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When atourist drops dead at her table moments after she predicts that
hell livealong and happy life, psychic Ceeste Deveaux beginsto
doubt her magical heritage. That is, until she hearsthe dead man

speaking to her...

Chapter One

Celeste Deveaux squinted at the wavering sunlight in her crysta ball. "'l
sense along and happy lifefor you, Mr. Goebler. Love, fortune, good
hedth..."

She stopped as her client made a gasping sound. Then he crumpled
onto the cobbled surface of Jackson Square, clutching his chest.

Celeste barely hesitated before dropping to her knees beside the
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German tourist, loosening histie, checking hisairway. Her dark,
competent hands glittered with multiple rings and bracelets— sl ver,
brass, wood, shell — which she didn't wear just to tell fortunes. She
poured drinking water onto the hem of her mudcloth skirt to useto pat
Mr. Goebler'sface and dipped apinch of salt from the bowl on her
portable atar onto hislolling tongue. Thiswould not be thefirst timea
visitor to the Big Easy had passed out from hesat stroke.

But she quickly redized thiswasn't heat stroke. She looked up at the
gathering crowd of touridts, street performers, venders and fellow
psychics. " Someone cal an ambulance!™

"I did," said another psychic, Madame Cassandra. Celeste called her
MC because of the girl's youth. MC, though something of aloner, was
so good that sheld probably caled for help even while Celeste had
been promising Mr. Goebler theworld. "They'll be here any minute.
Butit wont hep.”

Celestes client had gone quite still. Deadly till. Hiseyesstared up at a
Louisianasky he could no longer see.

"Like hdl it won't." And Celeste began CPR. But she couldn't ignore
her gut, clenching with guilt and horror.

She couldn't ignore the awful thought, her second in recent weeks, that
shemight beafake.

* % %

Ambulance duty wasn't dl excitement — amgjority of the calls ended
up providing taxi service for senior citizens, back and forth from
retirement homes to the hospital. Too many of the remaining calswere
the kind of tragedy no man enjoyed facing.

Likethismorning.
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When this call came in from Jackson Square about a heart attack,
male, mid-50s, Ben Steadman felt glad for the distraction. He hoped it
would be ataxi-service call. He hoped he would see Celeste Deveaux.

Hewould rather not have found her forcing textbook CPR onto a dead
man, her beautiful mocha face and warm, brown eyes stricken. It took
al Ben's sdlf-control to focus on the victim, so clearly beyond help.

"Stand back, everyone," he commanded, carrying the traumakit to
where Cdeste knedled over the victim. His partner, Tidohn Craddock,
repeated the warning as he whedled in the stretcher. "Give us someair.
Chére, you're done. It'stime for usto take over."

Maybeit wasn't the most professional way he could've addressed a
witness. Certainly not arega woman in her 30slike Celeste. They'd
only dated for two weeks — two magical, unexpected weeks —

before she'd used some psychic excuseto cal it off. Sheld broken...

No, not "broken his heart." Not after just two weeks. But she'd sure
bruised it.

Now, as her brown eyeslifted and found his, Ben questioned how
honest her own heart had been with the both of them.

Witnesses were talking over each other, describing what had
happened. It sounded like a classic heart attack. Ben barely registered
their words beyond that.

"Cedege," hetried again, catching her braceletted wrists. He gently
pushed her back then began unbuttoning the man's shirt. "I'm going to
shock his heart. Y ou haveto let go.”

She searched hisface, then blinked — and, thankfully, her gaze
cleared. She nodded and crabbed aong the cobblestones to give him
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and TiJohn the room they needed.
"Charging,” sad Tidohn.

It wouldn't do any good — this guy's tour of New Orleans was
permanently over. But policy was policy. Vistorsto the city would rest
sdfer, knowing the EMTs gavetheir dl.

Ben took the paddles. "Clear!"

* % %

Celeste wished someone other than Ben had responded. Watching him
work, competent and kind and as handsome as she'd remembered,
hurt too badly. She felt too vulnerable, wishing for the familiar harbor of
his strong, solid arms.

But it would bealie. Ben didn't believe in her — not dl of her, not the
way aDeveaux woman needed. The fact that sheld begun to question
hersdf recently only made his earthly skepticism more dangerous. To
her. To her family legecy.

Of dl her cousns— four of them, as had been prophesed — Celeste
had been the only one to embraced their destiny. She'd grown up in the
manor home that had once belonged to Jonathon and Solange
Deveaux. She had visited their graves, and shed memorized their Sory,
and she knew only magic could vanquish the evil that had threastened
them. So she had to believein her abilities,

Doubts againgt magic were like Kryptonite againgt Superman.

Ben was her Kryptonite. Tal, dark, earthy Kryptonite.

"Clear!"
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She could not bear to watch them shock poor Mr. Goebler again, so
she buried her facein her hands. A long and happy life? What had gone
wrong? Nothing about this prediction had felt different from alifetime of
others. But nothing had seemed unusud severd days ago, either, until
shelearned that her favorite uncle had been murdered — and shed
sensed nothing.

Absolutdy nothing.

Wheat if shed aways sensed nothing? What if sheld been making it up
al dong, and her entire adult life had been afraud? What if Ben was
right about magic and sheld lost him from pure, blind foolishness? What
if —

"l think | have something for you," said Mr. Goebler in hisdigtinctive
German accent.

With agasp of rdlief, Celeste looked up. Ben had doneit! She wasn't
afraud! Mr. Goebler would live along and happy life after al!

So why were they lifting the tourist into abody bag?

* % %

llWa't!II

Ben felt ajolt unrelated to the defibrillator he'd used on the dead
tourigt. It was Cdeste's hand, catching hisforearm. "Didn't you hear
him?Hesdivel"

Damn. He hated anyone thinking there was something he could have
done...or not done. He covered her hand with his. It wasn't like
Goebler needed more of his attentions. "No, chére. He'snot."
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She snatched her hand free and squared her shoulders. Now that was
hisCdegte. "Oh yesheis. | heard him clear asday."

Ben noticed TiJohn, clearing the paper and plastic remains of their
lifesaving efforts, looking skeptical. Ben shook hishead at his partner in
Slent warning.

Cdegefrowned. "Y ou redly didn't hear him?"

Rather than argue across the corpse, Ben leaned back from the
unzipped body bag to reved Goebler'slifdessface. "He's not saying
Celeste stared. Surdly she could seethetruth of it aseasly asBen did,
even without emergency medica training. She withdrew her hand from
hisarm and said, "Oh."

"There's nothing you could have done," said Ben.

Celegte said, "Nothing except seeit coming.”

"You're not adoctor.”

"No." Shelifted her chin. "I'm apsychic."

Ben knew better than to touch that argument. Thelast time hed
suggested there might be more pragmatic explanations for what she
thought to be magic, sheld dumped him.

That'swhy it surprised him so much when she whispered, "At leas, |
thought | was."

Chapter Two
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Of course her dead client hadn't spoken.

