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Viktoria Kovacs’s
stomach lurched when she flipped over the Death card.

Hunched over
the Celtic cross configuration of Tarot cards spread on the coffee
table before her, she mentally slapped herself. Served her right
for reading herself after a long and tiring Saturday doing readings
for others.

Her job at The
Green Witch, the new age store where she worked from Tuesday to
Saturday, entailed doing psychic readings and manning the cash
register when need dictated. Despite fatigue after the busy day, a
sense of impending doom had compelled her to do a reading for
herself.

Viktoria had
barely kicked off her shoes before she’d sat down to it and now
regretted the decision. The Tarot, of all things. What had
possessed her to use the Tarot when she had oracle cards
available?

Too late now.
All she could do was take the bad news. She examined the spread,
hoping to coax something uplifting from it. Hadn’t she suspected it
would be bad news? All day dread had hovered over her.

It had taken
all her self-restraint to wait until she’d arrived home to break
out the cards. Sure, she could have asked one of the other readers
to do it for her, but then they’d know how frightened she’d become.
They’d either not believe her, which would frustrate her, or they’d
take her seriously, which would kick her terror up another
notch.

Certain
something horrific was coming, Viktoria came home to figure it out
on her own. Now she sat staring at the Death spread.

The Death card
didn’t signify death, regardless of the implication inherent in its
name. It meant change or renewal. Based on its position in the
cross, though, the change it heralded had negative connotations. In
the near future, a man would enter her life, and he would cause her
harm. Family would influence the situation.

Viktoria gazed
down and to the right, the stance she assumed when she received
clairvoyant information. She preferred to call the images received
“impressions.” They never appeared crisp and clear in her mind. She
could describe what she saw in detail—could even draw it—but the
image always hovered just outside of distinction.

This time, her
face floated before her, but instead of mahogany waves, her hair
was blonde and cut to shoulder length. Blood-red lips formed an “O”
of amazement, and the deep brown eyes went wide.

The image
vanished, replaced by another: A pen and paper.

Then that, too,
disappeared.

A teak coffin,
new and shiny. Gone.

Flashes of
images flickered by so quickly she couldn’t identify them.

Viktoria leaned
back, breathless. Too fast. She couldn’t understand what she’d
seen.

Walter, her
orange and white tabby cat, thumped into her lap, and she
jumped.

After her heart
stopped hammering, she stroked him, letting him settle his warm
body on her thighs.

Should have
used the oracle cards.

Again, she
pushed the thought away. Regrets were useless and, in this
instance, unnecessary. The oracle cards would help her get clarity
as well as provide positive guidance. She scooped up the Tarot
cards without completing the reading and set them aside.

As she tipped
the cat from her lap and rose to get the other deck from her home
office, her apartment buzzer sounded. Not expecting company, she
froze.

An image of a
swarthy man, face hidden in shadow, flashed into her mind’s
eye.

She considered
ignoring the intercom, but when the buzzer went off again, she
walked over to the door and pressed the speaker button.

“Yes?”

“Viktoria
Kovacs?” The voice was soft, feminine, and tremulous.

“Yes?” Viktoria
sucked in a breath. Her hands shook, and a knot formed in her
stomach. The uneasiness that had plagued her all afternoon returned
full force.

“May I come
up?”

“Who are
you?”

Silence, except
for the slight static of the intercom, stretched out.

“Hello? Are you
still there?”

A loud
exhalation of breath came through the speaker. “It’ll be easier to
explain who I am if you let me come up.”

Viktoria
imagined buzzing the woman up and then opening the door to a home
invasion.

“I don’t think
so.” Too bad she couldn’t see into the lobby and at least get a
glimpse of the stranger. What if others were with her?

“Please. It’s
just me.”

“Tell me who
you are and what you want. You might be a jewel thief.” Viktoria
recalled a sitcom where one of the characters had let a jewel thief
into the apartment building. No way would she buzz in a
stranger.

But the woman
had used Viktoria’s first name, and that wasn’t listed on the
directory.

A light chuckle
floated up through the intercom. “I’m not a jewel thief.”

After a pause,
the woman continued. “I’m sorry to tell you like this, Viki. I
wanted to avoid it.”

The woman
paused again, and, in that quiet moment, the voice echoed in
Viktoria’s mind. Her heart thudded with recognition.

No.
Impossible.

Breath held,
Viktoria waited.

