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				All that may come to my knowledge in the exercise of my 
profession or in daily commerce with men, 
which ought not to be spread abroad, 
I will keep secret and will never reveal.

				… a modern Magician’s Oath
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				The phone was going to ring.

				I knew this for a fact—the way you see dark clouds in the sky and know it’s going to rain. Premonitions were no big deal to me. But the flash of fear that came with this sudden knowing was scary. Someone was going to call and I wouldn’t like what they told me. It could change my life. Not in a good way.

				My cell phone sat on my desk beside my keyboard. Only a few feet away. But I didn’t move from my bed, where I sat cross-legged in a festive jumble of wrapping paper, tape, and ribbons. Seconds ago I’d been humming to my holiday playlist while transforming gift-wrap into art with glitter, foil paper, and miniature golden angels. Now my holiday spirit was dead. 

				Usually my psychic vibes clued me in on who was calling and I often made a game of caller-guessing. I tried to guess now; closing my eyes to concentrate, I picked up a masculine vibe. Someone close to my age and to my heart. Immediately I thought of Dominic. Oh no, please, not him! Ever since I broke up with my last boyfriend, things had been made of awesome with Dominic. We talked endlessly about hopes, dreams, and our future together. But what if something bad had happened to him?

				My cell phone rang.

				I jumped, knocking a roll of wrapping paper onto the floor. Then I stiffened like a statue, cold and frozen inside, and couldn’t bring myself to answer.

				Finally by the fifth ring, I couldn’t take it anymore. I grabbed the phone and flipped it open—stunned to read the Caller I.D. 

				Josh DeMarco. My ex-boyfriend. 

				But when I answered the call, it wasn’t Josh. It was his mother.

				“Sabine?” Mrs. DeMarco asked in an odd, anxious voice. “Are you there?” 

				“Yeah,” I managed, through my surprise. My phone vibes usually weren’t this far off. 

				“Sorry to call you so early,” she told me.

				“No problem. I’m an early riser.” A million questions slammed into my head but I focused on the most important one. “Um … how is Josh?”

				“I—I don’t know.” She spoke so softly, her voice edged in sadness. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

				“What do you mean? I haven’t seen him at school lately and heard he was out sick with a bad virus.” The timing of his virus and our breakup was too coincidental; I’d suspected he was faking an illness to avoid seeing me. I mean, our breakup had been that bad. Worse than bad—apocalyptic.

				“You’re into the occult, the work of the devil,” he’d accused me after catching me summoning ghosts at a séance. “I can never forgive that.”

				That was over three weeks ago. When Josh walked out that day, I knew it was really over for us. I should have felt sad … but I didn’t. Instead I was relieved, and hopeful that we’d both be happier now. Josh would hook up with a nice normal girl who applauded his magic tricks and didn’t see ghosts or have telepathic conversations with her spirit guide. And finally, I was free to give my heart to Dominic.

				Still, our break-up left me with an unfinished feeling, like when you walk out of a movie before the final scene. I wanted to explain to Josh that being psychic was an important part of me and had nothing to do with black magic. But he hadn’t returned any of my messages. 

				And now his mother was calling …

				“Josh isn’t sick—at least I hope not. He’s … he’s—” Mrs. DeMarco cut off with a sob. “Gone.”

				“Gone?” I tensed. “For how long?”

				“Over a week. He left a note telling us not to worry, but there’s no word from him and I—” Her voice broke. “I don’t know what to do.”

				“What about the police?”

				“They wouldn’t even put out one of those missing kids alerts for him because he left a note. They say he’s a runaway.”

				“Not Josh. He’s one of the most responsible, reliable people I know.”

				“That’s what I told the police. But even my husband wants to wait for Josh to come home on his own. But what if he’s hurt or sick and needs help? I’ve waited long enough. I have to try to find him, so I’m calling his friends.”

				As I wondered if Josh’s disappearance could somehow be my fault, I realized there was silence on Mrs. DeMarco’s end. Thinking I’d lost the connection—and feeling a teensy bit glad to bring this awkward conversation to an end—I was about to hang up when Mrs. DeMarco suddenly blurted out, “I—I understand you and Josh broke up.”

				“Uh, yeah,” I replied cautiously. How much did she know? Had Josh told his mother I worshipped the devil and practiced black magic? I knew, from past experience, that some people weren’t cool with paranormal stuff.

				“He didn’t say why,” Josh’s mother replied. “I realize this is none of my business, but was he upset when you broke up? Upset enough to … to hurt himself, or—”

				“Oh my god, no! Josh would never do anything like that,” I insisted. Josh has been upset, all right, but he wasn’t suicidal. Especially since he’d been the one to dump me, not the other way around. Yet why did I feel so guilty?