Celeste had to get out of there. Away from the pitying looks of the
other French Quarter psychics. Definitely away from Ben the sexy
EMT. A few months ago, sheld thought he might be the love of her life.
Ben was handsome, competent, tender, upbeet. ..aman who could
root her in redity while alowing her to spread her mystical branchesto

the sky.
Then sheld learned he didn't believe in mystical branches.

Only her lifdong belief in the Deveaux legecy had alowed her to leave
him, al the same. Bad enough for him to question her back when sheld
felt sure of hersdf. But if he expressed skepticism now, while she was
suffering her first red doubt. ..

She wasn't sure she could bear it. Not after Mr. Goebler had died as
she was predicting a happy futurefor him. And not after her uncle
Harold...

No. She couldn't think about that yet.

Celeste quickly packed her portable altar, refusing to look back at
Ben, the ambulance or the body-bagged corpse that had been Mr.
Goebler. There were plenty of other practicing psychicsin Jackson
Square...probably better psychics than she was.

Stopit, shetold hersdf.

Stll, she would not be hurting anybody by leaving early.
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When she hefted her pack and findly glanced toward the ambulance, it
was quietly pulling away. Ben was driving, not looking at her. Good.
Shewasn't sure her heart could take more of histemptingly pragmatic
presence. Not thisweek. Maybe not in thislifetime.

Not that her heart was completely happy with Ben's absence, either.
She sighed and headed home.

Celeste was house-gitting the Garden District manor home where shed
grown up. Usudly sheloved the French colonia house, withits

bal cony-wrapped courtyard and sprawling oak trees. Climbing itsworn
stone stepsfdt like going back in time.

Today, she hardly noticed.

Thefirst floor, where she shrugged off her backpack and kicked off her
sandals, was more modern than the rest of the mansion. Traditiondly,
first floors had been kept plain because of regular flooding. Other than
aquick glance at the answering machine, Celeste barely paused before
climbing aspird staircase to the second floor.

There, in the ornate parlor that had changed little in the past hundred
years, she found what she needed — the wall of family portraits.
Wedding portraits of her parents, her aunts and uncles, her grandfather
Robert and his beloved wife. One happy group portrait of her three
female cousins and hersdf twenty years ago, then ranging in age from
four to fifteen. And, most important, the full-length portrait of the quietly
beautiful Solange Deveaux.

Their great-grandmother.
Asachild, Celeste had been drawn to Solange because of the lady's

caramd-colored skin, ahint that she, like Celeste, might have amixed
racial background. Celeste was proud of both her Caucasian father's
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heritage and her Black mother's, but from an early age she/d been
frustrated by portrayals of one group as the power holders of history,
the other group asthe victims. That was atruth that must be honored,
of course; onethat must never be forgotten. But sheld sensed even then
that it wasn't the only truth.

Solange's bravery proved that. And the fact that wealthy white
businessman Jonathon had not only married awoman of suspect
background, but proudly displayed her portrait without trying to
disguise her dusky complexion, made Celeste proud to be a Deveaux.

After her uncle Harold began to tell her just what being a Deveaux
entailed — especidly the importance of being one of four femade
descendents— Celeste began to visit Solange's portrait for awhole
new reason. Solange had descended from along line of powerful magic
users, Uncle Harold had told Celeste even before he gave her a copy
of the origina journas. Because Solange rejected her magic for love,
an ancient talisman in her protection was stolen by an evil wizard bent
on destruction. Only Solange's heroic death had prevented disaster
beyond imagination. But since the Stone of Power had been broken
into four pieces, scattered across the world, the Deveaux legacy would
not be finished until four female descendantslived at the sametime,
embraced their magic and found the fragments of the stone.

Celeste had loved hearing Uncle Harold tell those stories. But now
Uncle Harold was dead.

"Why didn't | know he wasin danger?' she asked the portrait now.
"Hewasyour grandson. If I'm so magic, why wasn't | ableto warn
him?'

Solange'simage gazed sympathetically a Celeste and said nothing.
After dl, shed been dead for dmost a century.

Uncle Harold, though, had died much more recently. Celeste should
have sensed that something was wrong, hopefully in timeto warn him,
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certainly when he died.

Chapter Two: Page Three

Insteed, her first indication of trouble had been atelephone call from
her cousin Rory. Uncle Harold's lawyer had contacted her because
"Aurord' camefirst dphabetically. So it was Rory who had to call the
otherswith news that not only was Uncle Harold dead but that he'd not
alowed them to beinformed of it until after hisfunerd. Since only one
of them needed to collect their uncle's effects, and Rory lived the
nearest to his North Carolinahome, it made sense she do it. Right?

Cedeste's attention drifted from Solange to the picture of the four young
cousins. Ironicdly, redheaded Rory — the closest in age to Celeste —
was the one cousin in complete denid of her Deveaux powers. Skye,
the youngest, had grudgingly accepted her ability to read people's
thoughts. Even Eve made a conscious effort to hide that she could
move objects with her mind, which, to Cdestesway of thinking, wasa
backward admission. But Rory...?

Shadow crept across the room. With a shiver, Celeste looked up.
Through the doors and casement windows that opened to a
wraparound gallery overlooking their private courtyard, she saw that
the L ouisiana sunshine had been usurped by athresat of rain.

Worse, she thought she heard something.

A whisper. A voice.

A man's voice.

The unexpected death of Mr. Goebler this afternoon, and the recent
murder of her favorite uncle, seemed to echo through the londly house.

Nobody was completely safe, were they? Celeste dways thought her
sixth sense would warn her to danger, but what if Rory, and Ben
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Steadman, had been right?

Celeste pivoted to eye the open windows and doors. Seeing nobody,
she backed toward the stairway. Just in case.

Then she heard it again — somehow warped, like avoice through
water, but definitely mae. Definitely impassioned.

Celeste's gaze lifted to that of her painted ancestress. Trying to call on
the power of the Deveaux women, she raised her shaking voice. "Who
areyou? What do you want?'

For amoment, all she heard wasthe wind in the oak trees, rushing
through the Spanish moss, and the sudden patter of rain. Then —

"Hurry," aman said, from the shadowed courtyard. "I have something
for you."

Celeste recognized hisvoice, his German accent. Sheran. Sheran
down the gtairs, out the front door, into the rain and down the street
until she reached acafé. Then, breathlesdy asking permission to usethe
telephone, she dided anumber she should have forgotten months ago.

If anybody would know whether Hans Goebler had been revived on

the way to the morgue — and was now capable of staking her — it
would be Ben Steadman.

Chapter Three
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Ben ddiberatdy relaxed hishold on his cdll phonefor fear of crushing
it. "No, Celeste. Mr. Goebler's till dead.”

"Oh," she sid softly.

More than her story that she was being stalked — by aman he knew
was dead — the weaknessin her voice worried him. He said, "I'm
coming over. Stay out of the gpartment.”

"I'm not a my apartment. I'm staying at my parents house."
"Give me the address.”
To hisrelief, after apause, shedid. Shetrusted him that much anyway.

