook her Invocation candle at us. “I don’t know what exactly the Goddess chose to reveal to your eyes, but I do know this—you are taking her gift far too lightly. There is purpose behind everything she reveals, and if you do not take careful heed of her warnings, you will suffer.”

“Are you trying to scare us?” I asked.

“If she is, she’s doing a good job,” Roxy muttered sotto voce. I agreed wholeheartedly.

“Yes, I am, if that’s what it will take to bring you to your senses. The Goddess did not share her vision of your future with me, Joy, but this I sense: If you continue down the path you have started, you place your life, your very soul, at risk. Please keep the Goddess’s words close to your heart, and make no foolish decisions.”

It wasn’t so much Miranda’s words, but the almost tangible sense of fear surrounding her that remained with me, still palpable almost an hour later as we drove through the winding roads toward the small town on the southern Oregon coast where we lived.

“What are you going to do?” Roxy asked.

“About what?”

She shot a fast glance at me out of the corner of her eye as she turned down the street where I lived in a tiny studio apartment. “About our trip. I know you think I’m an idiot to spend my two weeks in Europe hunting down a Dark One, but I was hoping you’d come with me because I think we’d have a lot of fun. Now . . . well, now you have a really good reason to go to Paris instead.”

I shrugged. “You know, I like Miranda a lot, she’s a very kind and giving person, but I have to tell you—it just rankles when someone tells me not to do something. It makes me all that much more determined to do it. And this whole business with the ‘child of darkness,’ and a soulless wonder—well, you have to admit it sounds like it’s straight out of a book. And not a very well-written one, either.”

Roxy pulled into the driveway leading to my apartment. “So you’re going to come with me, then? You’ll help me find a Moravian Dark One?”

“No.” I levered myself out of her car, making yet another mental promise that I’d never ride in that car again without first losing twenty pounds. “I won’t help you find a make-believe being that doesn’t exist anywhere but in the world of fiction; however, I will go with you to the Czech Republic, but only because it’s an historic area that sounds interesting, and because you have absolutely no ability with foreign languages. I’d never be able to live with myself if you ended up in some Czech prison because you inadvertently propositioned some policeman rather than asking him where the nearest toilet was. I’ll come with you, but don’t expect me to pander to your idiocy over vampires and others of their ilk.”

She grinned, her eyes shadowed in the flat glow of the overhead light. “Dante’s castle is next door to the town I’m going to, you know. You said you want to see some castles while we’re in Europe, and if we hang around Dante’s long enough, we might get a glimpse of him. I’m going to take all my books just in case we can corner him.”

“That poor man,” I said in mock sorrow, shaking my head as I retrieved my purse from the back seat.

“Why is he a poor man?”

“I’m sure the last thing he envisioned when he started writing books was the hordes of ravening women who would turn stalker just to get his autograph.” I flashed her a quick grin before I closed the door on her outraged protests.

I waved and toddled up the stairs to my attic apartment, a vague uneasy feeling still gripping me despite my determination to pooh-pooh the evening’s events.

Miranda’s predictions weren’t real, couldn’t be real, I told myself. At least, they weren’t real in any sense a normal, feet-on-the-ground woman of moderate intelligence would recognize.

So why did I feel like I was being dragged slowly, but inexorably, to the edge of a black chasm from which there was no return?




Chapter Three

“So, what do you recommend as the sights to see around Blansko?”

“Oh, there are many magnificent tourist sights,” the tall man sitting across from us answered, pushing his glasses higher up on his nose. “There are the karst, of course: Catherine Cave, Sloupsko-Šošůvské Cave, and Balcarka Cave are some of the better-known examples. And the Macocha Abyss is not to be missed; it is 138 meters deep, you know.”

I didn’t know, as a matter of fact, which was why, when I found an English-speaking ex-Czech national on the train heading north of Brno returning to his homeland for a brother’s wedding, I pumped him for information on the area.

Roxy looked up from one of the Book of Secrets novels that I had secretly reread before the trip—secretly because I didn’t want Roxy thinking I was reading it less as fiction and more as a guidebook to the area, as she was. “An abyss? There’s an abyss? Is it dark and mysterious and bottomless? Are there things lurking in its hidden depths, things that no man has lived to tell about?”

“Ignore her,” I told the man and his companion. “She refuses to read guidebooks, preferring to be surprised instead.” I pulled out my own guidebook and flipped through it until I found the item mentioned.

“The Macocha Abyss is a famous geological formation,” I told Roxy, “and the picture shows it’s not in the least bit dark or mysterious. There’s a trail you can take to walk down into it, to the Punkevní cave.”

“Oh,” she said, clearly disappointed. She glanced out the window at the scenery—heavily forested land, rising in elevation as we headed into the Moravian Highlands and the small town of Blansko. I knew from my glance at the map that Drahanská Castle, cuddled up close to Blansko, sat hidden in the forests of the eastern edge of Bohemia.

“Caves sound cool, but what is that other thing you mentioned?” I asked. The man looked confused by my question.

“I think she’s asking what a karst is, Martin.”

I nodded to Martin’s wife, a lively blond American named Holly. “On the nose. I haven’t a clue what a karst is.”

“Ah,” Martin answered, smiling and rubbing his hands. It turned out I was asking the right man, since Martin was a geophysical expert who told me more than I ever wanted to know about the canyons, gorges, and more than four hundred large and small caves that honeycombed the surrounding area. Even Roxy pulled her nose out of her book and paid attention once he described some of the more spectacular caves, ones that had underground rivers running through them. I rustled through my guidebook looking for information on the ones that were open to the public.