				“If you have any information at all, you must tell me,” Josh’s mother said firmly, almost as if she were the psychic one. “Even if things between you and my son ended badly, I know that deep down, you still care about him.”

				“I swear I’d tell you if I knew anything.”

				“You may know more than you realize. Would you come over so we can talk in person?”

				“You mean … now?”

				“If you don’t mind. Besides, it’ll do Horse good to see you. That impossible dog won’t eat since Josh left. I’ve tried four vets and none of them have helped. Horse is always so excited to see you. Maybe you can convince him to eat.”

				“He’s a great dog,” I admitted. “I’ve missed him.”

				“So you’ll come over right away?” she asked hopefully.

				“Well … okay.” A thought came to me. “I have this friend who is really amazing with animals and might be able to help Horse. Is it okay if I bring him?”

				“Of course. Is he a vet?”

				“No. But he understands animals so well that you’d think he was actually talking to them.”

				Then I hung up, and went to find Dominic.

				* * *

				It was an unusually frigid morning for northern California, wintry breaths of air puffing across the slate-blue sky and frost sparkling in ice crystals on fences, trees, and vehicles, transforming our rundown farmhouse into a Christmas card scene. Even my grandmother’s dented secondhand sedan glimmered like a holiday gift.

				I wrapped a jacket over my sweatshirt as I stepped onto the porch. The screen door banged behind me, not quite shutting, so I reached back to close it securely. My footsteps crunched on frosty weeds as I crossed the yard and I held out my arms for balance so I wouldn’t slip and fall, which would be humiliating if anyone was around to see. But there were only horses, cows, geese, and chickens. Even my cat Lilybelle wasn’t spying from the porch rail as usual, but content to stay inside by the wood stove.

				Dominic’s truck was parked in its spot on the side of the barn. Its frosted windows reminded me of a scary-wonderful night when we’d been stranded in a snowstorm, huddling inside the truck for warmth. It was one of those pivotal life moments when everything was suddenly as clear as the sun breaking through gray clouds. And I knew that Dominic was the one for me … and Josh wasn’t.

				Since then I’d been smiling a lot. 

				It was hard to believe it had only been a few months since Dominic had come to live and work on my grandmother’s farm, accompanied by his falcon Dagger and shrouded in mystery. It was loathing at first sight for me. Dominic was rude, and I resented how my grandmother treated him like a long-lost son rather than an employee. He messed with my emotions, which complicated my relationship with Josh—who was so perfect that I was flattered he’d chosen me for a girlfriend. Dominic was the opposite of perfect, and so damn secretive I still wasn’t sure about his last name. But he was like a sliver under my skin that I couldn’t ignore. And he won me over with his kindness to animals, unconditional loyalty to Nona, and quiet interest in literature.

				He kissed great, too.

				Dominic’s supernatural connection to animals was only one of the reasons I sought him out now. The other reasons were completely personal and included thoughts that made my cheeks burn. Visualizing his gentle, rugged face, and imagining the rough-yet-soft touch of his hands, sent my emotions rocketing. 

				He lived in the barn loft, which sounded primitive until you stepped into the spacious, gleaming, wood-floored room with its large picture windows, high wood-beamed ceiling, antique furniture, bathroom, and kitchenette. Nona called the rustic décor “pioneer modern.” The loft had originally been used by her third (or fourth?) husband as an artist’s studio. The paint smells had long faded, and I couldn’t imagine anyone other than Dominic living here. 

				I climbed the steps leading up to the loft and tapped on the door. When I called Dominic’s name, there was no answer or sound of footsteps. I turned the knob and stepped inside. The room was empty—even the wooden pedestal by the window where Dagger usually perched.

				“Dominic?” I called, in the direction of the bathroom. 

				The door was cracked open and I listened for sounds of running water in case he was showering. But there was silence. So I peeked inside the bathroom, misty warmth enveloping me. A damp towel was draped over the shower door, evidence that Dominic had recently been here. And I got this mental image of Dominic wearing nothing but a towel, smiling at me in a way that could lead … well, somewhere I wasn’t ready for yet. We’d agreed to take things slowly, to just enjoy being together. 

				Guessing he’d gotten up early to tend the livestock, I left the loft and checked the out-buildings and animal pens, even the stinky pig enclosure. Still no sign of Dominic. I was starting to worry until I caught a flash of movement far away, at the border of my grandmother’s property where dense woods sprawled for acres.

				A horseback rider.