Celeste agreed to stay at the café where sheld taken shelter fromrain
and staker both. Ben supposed she should have caled the police,
ingtead of just waiting for him. But he knew Celeste Deveaux. When
she refused something, it was an absolute refusdl.

Which made his continued interest in her pretty sad. Hell, he should
have been surprised that she would leave the café and dideinto his
passenger seat when he pulled over to the worn curb.

"Wher€'sthe house from here?" he asked, trying to ignore how good
she smdlled, how great she looked. Bad days like today needed
women like Celeste.

Priorities, Steeadman. Intrudersfirst.
"Just a couple of blocks."
Following her directions, Ben realized how well-off Celestesfamily

was. The Garden Didtrict wasthe old family, blue-blooded stretch of
New Orleans. Was that the redl reason she'd stopped seeing him?

Money?
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Something in hisgut, which hewould cdl ingtinct and she'd probably
cdl apsychic hunch, made him refuseto believe that of her. "Tel me
again what this person sad?"

Celeste nervoudy rolled bracelets around her dusky wrist. "He said he
had something for me. That's the same thing he said back in Jackson
Square”

"Before the heart attack?’

She fixed him with brown-eyed skepticism. "After the body bag.”

That again. "The man didn't say anything after | got there with the
ambulance, Celeste. Hewas DOA.."

She stared a him for along moment, then turned away. "Here."

He parked under afeathery mimosatree. "Stay herewhile | check it

Cedlegte let hersdlf out. "No."

Damn. Theway Cdeste Deveaux threw hersdlf headlong t life,
courageous and wild and wonderful, had been one of the first thingsto
atract Ben to her. He tried to remember that as he followed her up the
worn stone stepsto thefirst floor gdllery. "At least let megofirgt.”

She glanced regally over her shoulder, rain or norain. ™Y ou know your
way around my house?'

Ben sighed defeat. At least he was here. With her.

Hopefully with no psychoatic crazies pretending to be dead men lurking
nearby.
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* % %

Celeste knew they wouldn't find anyone. Ben's honesty was one of the
first thingsto attract her to him. If Ben said held |eft an irrevocably dead
Mr. Goebler at the morgue, it wastrue.

So why was he il here?

Maybe it was because the only other explanation was more than even
Celeste wanted to face done.

"Just because someone had a German accent,” said Ben, hislooming
presence warm and strong right behind her, "doesn't mean he was
Goebler.”

"It was Goebler," shesad.

"I made some calls on my way over. Goebler's emergency contact was
hisbrother." Helet her lead him through the first floor, sometimes
stopping so he could open acloset door or check behind acurtain.
Celesteliked watching him confront each threst, fearless. "So?"

"So maybeit was his brother you heard.” He leaned into the downgtairs
pantry, then levered himself out, shaking hishead. "Maybe he's the one
gaking you."

That wasamore practical explanation than hers. But... "I don't think
s).ll

"It would explain his voice sounding like Goebler's."

"Why would he come after me?"' Other than that | promised his brother
along life, right before the man dropped dead. But even if this brother
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knew that — and how could he? — why would he target her? "I didnt
cause the heart attack. | even did CPR."

Ben shrugged. "L et's check upgtairs.”

Cedeste even let him lead the way, up being an easy enough direction.
"Whereisthis brother anyway?"

"Wedll, uh..." Ben's step dowed as he topped the gairs. "1 think the
authorities reached him in Germany.”

"Today? So he couldn't be hereyet. Y our it's-his-brother theory
doesn't make sense.”

"As opposed to the maybe-he-isn't-dead theory?' Ben blew out an
exagperated breath. "Or are you going to try to tell me—"

He stopped, eyeswidening as hefigured it out. "Y ou think a dead guy's
taking to you?'

"Wdll, | heard Mr. Goebler." She planted her hands on her hips.
"Twice. And you say he's been dead both times. So, Mr. Logic..."

Ben touched her shoulder and guided her to a high-backed Victorian
sofa. He even crouched beside her. "It's been abad day, chere. Let
me take you out to eat, and it will all make better sense.”

"It dready makes sense. At leadt, it doesif you'rea Deveaux.” A
smple glance past his broad shoulder, to the portrait of Solange,
confirmed that. A woman needed her magic, love or no love. "Thanks
for coming, for checking things out, but it doesn't ook like well ever
seeeyeto eyeonthis”

Infact, they were eyeto eye. That'show she saw aglint of frustration
inhisgaze. Or wasit anger?"I'm not done yet. Someone could till be
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hiding in one of the bedrooms or the courtyard.”

Or in the redlm of the dead? Celeste felt suddenly weary. "Knock
yoursdlf out.”

With asharp exhade, Ben straightened and began |ooking around.
Celette stayed seated, increasingly sure he would find nothing more
than a beautifully kept manor home. She had to accept the truth.

The dead man's ghost wastalking to her. But why?

Eyes closed, shelistened to Ben's footsteps along the gallery, past the
open plantation shutters. He was S0 solid, so...ordinary. From the
moment she'd seen him, clean-cut and broad-shouldered and
clear-eyed, sheld wanted him. It didn't make sense. Why would she of
al people want ordinary?

Then again, Solange had wanted ordinary. And look what had
happened.

Celeste opened her eyes and saw that the rain was stopping, just in
time for sunset. She stood and went to the doorway overlooking the
tropical courtyard. The kindest thing she could do for both of them was
to send Ben away, and yet —

Asif adant of orangelight carried specid energy, Ceeste caught her
bresth. She felt an unexpected rush of despair, londliness, longing. Ben.
She had to find Ben! She couldn't lose him, had to reach for him,
touch him, onemoretime....

Celeste bit back an ingtinctive cry and stumbled backward, into the
parlor. The most intense rays of sunset faded behind the roof and,
somehow, her despair eased.

She sagged against the ornately papered wall, confused by the flow and
ebb of such rich emotion. "What am | going to do?" she whispered,
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opening her eyesto the portraits lining the parlor walls.

For amoment, sound seemed to Stretch, to stutter, to buckle. Then, as
evening's shadowsfdl inafina curtain acrossthe courtyard, she heard
it.

"Listen to the dead, chérie.”

It was awoman'svoice, not aman's. And it wasn't German.

Of course! Celeste had never had such a strong psychic hunch, so
powerful it felt like hearing someone, but she wouldn't question it. She
hurried to the verandah rail.

"Ben?1'm going out. Lock up when you're done, okay?'

She felt surprised to see him directly across the courtyard, outside her
bedroom. Just to make sure nobody's there, she sternly told hersdlf,
angry at her disgppointment.

Hecdled, "Yourewhat?'

But there was no time to explain — the dead man's voice had said to
hurry.

"I'm going to the cemetery!™

Chapter Four
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Oncethey reached the St. Louis cemetery, Celeste was glad Ben had
argued himself along. And not just because the NOPD officer watching
for vandas and VVoudoun wannabes gladly |ooked the other way for an
EMT.