“I’m Eszter.” A
choked sob carried up to Viktoria, and she staggered away from the
intercom as if she’d been struck.

The buzzer
zapped again and again like an angry swarm of bees.

Viktoria
pressed the intercom. “Eszter’s gone.”

“Please. Let me
up. I’ll prove it to you. Viki, please.”

Numbness
spreading over her, Viktoria released the intercom and pressed the
button to open the lobby doors. In the ensuing silence, she backed
against the wall and slid down to the floor.
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Numb, Viktoria lifted
herself from the floor and stood waiting at the peephole. If that
was truly Eszter on her way up, Viktoria would be able to tell at a
glance even though they hadn’t seen one another in five years.

Eszter was
Viktoria’s twin sister.

The walls and
door of the apartment were well insulated and the hall carpeted.
All was silent until the woman appeared before the peephole.

Even though she
recognized Eszter, Viktoria squinted into the peephole, trying to
improve the view. The face was unmistakeably Viktoria’s duplicate,
but the straw-coloured, shoulder-length bob was that of the woman
whose image had flashed into her mind before.

With trembling
hands and icy fingers, Viktoria unlocked the deadbolt and threw
open the door. She stepped back, ushering Eszter inside, unsure
whether they should hug or stand and stare at each other. Viktoria
chose the latter, but Eszter chose the former.

Her body
shuddering with sobs, Eszter grabbed Viktoria in a squeeze.

“Oh, my God. I
can’t believe I’m here. Viki, I’m so sorry. Please, you have to
tell me if Mamma and Daddy are okay.” Eszter pressed her face onto
Viktoria’s shoulder.

“Yes. We never
stopped searching for you, Ess, but they’re okay.” Unaware she was
doing it, Viktoria wrapped her arms around Eszter and kissed the
top of her head. Tears streamed down Viktoria’s face, but she wept
quietly, holding back while Eszter let loose.

After a moment,
they released one another, and Viktoria stepped back to study
Eszter.

She appeared
uninjured and well fed, and her long nails were the same blood red
as her lips. The dress she wore, light and gauzy for the steamy
July evening, screamed designer.

Wherever she’d
been, she’d taken care of herself.

Anger worked
its way through Viktoria.

The family had
endured Eszter’s sudden disappearance, a fruitless search by police
and the local community, and five years of agony. Viktoria and her
parents had continued to hunt long after the police had made it a
cold case.

Voice choked
with emotion, Viktoria said, “What happened? Why haven’t you
contacted us?” She forced herself not to scream accusingly, not to
spew out all the hurt and rage churning inside her. Her sister had
run away after all, leaving the family twisting in the wind.

Our lives went
on hold, damn it. You had no right.

Best to leave
that unspoken. For now. Let Eszter explain, and then Viktoria could
unleash the tirade.

Eszter kicked
off the high heels she wore—real leather from the look of them—and
strode into the living room. She glanced around as she moved to the
couch and curled up on it, her long, shapely legs tucking under
her.

“I didn’t run
away, Viki. At least, I don’t think I did.” She dug through her
purse. “I need a tissue.” Eszter sniffled.

“Yes, of
course. I’m sorry. I’m in shock.” Viktoria inhaled deeply, three
times, hoping to stop the tears that wanted to keep flowing and
ease the pain in her chest. She grabbed a box of tissues from an
end table and passed it to Eszter.

Viktoria sank
into the armchair across from Eszter. “Searching for you became
ingrained, you understand? I never go anywhere without hoping I’ll
spot you. God, Eszter.”

Eszter blew her
nose and nodded at Viktoria. “I don’t remember leaving. I can’t
remember that day, or many days after. It’s all a blank. My first
recollection is of Niko.” She paused and shook her head. “He’s the
man who found me. I was living in the streets. At least, he says I
was.”

Viktoria wanted
to be patient, but Eszter’s pauses and rambling narrative chafed
her nerves. “Who’s Niko? Why should you believe what he says?”

“He took me
in.” Eszter’s gaze met Viktoria’s. “He didn’t kidnap me, Vik. He
saved me. I was wandering around, nameless, homeless. I was on
drugs. Two assholes attacked me. Niko caught them and intervened.
He took me home and cleaned me up. I had no ID on me. He gave me a
name, called me Talitha—someone he used to know. I remind him of
her, he says. I think he loved her once. Still does, I guess.”

“What happened
to her?” The digression helped calm Viktoria’s frazzled emotions.
Nothing was more important right now than the answer to that
question.