				I recognized Dominic’s muscular shoulders and sandy-brown hair, and the comfortable-yet-totally-in-control way he sat a saddle. With an admiring sigh, I leaned against a fence rail, watching.

				Dominic rode Rio, the youngest of my grandmother’s horses, a dusky-brown, six-year-old Arabian gelding. They galloped with such natural grace, as if man and horse were one being. Their stride quickened—rising and falling, flying across the hard dirt pasture with dust puffing behind them like dark smoke. Although I was used to Dominic’s uncanny skill with animals, I was awed all over again. Just like Dominic connected psychically with animals, we’d connected, too, and he seemed to understand me better than anyone ever had. I wanted to know more about him, too, but he’d had a violent childhood and was reluctant to talk about his past. 

				He was too far away right now for eye contact, but I sensed the instant he became aware of me. Just like that, he knew I was watching and I knew he knew. He clasped the reins in one hand and waved with the other. Then he spun the horse in a slow, graceful arc—showing off. Laughing, I applauded, and climbed high on the fence to wave back.

				Rider and horse galloped toward me, closer and closer until I could see Dominic’s grin. He leaned over to say something to Rio, then the horse flicked its tail and pranced to a smooth stop a few yards from where I waited at the fence.

				“Hey,” Dominic said in his usual short-on-words way. It used to annoy me, but now I could read between the lines.

				“I need to talk to you,” I told him.

				“Sure.” He patted the horse but his gaze stayed with me. “Wait while I tend to Rio.”

				I slipped down off the fence, admiring Dominic’s gentle way of murmuring to the horse as he unfastened the bridle and slipped off the saddle. I couldn’t hear what he was saying as he rubbed down Rio’s sweaty back, but obviously Rio understood, because he swished his brown tail as if offering thanks.

				Only after Dominic had given Rio a bucket of oats and led him to a trough of water did he finally return to me.

				“Sabine,” he said, clasping my hands in his calloused palms and pulling me close.

				It was so natural, effortless, and I was a perfect fit in his arms, as if we’d been together in past lives. He lifted my chin with a gentle touch of his thumb, then whispered my name again as he tilted my face to meet his. As his lips caressed mine, the world seemed to stop. Sounds and worries faded away until I was only aware of Dominic … and then reality came rushing back.

				“Dominic, I had a frantic call from Mrs. DeMarco,” I said, reluctantly pulling away. “She’s worried about Josh,”

				“Josh DeMarco?” Dominic scowled. There was no love lost between my ex and current boyfriends.

				“He’s gone off somewhere.”

				“Good for him.”

				“But not good for his family—or his dog,” I added with a grim shake of my head. “Horse won’t eat anything.”

				“Oh.” Dominic’s hostility changed to concern. “That could get serious.”

				When I explained that Mrs. DeMarco could use some help with Horse, Dominic was already moving, pulling his keys from his pocket and gesturing for me to head toward his truck. I hurried after him and hopped up into the passenger seat. On the drive to Josh’s upscale neighborhood, I told Dominic the little I knew about Horse’s condition, 

				Ten minutes later, Dominic braked hard, sliding a few feet on the icy pavement before parking crookedly in front of Josh’s house. He jumped out and slammed the door, then came around to my door to give me a hand. While I loved holding his hand, it seemed kind of weird right in front of my ex-boyfriend’s house, so I paused to adjust my jacket zipper.

				My gaze drifted to the two-story house next to the DeMarco’s—and I caught movement at a window. But then I blinked, and saw only a still curtain. Yet the prickles on my skin warned someone had been watching. I had a good idea who: Evan Marshall, Josh’s best friend and my worst enemy. 

				But if Evan wanted to waste his time spying, that was his problem. I turned and caught up with Dominic, on the porch, just as the door was opening.

				“Thank you for coming,” Mrs. DeMarco said, taking my arm as she led us inside her home. She was pale without her usual cherry-red lipstick, blush, and mascara. Her hair was tossed back in a ponytail instead of smoothed in a stylish chignon. I quickly introduced her to Dominic.

				“He understands animals better than anyone I know,” I added.

				“I’ve tried everything and nothing works.”

				Dominic would think of something, I assured her.

				I still found it hard to believe that Josh would abandon his dog. He loved Horse so much that he kept doggy pictures in his wallet and, instead of dinner-and-a-movie-dates, we had often picnicked and played Frisbee at a dog park. 

				Mrs. DeMarco guided us through the living room and kitchen to the double glass door leading into the backyard. “It’s so pitiful to watch that sweet dog lie there like he’s dying. He won’t eat or do anything.”