The place was spooky at night!

Row after row of above-ground crypts varied from white to
water-stained gray. Intricate black-iron fences surrounded some.
Amids the tombs and funerary lurked moldy stone figures— angels,
infants, saints— to guard the dead.

Or to guard something.

Celeste had walked the age-worn path to the Deveaux tomb, under an
arching palm tree, more often than she could remember. Usudly she
found the cemetery comforting, even companionable. Tourists came
and went to see the grave of "voodoo queen” Marie Laveau. Mourners
sometimes danced past after funerdsin Big Easy style, celebrating the
passing of their loved onesto abetter life.

Now, with the cemetery closed to al but afew "ghost tours' for the
night, their only company in thiscity of the dead wasthe singing of
crickets and toads and the periphera noise of urban sprawl.
Occasondly, aship's horn wailed, mournful, off the Mississppi.

Deveaux or not — if it weren't for Ben, beside her, Ceeste would fear
thisplace.

Especidly one statue in particular.

Sheld never known what the life-size figure in eroded marble was
meant to represent. He wore ceremonial robes of some sort, but did
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not look like apriest or saint. He sure wasn't an angel — not with the
grimace on that worn stone face. His hands extended toward the sky,
asif they'd once held something.... Howers? A crucifix? She couldn't
tell. Nor could she decide which of the nearby crypts belonged with
him. Asthey passed the shadowy stone figure, she shivered.

Ben put ahand on her back, strong and comforting. But he said, "'l
dont likethis

Shetried not to arch into histouch. "I didn't invite you."

Hetook his hand back. She missed it. But if shelet him go on touching
her, heaven knew what mistakes she would make. Luckily, they
reached the looming crypt of Solange and Jonathon Deveaux, asolid
reminder of why she had to go on missing Ben. If Celeste gave up her
magic for love, as Solange had, she might suffer smilar consegquences.
The quest demanded more of her. Her blood demanded more.

She reached out, spread her hands against the mottled stone. If she
was supposed to listen to the dead, she couldn't think of a better dead
person to access than her great-grandmother. She took deep breaths.
She closed her eyes, arched her head back and focused. And focused
harder.

And she heard crickets. Toads. A tugboat.

A big, fat pile of nothing.

Normdly she would open her mouth and just say whatever cameinto
her head, assuming it must be a psychic message. Recent events, like
the unexpected deaths of the German tourist and her uncle Harold,
tightened her throat with uncertainty.

She opened her eyes and saw that Ben was taking a closer look at the
empty-handed statue.
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"Don' touch that!" Now that fdt likeapsychicimpulse.

"Why not?" asked Ben, glancing back over one broad shoulder. He
was bigger than the statue. And it was inanimate, right? He could take
it.

"I don't know." But she fdlt relief — again — when he shrugged and
|eft the statue to go look at a sculpted lamb.

Celestelaid her hands on the crypt, closed her eyes, arched her head
back, took a deep breath and waited. Waited. Waited for...

A sren wailed by, somewhere toward the west, and car horns honked.
She opened her eyes. "Crap."

"No voices from beyond, huh?' Ben's smile looked smug— and
Cdegtelogtit.

"Thisiswhy | didn't want you to come here tonight,” she said, despite
how comforting his presence had been. "Thisiswhy | stopped dating
you. Your disbdief inwhat | can do puts out an energy that keeps me
from being abletodoiit.”

Ben took a step back. "All | said was—"

"You didn't haveto argueit. You think it, and that's enough! Y ou may
be perfect in every other way, Ben Steadman, but you're still a

skeptic.”

"I'm perfect in every other way?' Damned if he wasn't amiling again.
Worsg, it was atruly sexy smile. That'sall she needed. More
digtraction.

"Y ou don't understand how precarious al thisid It takesthe right
atmosphereto try to get aclear psychic reading. Y ou and your doubts
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cloud everything.”

Hed stopped smiling, which felt like amixed blessng. "Y ou redly think
the reason you aren't chatting with dead touristsis because | don't
actively believe you can chat with dead tourists?"

"That's exactly what | think! I've been trying. Hard. And nothing's
happening! It'snot like | can just say, 'Dead people, talk to me!™

Which was when her head exploded.

At leadt, it felt like her head exploded. It was voices. From the
cemetery, and the city beyond. From the present, and the past. L ouder
than arock concert. More disorienting than aroller coaster. All
clamoring for her atention.

"...get to tell my daughter | love her..."

"...itwas Georgewho did it...helied...."

"...stop that shouting and let a fellow Sleep...."

Cedeste dug her handsinto her hair, clutching her skull — or she
thought she did. She couldn't be sure. Thisfdt likebeing pushedina
hundred different directions, athousand, by unseen hands. No, by the
rush of unseen voices. Thisfdt like drowning.

"...wasn't supposed to get the Mercedes..."

"...how dare they? How DARE they..."

"...shut up, you mulatto bitch...."

Someone was shaking her, shouting her name, but Celeste had no
attention left to give that. The voices had swelled into aroar, likeina
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footbal stadium, one great voice, until she could no longer make out
words— only noise and desperation. She was drowning, suffocating,
unableto tell which way she had to swim for the surface of her
consciousness. Then, as shadowsroiled in on every Side, one voice cut
through with familiarity.

"...you invited them, my darling. Slence them!"

Somehow, Celeste knew it was Solange. She clung to her
great-grandmother's voice as she might to asingle hand in a current,
and she tried. She made her mouth move, though unable to hear herslf
over thetumuilt.

"Only... those..."

An edge of the din faded. She could hear Ben asking, "Celeste, what's
happening?’

It was just enough of alull for her to catch abreath and try again, with
more conviction. "Only those with messages for me,” she murmured.
"For Celeste Deveaux. | dlow only you."

And the voices stopped. Most of them.

Into the dizzying peace, the voice she thought was Solange's said,
"That'smy girl."

Then the German-accented voice of Mr. Goebler said, " You must
hurry. Heis coming.”

And one more voice, as unexpected asthe redization of Ben'sarms
around her, whispered with childlike sincerity. "Please tell Mr.
Seadman it's okay," it said.

"l know he didn't want to kill me."
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Chapter Five

And to think, hewaan't real comfortable with Cdeste's ddusions of
magic. How smdl-minded of him.

Right.

Ben was hafway to the parking lot, carrying an unconscious Celeste —
and not in afireman’'s hold — when she opened her eyes. "No."

Sheld been babbling other things, so heignored her. Despite her strong
pulse and respiration, whatever sheld tried hadn't gone well.

Then her eyesfluttered open, and she nudged his shoulder with the
pam of onehand. "No," sherepeated, stronger. "Ben...stop.”

Hed never been so happy to hear awoman tell him to stop. Hed never
been so tempted to ignore one, either. "Let's get you to the emergency
roomfirg."

"No! What just happened — | haveto think. Solange...." And she
began to fight hisgrip on her.