“I think she
died. He doesn’t talk to me much about his past.”

“How did you
remember?”

Fear, and then
sorrow, flashed across Eszter’s face. “It’s bad, Vik. Bad for all
of us.”

The anxiety
pouring from Eszter flowed into Viktoria.

Her voice a
whisper, Viktoria said, “What is it? Just tell me.”

Eszter hung her
head. “I’m dying. Breast cancer. When I got the diagnosis, I
remembered. The news hit me deep down, and I remembered Gramma had
died at my age of breast cancer, and Auntie Joanna. It was like a
dam burst then, and my name, you, where I came from—everything came
back.” She raised her head and met Viktoria’s horrified gaze.

“Oh, God,
Eszter.” Viktoria rushed to Eszter, hugged her, and held her. Both
were crying again, Viktoria silently, Eszter in heart-wrenching
sobs.

“They could be
wrong.” Viktoria released her twin and, for a moment, let hope
replace despair. “They get false positives all the time.”

But Eszter
shook her head, crushing the glimmer of light in Viktoria’s heart.
Eszter gripped Viktoria’s hand, squeezing the fingers to the point
of pain, but Viktoria ignored that.

“I’ve already
gone for a second opinion. Besides, I discovered the lump myself.
Even before I found it, I suspected something was wrong. I knew,
Vik.”

“There must be
treatments. Breast cancer isn’t a death sentence anymore. I know
women who’ve survived it. You’re not dying.”

Again, Eszter
shook her head, an almost imperceptible back and forth that had
Viktoria’s throat closing.

“It’s
metastasized. By the time they diagnosed me, it had already spread
to the lymph nodes, and that’s the kiss of death.”

“So now what?”
Viktoria steeled her heart for more horrible news.

“I’ve rejected
treatment.”

“What?
Why?”

“What for? To
destroy my body and endure pain and suffering just to prolong the
inevitable? No, Vik.” For the first time, anger replaced the grief
in Eszter’s voice.

This must have
been an argument she’d had with others, probably that Niko
person.

“Okay. What
about alternative treatments? They’re not as invasive, and if what
you say is true, it can’t hurt.”

Eszter waved
the suggestion away with a flick of a hand. “I’ve investigated.
It’s nonsense. I won’t give myself false hope just to line some
snake oil salesman’s pockets.”

“Don’t think
like that. It might work. People have cured themselves before.”
Perhaps one of the ladies at The Green Witch could help. They had a
wealth of information on alternative therapies and numerous
contacts with natural health practitioners.

Eszter’s eyes
narrowed and flashed with anger. “Name one person you know
personally who cured their own cancer.” She released Viktoria’s
hand.

Viktoria hung
her head and flexed the numbness out of her fingers. “I can’t, but
that doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”

“Forget it.
Don’t talk to me about voodoo crap. It’s for gullible people who
have more money than brains.”

Viktoria’s head
snapped up, and she locked her gaze on Eszter’s. “Stop it, Eszter.
What a horrible thing to say.”

How could
Eszter believe that, when their family was the latest in a long
line of witches and psychics? Herbal remedies had been the norm in
their household when they were growing up, and most of them helped
or even cured what ailed them.

An image of a
grave popped into Viktoria’s head, the headstone displaying
Eszter’s name. But the date on it was two weeks after Eszter had
disappeared. Not wanting to deal with it right now, Viktoria pushed
it aside. It didn’t make sense, as was often the case with
clairvoyant messages.

“Where’s Niko
now?” Viktoria lightened her tone, not wanting to argue. They’d
been apart so long, fighting over anything, even something as
important as Eszter’s health, seemed self-indulgent.

“At our home. I
wanted to meet with you alone before introducing him to the family.
He offered to accompany me, for moral support, but I refused.” She
closed her eyes and gave a small sigh. “I wasn’t sure how you’d
take it, Vik. I was afraid you wouldn’t recognize me.”

“Wouldn’t it
have been easier on you if Niko were here?” A flutter of unease
brushed Viktoria, and the headstone image flickered back into her
head. Unable to push it aside this time, she struggled to sense the
meaning. When she couldn’t, she sent a request to her guides: I
don’t understand. Please clarify.

She opened
herself up to receive another message, but Eszter leaped from the
sofa. The image faded with the distraction, and Viktoria rose,
panic striking her at the alarm on Eszter’s face.

“What is it,
Ess?”