“Sounds cool.” I smiled, trying to cut off the flow of information about the biochemical makeup of the limestone and the effect it had on the surrounding water table.

“What about the castle?” Roxy wanted to know.

“Oh, yes, the castle. Drahanská is the name. Very impressive, but not open to the public as it’s privately owned, but the grounds are very fine and open year round. You should visit them; the sculptures were by Schweigl.”

I made an impressed “No! Not Schweigl himself!” face, and nodded, hoping our source of unbounded information wouldn’t go into detail on the chemical composition of the soil in the Schweigl-decorated gardens.

“The castle itself is limestone, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed, and hurried another question forward before Martin continued that particular thread of conversation. “My friend is interested in some of the folklore which I understand is particularly rich in this area.”

“Yes, it is,” Holly answered for Martin. “Very rich. Moravia was a separate state for centuries, you know, and they have a fascinating history. Much of their folklore has been carved from the dark roots of their past.”

She must have noticed the look Roxy and I slid each other because she gave a little laugh and explained, “I have a degree in Eastern European history. That’s how I met Martin—I was studying at Ostrava University when he was finishing up his metallurgical degree. This area is a veritable hotbed of folklore, everything from heroic tales of knights to more traditional examples of what we think of as a standard fairy tale involving princesses and enchantments.”

“Fascinating,” Roxy said, leaning forward. “Tell us more. These dark roots you mention sound thrilling—you mean like horror tales? Burning witches and all that?”

“Oh no, much darker than that,” laughed Holly. “Supposedly—this is just folklore, mind you—this area is second only to Transylvania for its population of supernatural beings. Vampires and necromancers, secret societies practicing blood sacrifices, shape-shifters, cursed families, centuries-old feuds between families with seemingly unholy powers—that sort of thing.”

“Foolishness,” snorted Martin, pulling out a Prague newspaper. “I grew up not more than thirty kilometers from this area, and those stories were only used to keep small children from wandering the forests alone at night.”

“Yes, of course, foolishness.” I smiled brightly, pinching Roxy on the wrist to keep her from disputing the statement. She glared at me and angrily rubbed her arm, but didn’t say anything more when I turned the conversation to less interesting topics.

An hour later we arrived at our destination, the “bustling market town of Blansko” as the guidebook called it. I looked up from the book and peered around me.

“Not much bustle,” Roxy commented sourly, slinging the strap of one bag over her shoulder while grabbing the two other pieces. “More like a limp, if you ask me. There’s not even a porter or someone to bribe into carrying our bags. What sort of place is this?”

“Exactly what you wanted, missy, so stop your whining. If you hadn’t insisted on bringing three bags, you wouldn’t need anyone to carry your stuff.”

Luckily for my peace of mind, there was a taxi in the small town, but it was off running someone else to their destination. I chatted with the stationmaster in my high school German for a few minutes, then went over to where Roxy sat camped out on her mound of luggage next to the taxi stop. She got up and wandered over to the station wall to read all the bills posted announcing local bands playing taverns, housecleaning services, tour times to the various caves, et cetera.

“Hans the stationmeister says the taxi guy should be back in fifteen minutes, so if we sit tight, we won’t have to haul all your luggage up that hill. Brrr, kind of cold out here, isn’t—”

“OHMIGOD, Joy, c’mere!”

“What?”

She jumped up and down in place, her breath puffing white in front of her as she beckoned me over to a spot on the wall. “You’re not going to believe this! Look! Just look! Just stand right there in front of me and read that, and tell me that Miranda didn’t foresee this!”

“What?” I asked again, warily this time as I approached a large black and red poster. “It doesn’t have anything to do with axe-murdering maniacs, does it?”

“Stop being such a poop and read it! Oh, what a glorious, glorious time we’re going to have!” She hugged herself with happiness, and whirled around until the fringe on her jacket spun out.

“I knew it, I knew it,” she chanted to herself. I looked around quickly, hoping no one could see us in the gathering darkness of the late afternoon. I was ready to disavow her if she was going to stand in a foreign country and act like an idiot.

“Read it!” she demanded, pointing a finger at the poster.

“Stop acting like a boob, and I might.”

“Read it!”

I read it. The sign was printed in English, German, and French. GOTHFAIRE! it proclaimed in bold, red letters: TAKE A JOURNEY TO THE DARKNESS THAT DWELLS WITHIN US ALL, EXPERIENCE DARK PASSIONS AND DARKER SINS. INDULGE IN YOUR DEEPEST, MOST SECRET GOTHIC DESIRES AS YOU PLUNGE INTO A WORLD FILLED WITH THE MACABRE, THE BIZARRE, THE ENDLESS NIGHT. TICKETS AVAILABLE BEGINNING 24 OCTOBER. “Sounds like a carnival or something like one of those Renaissance fairs, only this one is devoted to the Goth scene. What about it? You don’t plan on going to it, do you?”

“Look at the bottom,” Roxy chanted, dancing a grapevine dance past the luggage. “Look at the bottom, look at the bottom.”

“You need serious medication,” I muttered before bending over almost double and squinting at the tiny red print.

GOTHFAIRE IS PROUD TO SPONSOR THE ALL HALLOW’S EVE FESTIVAL OF THE DARK, 31 OCTOBER AT DRAHANSKÁ CASTLE, BLANSKO, CZECH REPUBLIC. TICKETS TO THE FESTIVAL WILL BE AVAILABLE AFTER . . .

“Oh, Lord.” Just what I needed, a big party celebrating a
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