Wadl, that wasn't safe. He lowered her feet to the grass, but he didn't
want to let her go. When she sagged in his grasp, though, he wished
that weakness weren't his only reason to go on holding her. " Chére,
you've had some kind of episode—"
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"I've had somekind of epiphany,” she corrected him, ill leaning into
his chest, usng his strength to stand. "It was... Oh, Ben, my word...."

She amiled up at him, shadowy and beautiful. And he thought, just like
thefirst time held seen her, | could love thiswoman.

Fat lot of good it did him.

"Whatever that was, it wasn't hedthy. One minute werre talking; the
next you fal like acut tree. Even if whatever dropped you wasn't
dangerous— and | don't know how it wouldn't be — you could have
hurt yourself in thefall. Cracked your skull on atomb, or landed on one
of thoseiron spikes." Or worse. God knew held seen it all.

"But | didn't."
"Would you please face redity this once? For me?"
Well, that finished off her smile. "Reality?"

Hereit cameagain. "l don't care what you believe, chére. | redly don't.
But when you start endangering your safety —"

"Oh?Y ou never go into a dangerous Situation after someone who was
hurt?'

Of course he did, whether his captain liked it or not. Hed goneinto
burning buildings. Hed crawled under unstable wreckage. Once held
dived into the Missssippi — ariver notorious for not giving up those
shetook — after adrowning woman. But it was hisjob. "That's
different.”

"Bullshit." She pushed hersdlf away from him — and swayed.

He caught her and lifted her back into hisarms. Whatever shed done
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had taken al her strength. "I'm giving you two choices. Either | take
you to the emergency room, or | take you home and spend the night.”

Tired or not, she arched her eyebrows at that. They'd never gotten to
the spending-the-night stage of their courtship earlier that year. Only as

far asincredible kissng on sofas. Hed thought they had dl thetimein
theworld....

He reached the parking lot. ™Y ou know what | mean.”

To hisrelief, Celeste closed her eyesin defeat. "Fine. Take me home. |
don't... | don't think | need to be here for it to work anyway."

Ben wanted to say, For what to work? He didn't.

He suspected he wouldn't like the answer, and Celeste didn't [ook up
to another fight.

* % %

| hear dead people.

Exhausted, Celeste didn't protest while Ben strapped her into the
passenger seat or drove her toward the Garden Didtrict. Too much had

happened.

She couldn't quite face the ringing memory of their voicesjust yet; her
head hurt too badly. But something even worse lurked just under her
thoughts, waiting to be faced. What she'd just experienced, in the
cemetery, had been overwhelming. Unique. Powerful.

Like nothing shed ever felt before. Ever.

Which said what about her lifdlong insstence that she could tdll futures?
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How often had she argued with Rory about getting adose of their
great-grandmother's magic? She'd felt so righteous, so in touch with her
Deveaux heritage. But what if Rory had been right, and she'd been

wrong?

Okay, not wrong about having special powers. But wrong that she'd
been using them al her life. Wrong about what they'd been.

Until now, sheldd dismissed incidents when her predictions didn't come
true asanomdies. She'd rationdized her ignorance of mgjor events as
the discretion of the universe. Sheld never actually charted her success
rate; that seemed too skeptica. Like sheld told Ben, even ahint of
dishdief might affect the precariousness of what she did.

Now she had to wonder what the success rate was of someone
without the power to tell the future. ..and how she would have
measured up.

It was embarrassing, iswhat it was. Not only had she acted
magicker-than-thou to her cousins, but she'd dumped Ben because of
his own doubts. And now...

Shedid aglance toward Ben, where he was steering histruck with the
ease of someone used to handling emergency vehicles— fearless,
competent and yet cautioned by what he'd witnessed of other people's
recklessness. Through her exhaustion, two thoughts reigned supreme.
Onewasthe continued refrain of “1'm amedium.”

The other was, "Damn, that boy's hands are sexy."
She didn't need magic to predict danger here. Solange and Jonathon's
example till warned her from thiskind of romance. And then there was

thet little girl's voice, talking about Ben killing her....

Now there, Celeste was skepticad. But if someone came back from the
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dead to tell her, then it had to beimportant, right?

So why did she hold her tongue while Ben stopped the truck and came
around to lift her out, back into hisarms? Wasit because, for the first
timein her life, she didn't want to rock the boat? Or was it because she
was too happy reaching out, draping her arms over his strong
shoulders, giving hersdlf over to his earthy strength?

Oh, heavens, but she wished things could have been different between
them.

Ben let them both insde with her keys, then even carried her up the
dairs, impressing her even further.

"Whereto?' he asked as he carried her onto the gdllery, and she
realized that he hadn't known which bedroom was hers.

"That way." She pointed her toein theright direction. "Across and one
over."

He carried her to her room, settled her onto the bed, then kneeled
beside her to take her hand. For amoment, that felt touchingly
romantic. Then he touched her wrist and glanced at hiswatch. He was
just taking her pulse again.

Even she could tell her pulse was strong. Maybe it was areaction to
her proximity to al that death, back in the cemetery. Maybe it wasjust
Ben. But Cdeste felt increasingly powerful with every breath. Alive,
and anxiousto stay that way.

Whatever Ben saw in her gaze, when he glanced up at her, seemed to
make him uncomfortable. He looked quickly away and released her
wrigt. "I wish you'd go to the hospita.”

Cdegte caught his hand to keep him from standing, from leaving her.
Otherwise, he would probably go lie down on the sofa or something
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smilarly heroic.

His gaze shot back to hersas she said, "I wish | knew how to convince
you to beievein magic.”

Ben took a deep, shaking breeth. "Like this, maybe?"

And hekissed her.

Chapter Six

Ben knew thiswasn't the kind of magic Celeste had meant. But he
couldn't imagine how any human could long for more.

Hetightened his hold on her, wanted never to let go. From the way she
furrowed her fingersinto hishair, usng her grip on hisneck to lever
hersdf up againgt him, she didn't mind. At least not for the moment.

"Perfect,”" she murmured, in agasping moment before theair lips reunited.

God, held missed kissing her. He'd missed her spicy scent, the strength
of her arms around his neck, the taste of her lips, her mouth. Celeste
redly was magic, supernatura or not. Her optimism was magic, and so
was her courage against convention and graveyards and everything
else. She brought an exotic wonder to everything shedid. Too oftenin
hisbusy life, heforgot to look up, look at the stars. Celeste got him to
dothat. Hell, shewasauniverse al on her own.

She curled downward into the cushion of her bed, pulling invitingly on
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his shirt, hooking aleg around his. Ben did over her, onto her, testing
the curve of her hips, her wai, her heavenly, womanly bosom. He
loved the confidence with which she opened her mouth to his, opened
her body to his, opened her heart....

But she hadn't opened her heart. They'd skipped some serious steps
here. Despite how fervently she was returning hiskisses, nothing had
changed since their breakup. Celeste was just disoriented from her
episode in the cemetery. Loss of consciousness did that to a person.
And hewastaking advantage.

Only that redization gave him the strength to draw back, to lever
himsdlf off of her, to stop kissng her. "No...."