“Nothing. It’s
okay. I’m sorry.” Eszter sank back onto the edge of the sofa, back
straight, feet planted on the floor, hands folded primly in her
lap. She cleared her throat and raised her chin as though she’d
made an important decision.

“I’d like you
to meet me at Mom and Dad’s tomorrow. You get there first and tell
them I’m back. I’ll bring Niko with me, but I don’t want you all
swooping down on him. He’s done nothing wrong. He saved my life. I
don’t want anyone grilling him as though he’s responsible for my
disappearance.”

“Do you expect
us to jump to that conclusion even after explaining everything to
me?” Viktoria sat again.

She shrugged.
“I don’t want anyone to make him think he’s a suspect.”

That would be
up to the police. Viktoria kept the comment to herself. She didn’t
want to upset Eszter, but Viktoria would make sure the
investigating officers on the cold case would get updated. Let them
figure out if Niko was responsible for what had happened to Eszter.
If he’d had anything at all to do with the disappearance, they’d
uncover it.

“Don’t worry,”
Viktoria replied. “No one in the family will make him feel like a
suspect.” She averted her gaze as the image of Eszter’s grave
popped back into her head.
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Viktoria locked the
door behind Eszter, who’d insisted she needed to get home to Niko.
Eszter’s contact information had been added to Viktoria’s cell
phone. If Eszter was a no-show tomorrow, Viktoria would know
exactly where to send the cops this time.

The nagging
feeling that Niko wasn’t as Eszter portrayed him kept Viktoria
tense and suspicious. How was it possible he’d never made the
connection to the missing woman whose picture was all over the news
and plastered on lampposts in their hometown of Newmarket, Ontario
and the surrounding areas? Why hadn’t he gone to the police to find
out who she was?

Viktoria
checked the time. Seven o’clock already, and she hadn’t had any
dinner yet. After the emotional upheaval of Eszter’s return,
Viktoria’s stomach was in knots. Food would congeal in her gut, and
she was afraid it would come right back up. She went into the
kitchen, got some water, and then returned to the living room to
retrieve her cell phone.

Her intuition
was garbled. Try as she might, she couldn’t get clarification on
the headstone image, and nothing else about Eszter, her
disappearance, or Niko came in. Perhaps a seasoned psychic and
witch like Rowan would get better results. Viktoria called Rowan,
The Green Witch’s owner and Viktoria’s best friend, and asked her
to come over.

By eight
o’clock, the two women were sitting in the living room. Viktoria
had set a tray of tea and muffins on the coffee table, and while
the cup of tea she sipped on soothed her, the muffin she chewed on
sat in her stomach like a hairball.

“When Eszter
first disappeared, what impressions did you get?” Rowan said.

“I didn’t.
Nothing came through no matter how hard I tried.” Remembering that
awful time brought back with it a sense of loss and bereavement.
“We were terrified she was dead, but I couldn’t verify it. At the
time, I assumed grief and proximity to the situation blocked me
…”

“What are you
thinking now?”

Viktoria shook
her head. “Nothing concrete.” She sighed. “Maybe we were right, and
it was a matter of emotional involvement and trying too hard. But,
even then, I couldn’t shake the sense of being blocked.”

Rowan frowned.
“I read about it in the news.” She picked up her cup of tea and
sipped. When she set it down again, she said, “I’ve never told you
this, because I thought it didn’t matter, but I tried to connect to
Eszter.”

“You mean
before I met you?”

Viktoria and
Rowan had met two years before when Viktoria had applied to be a
reader at The Green Witch. She’d impressed Rowan with her psychic
abilities, and Rowan had hired her on the spot. They’d been not
only coworkers but close friends ever since.

When Viktoria
had told Rowan about her missing sister, Rowan had immediately
tried to pull in information on the case but had received nothing
substantial.

“Yes. I didn’t
tell you when we met, because nothing came of the information I
got.”

“But you got
something? And didn’t tell me?” Viktoria picked at the muffin on
her plate, crumbling what was left between her fingers. “When I
asked you to try, you said you couldn’t get anything. Is that
true?”

Rowan gently
pried the muffin from Viktoria’s fingers and set the plate and mess
of crumbs on the table. She took Viktoria’s hands in her own.

“I got
something, yes, before I met you. I took the information to the
police, but they never updated me after. When you and I met and you
asked me to do the remote viewing for you, I did, and it went as
I’d said. I received no useful information. I picked up less than I
had when I first heard the news.”