"Yes" Ceeste curved her fingers around his ear to draw him back
down.

It wasn't his ear that ached to obey, but fair wasfair. " Chére, thisian't
right. Y ou're exhausted.”

Shedid her fingertips from hisear acrosshisjaw, her lower lip
protruding in away that would have looked pouty on alesser woman.
On Celedte, it looked blissfully dangerous. "Ben," shewhispered, 'l am
S0 not exhausted.”

Hisonly choice wasto roll off of her and the bed entirely, onto his
knees on therug. He did so before either of them could change his
mind. "Y ou lost consciousness. That'sthe only reason I'm here.”

Did something flicker in her gaze?"Isit?"
Hewould have to know the answer to that himsdlf before hetried

giving it to her. "If there's something red between us, it will bered
tomorrow, too. Tonight, you rest. Period.”
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He hoped she didn't cal hisbluff. If she redly wasn't exhausted, and
came after him, he doubted hiswillpower could withstand much more
of this. Not after months of remembering her, dreaming about her,
wishing things could be different....

Could they be different?
Hedidn't dare hope.

To hismixed relief, Celeste Sghed deeply...and in that Sgh, much of
the strength seemed to drain from her body. Sherolled onto her sideto
watch him, and the way she tucked her hands under her head, the way
her eyel ashes dipped, told him held made the right decison. She was
tired. Shedd just beenwilling toignoreiit.

"Haveyou never done the wrong thing?' she teased — and he thought
about that morning, the start of his bad day, and quickly stood.

"Il gofind asofa”
"Pleasedon't.”
He hesitated.

"Y ou're here to watch over me, right? How can you do that froma
different room?' Celeste extended ahand. "Please, Ben. You'reright. |
need to rest, to think, to...to ground. But it would redly hdpif you
stayed, just for now. More than you can know."

He reached for her, took her hand — and was lost. Maybe he could
keep from kissing her again, keep from climbing back into her bed. But
as he adjusted himself on the floor beside her, watching Celeste close
her eyeslike achild pretending to nap, Ben knew hewaslogt dl the
same.

Maybe she had just bruised his heart last time.
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If sheleft him again, it would definitely be broken.

* % %

"No!"

Celeste sat up in bed, certain that she was about to lose something.
Something precious beyond money or words or even life. Sheld dmost
been ableto reach it, to brush her fingertipsto it — no, to him—
when aflash of light Soleit awvay.

Panting, she reoriented hersalf and saw that Ben was gone. Damn.
Sheld dept better than she could remember and not, she thought,
because of how much her brush with desth had drained her. It had
been Ben's hand curled around hers, anchoring her. 1t had been his
protection, his concern.

She shook off theworst of her nightmare, and heard a crackle. A piece
of paper lay on the coverlet beside her. In the pae dawn light, she read
it. Had something to do before work. You're beautiful when you
deep. Call me.

She smiled. Then sheredlized the full implication of the dawn. No!
"Solange?' shecdled.

Her voice echoed back at her from the empty house.

Maybe she'd been wrong last night, and sheredlly did need to bein the
cemetery for thisto work. She didn't think so. Celeste got out of bed
and circled the verandah to the parlor entrance, then looked at her
great-grandmother's portrait. " Solange? | have so many questions for
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you about what's happening to me...."

But she got no response. Solange's ghost only wandered by night; that
was part of the curse. Her true love, Jonathon, wandered by day —
but he was no magic user. Celeste fought back the temptation to call on
him just to seeif it worked; if last night was any indication, this new skill
of herstook energy.

Instead, shetried asafer route. "Does anyone here have a message for
me?'

"Hurry."

It happened that quickly. She started to turn in the direction from which
she thought she'd heard the voice. Then she remembered it wasn't
coming from astandard direction. "Mr. Goebler — I'm so sorry | gave
you abad reading. | don't think | understood my true powers until —"

"Hurry!" repeated the German voice, faint and broken but
recognizable.

Which, of course, had been what he was saying dl the time. "Of course
I'll hurry,”" said Celeste. "But what isit you want meto do? Y ou say
you have something for me, but how could you? We only just met."

"I think | chose you for a reason beyond knowing." Goebler'svoice
seemed to fadein and out, likelosing aradio station. "1 think | have
something for you. But..."

Hisvoice, his signal, wavered.

"But what?" demanded Celeste, raising her own voice asiif that
would help. "Why do | have to hurry?"

She thought she'd get no response. Then, thinner than a whisper of
wind on a July day, she heard a breath of "... HE'scoming...."
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"Who? Who is coming?"

Receiving no response, Celeste hurried back for her bedroomto
shower and change into clean clothes. She had no idea what was
happening, but she'd been around psychics long enough to know
that a woman was a fool to ignore a summons like she'd gotten.

Besides, whoever was coming, it didn't sound good!

When Celeste arrived at the city morgue, the only place she could
imagine finding Mr. Goebler, she encountered two surprises.

One was a German man who looked just like her late client,
signing paperwork.

The other was Ben Seadman, slumped miserably against a
hallway wall, his forehead braced against his clenched fist.

Chapter Seven

Celeste's steps dowed, there in the morgue corridor. She looked
toward Mr. Goebler — no, his brother...who would probably also be
named Mr. Goebler, wouldn't he?

Then she looked toward the man she might just love.
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Sheld never seen Ben look so upset, not about anything. It unnerved
her. Sheld cometo think of him as solid, eternd, unbreskable.

Then she fdt ashamed of hersdlf. HEd spent most of yesterday taking
care of her problems, and she'd never once asked if he wasfacing any
of hisown. Not even after thet little girl'svoice had told her.....

Oh, heavens.

She glanced toward the German man — then hurried to Ben'sside.
"Benl”

He looked up, surprised. For amoment before he reset his expression,
she thought she saw painin hiseyes. "Celeste, what are— How'd you
find me?'

"I think..." Thewords came more easly than any psychic reading. |
think | came here for areason beyond knowing. What's wrong?”'

Hedrew fingers across her cheek, asif taking some kind of comfort
from her presence. "Y ou don't want to heer it."

"Yes." She caught hishand in her own, but only to comfort him. She
was no longer confident in her ability to get psychic impressions. Not
unless someone dead was giving her ingde information. "If it'simportant
to you, of course | want to hear it."

But even after hearing that voice in the cemetery the day before, she

wasn't reedy for hisfull admisson. "I think | killed achild yesterday
morning.”

* % %

ToBen'srdief, Cdeste took his announcement with surprisng calm.
"How could you possibly think that?*
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For thefirgt time, he was glad she could believe in something with little
or no proof. Hewas glad she bdlieved in him. But was sheright to?

"It wasour first cal — afive-year-old in long-term hospice, with ahigh
fever. It turned out to be septic shock. She'd been chronicdly ill for a
while. By the time we got there, she was going into multisystem
falure....

From the way she searched his eyes, sympathetic but momentarily
blank, heredlized he was using shop talk. "Her kidneys, liver, lungs,
heart...everything was shutting down. She didn't respond to 1V fluids
or oxygen, so our only hope was getting her to ICU asfast as possible.
TiJohn was driving, and | had to make acal of how much more
antibiotics— and what kind — her system could take. And | held
back."

Sheld been so very little, even for her age, wasted to frailty. And hed
aready given her antibiotics, aswell as vasopressorsto raise her blood
pressure. The hospita had been two more minutes away . ...

"| was efraid more medicine would kill her. Ingtead..." Histhroat
tightening, he just shrugged.

"It'sokay." Celeste's words held a confidence that he didn't

understand, one that soothed him even more than the coroner'sinitia
report that they'd found no evidence of liability. He hadn't been worried
about being sued. He'd been worried about being incompetent.

To hissurprise, shetook hisjaw in her hands and turned his head
toward her. "Look at me, Ben. It's okay. Youdidntkill her."

Somehow, he did fed better, despite Cdestelacking any training in
emergency medicine.
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Then she had to go and say, "Shetold me s0."

* % %

"Do you never let it rest?" demanded Ben.

Celeste blinked up at him, Sartled by theforce of hisanger. "Let what
re?'

"Thisgame you have, whereyou talk —" Helowered hisvoice, ether
from embarrassment or respect for the people in the corridors around
them. "Where you tak to the dead.”

"It'snot agame.”
"No," hesaid. "No, it's not. Games arefun. Thisissick."

"Sick? Do you redizethe gift thisis? Evenif you redlize, in your soul,
that our loved ones are il part of our lives, that's not the same as
getting proof. And now I've got better proof than | could have ever

imagined—"
"Fing" challenged Ben, folding hisarms. "If you can redly do this, tell
mewhat e'sethe girl said. Tl mewhat color hair she had.”

"Right herein the morgue?’

Herased his eyebrows, stubborn. Celeste had gotten chalengeslike
this before; what psychic hadn't? They usualy annoyed her. Then again,
maybe on some leve sheld feared her own abilities...or lack of them.

Now she sat on one of the hard plastic chairs, rested her hands on her
knees, pams upward, and whispered, "Will you tak to Mr. Steadman

again, honey”"
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There was no moment of suspense. Immediately the voice said, "1've
got black hair. Like yours. And lots of braids, with dragonflies on
them. The nurses gave them to me."

"Braids," repeated Cdegte, though it felt morelike trandating, with
many strobing images overlaying the otherworldly sound. " Dragonfly
barrettes. She spent alot of time in hospitals, and the nurses gave her
pretty things. She wastired of being sick. She wanted to go on.”

Ben sat down, two chairs away from her. Hard.

"My mommy was sick and went away, but she was waiting for me.
Now | don't hurt no more. | didn't mean to make anyone sad,
though. Tell Mr. Steadman I'm sorry for making him sad. He was
real niceto me."

"You cdled her princess,” continued Celeste as she heard more,
amiling dightly a the pleasure the child clearly took from the
endearment. "Y ou told her you'd make her al better. And she saysyou
did.

"Shedied."
More than anything, the fact that Ben was responding to her — to what

she was receiving — encouraged Celeste. Maybe he could believein
her after dl. Maybe.

"The girl iswith her mother,” sheingsted now. "She's not sick anymore.
Degth isn't an ending, judt...apassng.”

"My brother," said afamiliar, accented voice, "would have enjoyed
this"

Thelittle girl's voice and thoughts faded from Celeste's focus— it had
been time for her to go play with her mommy anyway. But Ceestefdt
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dartled dl the same.

From theway Ben's eyes widened, he, too, saw the similarity between
yesterday's DOA and today's bereaved brother, who had come closer
during her reading.

"Forgive my interruption,” the blond man said. He stood with the tight
expression and posture of someone gtill in the early stages of grief,
doing hisbest to function past it. "It's just that Hans enjoyed the
mysticd arts. He wanted to go on ghost tours while he was here, and
visit voodoo shops, and see psychics. But, you see, he died
yesterday.... | can only hope he got to do some of that first.”

"Hedid." With one last glance toward Ben, Celeste stood and offered
her hand. "I was with your brother when he died, Mr. Goebler. | —

I'm afraid | turned out to be aterrible psychic. | told him he would have
alonglife, and now..."

To her surprise, the German smiled. " Perhaps that was for the best.
What finer last wordsto hear, eh?"

Celestetried to smile back, but it felt somehow blasphemous. Just
because she'd learned to speak to the dead hardly robbed death of its
ging. Losswas|oss, especidly when fresh.

"l am sorry to seem — how do you say? — morbid." continued her
client's brother. "But did Hans go quickly? Was there any pain?'

It was Ben who offered "No." To Celeste'srdlief, he stood behind her
and offered his hand. "Ben Steadman. | was with the ambulance that
responded to your brother's heart attack. Miss Deveaux here had
garted CPR dmost immediately, and even that wasn't enough. We can
al hopeto passthat quickly.”

Goebler nodded, clearly grateful. "Thank you. Thank you very much
for thiskindness, to mysalf andto Hans. I... It isperhapssilly, but |
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would liketo giveyou agift.”

Her? As hereached into a plastic bag, the kind that held persona
effects, Celeste started to say, "I couldn't.”

Then Goebler extended to her a piece of smoke-colored stone with at
least one smooth edge, at least onejagged. Ingtinctively, Celeste
opened her hand and took it when offered.

Therock felt warm in her hand. That, even more than the my<tica
symbols engraved on the smooth side, convinced her of just how
fortunate her meeting with yesterday's client had been.

"Hecaled it hislucky rock," dismissed Goebler. "It isjust something he
found in the Alps. | know he would like someone who appreciates such
trinketsto haveit."

Trinkets? Celeste knew better.

It was afragment of the Stone of Power.

Chapter Eight

"l have to ask you something,” said Celeste, once Mr. Goebler had | eft
them. She hadn't yet put down the "lucky rock™ hedd given her. "And it
might be the most important thing I've ever asked you, for more
reasons than you may understand.”
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Wéll, that put the pressure on. "Try me," said Ben.

"I need to know if you believein magic." Celest€'s gaze lowered to the
stonein her hand. "Because | haveto get this fragment someplace safe,
and | need help doing it. And because..."

Thelonging in her regd face was pa pable, and Ben wished he could
say he'dd been wholly convinced. Hed come close; since her revelations
about yesterday's sepsis victim, he could see benefits to believing the
way she did. But people didn't shift their grasp of redlity inone
morning, did they? And if her question was that important — as
important as she was— he had to answer it honorably.

"l believeyou believe."
Celeste couldn't mask her dismayed expression.

"And that you were doing something," he added quickly. "I'm till not
surewhat it was, but I'll help you anyway. 1sn't that enough?”

Ceeste's grip tightened around that rock shard. "Enough for one
reason.”

But she looked heartbroken dl the same.

* % %

Ben was being grest. When she asked him to find someoneto cover his
shift a work, he did, no questions asked. Her need was apparently
good enough for him.