“What did you
get the first time, Ro, and why didn’t you tell me about it?”

Rowan sighed.
“I’m sorry. Maybe I should have mentioned it, but three years had
passed. The police hadn’t found anything or contacted me for follow
up, and I didn’t want to upset you.” She released Viktoria’s hands.
“I was obviously wrong, anyway. Eszter came back.”

A lump formed
in Viktoria’s throat as the image of the headstone appeared in her
mind’s eye again. Breath held, she asked, “What did you see?”

“You have to
understand, we hadn’t met then. I only wanted to help.”

“Rowan, I won’t
shoot the messenger. I understand how this stuff works. What did
you get?”

“That someone
had taken her, and she was in spirit.” Rowan squeezed her eyes shut
and shook her head, her long, red mane swishing behind her
back.

“Okay.”
Viktoria exhaled. “She’s back, so she’s obviously not in spirit.
You were right not to tell me. I was terrified of that and afraid
we’d never find her body. If you’d told me that, it would have been
a nightmare come true, and it would have been incorrect.” Realizing
there had to be something more, something Rowan still concealed,
she added, “What was it you went to the police with, then?”

“Have you ever
tried remote viewing?”

“Yes.”

“Any luck?”

Restless,
Viktoria rose and walked to the living room window. Daylight faded.
The traffic on Davis Drive flowed steadily. A bus headed east
disgorged two passengers at the bus stop and then continued along
the bus lane.

Viktoria had
tried remote viewing, which involved focusing on a target to
receive psychic impressions, in her search for Eszter. “Some minor
results. I’m only fair at it. I got nothing when Eszter
disappeared. I couldn’t feel her anywhere, even in spirit.”

She turned back
to face Rowan. “Tell me. What did you get?”

“I thought she
was dead, remember, and that she’d been kidnapped. So I focused on
who took her. I got that two people were involved—a man and a
woman. But when I opened to receive more information, a location or
a description, it shut down. All I got was a black wall. But there
was power there, Vik, and I sensed strong interference.” She rose,
went to the window, and peered out. “Busy out there. That’s why I
prefer living in Sharon. Fewer people.”

“You live on
Leslie Street, Ro. It’s just as busy.”

“Not north of
Green Lane.”

“You’re
distracting me. Surely you didn’t tell the police a powerful witch
took her? Do you think a witch took her?”

Rowan paced
between the window and the coffee table. “Not a witch, no. But
someone with power. It felt more druidic than witchy—definitely not
Wiccan. Wicca, as a religion, didn’t appear until the 1950s. What I
felt was much older.” She stopped walking and put an arm around
Viktoria. “I’m sorry, sweetie. Whoever took her did it with a
purpose in mind.” She hesitated.

“Sex? Did they
take her for sex?” Panic edged Viktoria’s voice, and she forced
herself to take a deep breath. Eszter had returned, looking so good
Viktoria had assumed Eszter had run away, causing the family
needless worry and stress.

“Not sex, but I
can’t figure out what. It’s not over, Vik. Don’t trust Eszter or
anyone she’s associated with. I don’t say these things lightly.”
Rowan turned to Viktoria, hugged her, and then stepped away. “When
I walked in here tonight, I felt energy that wasn’t you. Whatever
or whoever it is, it feels sinister. Listen to me. Don’t trust
Eszter.”

Anger
percolated through Viktoria, and she stepped away from Rowan and
frowned at her. “She’s my twin. Missing for five years. I’m not
turning my back on her.”

“I’m not saying
you should.”

“She’s dying.”
Viktoria’s voice hitched as the tears flowed. “Eszter has breast
cancer. I wasn’t going to tell you. I don’t know if she minds that
I’ve said something, but I can’t keep it inside. We lost her for
five years, and now we’ll lose her again.”

“Oh, God, Viki.
I’m so sorry.” Rowan put an arm around Viktoria and guided her back
to the couch.

“Sit.”

When Viktoria
sat, Rowan poured a fresh cup of tea. “Drink this,” she said,
holding out the cup and saucer.

Viktoria
accepted the tea and sipped. It was still hot and soothed her
insides. She stopped crying. “My parents will be devastated.”

“Your parents
are strong. They survived the last five years, and they’ll cope
with this. You all will. At least you have her back now. With
Eszter here, you’ll pull together as a family. And if conventional
treatments aren’t working, I’ll refer her to some alternative
practitioners.”
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