At least she had an escort, strong and competent, to drive her and her
piece of the Stone of Power home. Celeste wasn't sure what might
happen en route. But something out there wouldn't want the Stone's
fragments brought together. Better to be safe than sorry.
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So she had an escort. But she didn't have her lover.

Despite areading that should have convinced anybody, he till didn't
believein magic.

On the drive home, shetold him the story of the Stone of Power — of
Solange Deveaux giving up her magica responsibilitiesto marry. Of the
tragedy that befell the world because of it. Of Solange's sacrifice to
hide the powerful artifact in pieces until not one, two or even three
Deveaux women could protect it, but anecessary four. Of the

prophecy.
When shefinished, Ben said, "No wonder you believe thisstuff.”

But he dill didn't say he believed it. That was enough for him to help
her bury her treasure in the safest place she could think of — Solange
Deveaux's rose garden.

But it wasn't enough to risk the Stoné's future.

"That should keep it safe,” said Ben, shovding thelast of thedirt onto
the now-buried fragment. He'd taken off his shirt to dig. His chest
gleamed with swest, and the musclesin hisarms stood out from the
effort. Dark hair hung damp into hisface. Hed never looked so
gorgeous — or o unattainable. "Againgt dark wizards or mice"

Celeste couldn't smile at hisjoke. Not when that need of his, to offer
rationa explanations, was costing them so much.

"S0," asked Ben. "What do we do now?"
Celeste stepped forward, framed his damp face with her hands— and

kissed him. Deep, long, needy. She might have to lose him, but not
without ataste. Not without knowing what she'd sacrificed.
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When Ben'sarms closed, hard, around her, she tasted more firethan
ever in hisreturned kiss. His body was strong and hard againgt hers.
His need for comfort, for solace, for her was asred ashersfor him.
She wouldn't deny them this, anyway. Not today.

Ben drew back from her, just far enough to meet her gaze with silent,
blue-eyed questions. Celeste nodded, and they went insde— and they
madelove.

It was more powerful than anything sheld ever known...even the Stone
of Power. Maybe because she knew it was the only time. For the sake
of her heart, of the Deveaux legacy, even of the world, she could not
forsake her duty as Solange once had.

But for thefirg timein her life, fdling adegp in Ben'sarms, Celeste
wished she were ordinary.

* % %

"You are a fool."

Celeste's eyes opened, sartled out of deep. Late afternoon sunlight
danted through the plantation shutters of her bedroom. Thistime Ben
was there, hisarmswrapped around her like a child with abeloved
teddy bear. Now she knew he held her heart, because she could fed it
bresking.

Had someone said something?
"I cannot believe my grandson could sire such a fool."
It was not Solange's voice — not during the day. It seemed to waver

from distance and effort. But her very cdlls recognized it. " Jonathon?*
she whispered to her great-grandfather. "Isthat you?"
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When he replied, hisvoice— or thoughts— seemed stronger. Celeste
was beginning to redize that the main trigger to this ability of herswas
samply to ask.

"You don't understand anything,” hesad.

That didn't sound good. But with reluctance, she did carefully from the
weight of Ben'sarms. How little rest had he gotten, taking care of her
yesterday and last night, that he still dept so soundly? Helooked solid,
dependable and more. He looked vulnerable.

Shethought of their lovemaking. How could she leave him again?
She remembered the Deveaux legacy. How could she not?

Hurrying now, because she couldn't bear to leave him otherwise,
Celeste wrapped hersdf in an embroidered, Persian robe and padded
around the gdlery to the open parlor doors. Somehow she knew that
was where she would best connect with Jonathon.

Surrounded by the images of people they both loved.

"What don't | understand?"* she asked, now that she was sure she
wouldn't wake Ben. "What have | done wrong? I's the rose garden not
asdafe place for the fragment? | know | have to unite it with the other
pieces, but until we find therest —" if they found them "— it should be
someplace safe, shouldn't it?"

Instead of instructions about the Stone of Power, though, Jonathon
Deveaux said, "1 loved Solange from the moment | saw her, and |
have loved her ever since.”

Confused, Celeste turned to ook at her great-grandmother's portrait
— and a the smdler photograph of thetal, handsome man and his
son, taken some years after her desth. "How could you not?”
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"More surprising, she loved me. She loved me enough to forsake
her powers and her ancestral responsibilities for me."

Whichwaswhat had arted it dl. "1 know. But she waswrong.”

"Yes," agreed the polished Southern drawl. " She was. But her
mistake was not her love, but her fear."

What? Cdeste shook her head, confused.

"Did she think me deaf and blind? | knew the rumors before
marrying her. Though | did not understand it all, how could | not
love anything that was part of Solange's life? No, she did not
forsake her powers for me, but out of fear. And now you threaten
to do the same."

"But I'm not afraid!"

"You are afraid that by loving this mundane healer of yours, you
will risk the family legacy. Don't you understand, Celeste? Look at
the faces on thiswall. How can you not see?"

Celeste did astold, looking from one Deveauix face to another.
Couples. Families. Babies. Friends. Cousins. All of them happy,
powerful. All of them...

"Loved," shewhispered. And even without hearing areply, she sensed
an easing of the tension that had vibrated around her as she spoke to
Jonathon. Or maybe it was the easing of atension that shed held insde
for far too long. "Loveisthe power. It's the ultimate good. Whether or
not Ben believes—"

"Bedieveswhat?' Ben stood in the doorway, touded and confused and
shirtless and gorgeous. Redizing that perhaps she didn't haveto leave
him made him al the more wonderful. "Are you talking to dead people
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agan?'

"| thought you don't believe | talk to dead people,” she challenged —
but with alaugh.

Ben rubbed ahand across hisface, clearly still waking up. "I never
once said that," he reminded her. "'l just question whether they talk
back."

But it didn't matter. Celeste ran to him, wrapped her arms around his
waig, lifted her mouth for akissthat he gladly gave — and it was okay.

Better than okay. Perfect.

"Ben," shewhispered, curling into him asif born to be held thisway.
"Do you bdieve—"

He groaned.

She nudged him with her naked knee. "Ligten. Do you believein eternd
love?'

Then sheleaned back from him, to better watch his face.
Ben cocked hishead at her. Then hesaid, "Yes. Yes, | do."
"I'm thinking you need to proveit to me," she said.

Hegrinned. "Gladly, Ceeste Deveaux." And he kissed her whilethe
sun set, and shefelt no desperation at al. Infact...

"Jonathon..." breathed afamiliar woman'svoicein Ceeste's head.
"Solange! | love you."

"Always... Soon..."
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Perhaps thiswas alonger moment of trangition than the cursed couple
usually got. Had Celeste and Ben's love won them that? Perhaps, once
she cdlled Rory and Skye and Eve, love could even win Solange and
Jonathon their freedom.

Ceeste leaned her head on the strength of Ben's shoulder, content. The
sunwould riseagain.

It dwaysdid.

TheEnd
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