				Dominic wasted no time going outside to see Horse, but I lingered in the doorway, waiting to talk privately with Mrs. DeMarco. She just stood there, one hand pressed against the glass door, her expression distant. I had a strong feeling she was thinking of Josh. 

				I focused on this feeling, staring deeply into her face to an aura bleeding with blazing reds, oranges, and jaded greens, all swirling in a pattern of fear. 

				Then, with no warning, my world shifted and blurred. I was yanked from my physical self, whirling dizzily like dust in a cyclone and flung far away from my physical body. I was flying, in a blur of faceless souls and buzzing whispers. 

				When everything slowed down, I was no longer with Josh’s mother.

				Instead, I saw Josh.

				He stood by a window. Outside, pines disappeared into clouds, but inside, a fireplace warmed a large rustic room with heavy wood furniture. Candles flickered. In the background, cloaked figures huddled around the crackling flames in a brick fireplace, their voices low in intense conversation.

				Josh’s hair was slicked back from his face in an old-fashioned style. He was dressed like he was going to a costume party, in fancy black slacks, a blue silky shirt with flowing sleeves, and a black velvet vest. He cradled an ornate knife in his hands almost reverently, turning it over and over with an intense expression, as if meditating.

				As he murmured strange, foreign-sounding words, Josh’s gaze focused on the knife. He was completely absorbed, his eyes shining, entranced. Then he slowly lifted the knife high over his head. The sharp silver tip reflected orange-red fire and wavered in the air.

				Then, with a fierce lunge, Josh jerked the knife inward.

				And stabbed the blade into his chest.
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				Dizzy and breathless, I slammed back into my physical body, gripping the sliding glass door with white-knuckled hands. Only seconds had passed during my vision.

				“Sabine, what’s wrong?” Mrs. DeMarco put her arm gently around my shoulders. “You’re shaking.”

				“I’m okay. I just … um …” I could not explain about astral travel and psychic visions to Josh’s mother. “I get dizzy when I forget to eat.”

				“You poor child. My mother had low blood sugar problems and couldn’t skip meals either without getting sick. Here, this should help.” She picked up a bowl of fresh fruit from the counter and held it out to me. 

				I’d missed breakfast and was a little hungry, so I took an apple. Josh’s mother was watching me with concern, so after taking a few bites, I assured her I felt much better.

				But that wasn’t true—I was terrified for Josh.

				My visions usually foretold the future or offered glimpses into the past. A few months ago, after I’d had a premonition of a bloody dragonfly tattoo, I’d met a girl with the exact tattoo. And recently, while sleeping, I’d astral-traveled to spy on my “surprise-you-have-a-half-sister” Jade. (All I knew about Jade was that we shared a father and looked enough alike to be twins. Naturally, we’d hated each other at first, but we got to know each other better after my psychic skills helped solve a murder that happened at her home.)

				Yet my vision about Josh wasn’t like anything I’d ever experienced. He didn’t look like himself, draped in that old-fashioned costume as if attending a masquerade party. Then again, a party might explain the cloaked figures by the fireplace. But with all those people in the room, why hadn’t someone stopped Josh from stabbing himself? 

				Setting the apple down on the kitchen counter, I turned to Mrs. DeMarco. “You wanted to talk about Josh,” I reminded.

				“I’ve already talked to most of his friends, and no one knows anything. I hoped you might think of something Josh said or that you heard from someone else.”

				I shook my head. My friends knew better than to mention Josh. Well, except for Penny-Love, self-proclaimed queen of gossip. Last week she’d told me a crazy rumor about Josh being so sick that the government had quarantined him in a secret underground hospital. Then her artsy boyfriend Jacques got on the topic of pandemics and said all of Josh’s friends should be quarantined, too. He actually pulled out a paper and asked me for names! But I shut him up by pointing out that Penny-Love was one of Josh’s friends and she’d have to be quarantined, too. 

				“I honestly don’t know anything,” I told Mrs. DeMarco. “Exactly how long has Josh been gone?” 

				“Eight days.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. 

				I gently led her to the table and sat her down in a wooden chair. I offered her a paper napkin to dry her eyes, then sat beside her, leaning forward in my chair and giving her a solemn look. “Please tell me what happened.”

				Mrs. DeMarco dabbed her eyes with the napkin. “In Josh’s note, he told us not to look for him. His father and I assumed he’d return in a few days. I didn’t want his grades to suffer, so I covered for him by telling the school he was sick and picking up his assignments. Every time the phone rang, I was sure it would be Josh. But it’s been over a week and still nothing. I’m afraid … afraid that something happened to him.”

				“Josh didn’t say where he was going?”

				“No.” 

				“His car’s still here, so he must have left with a friend. Any idea who?”

				“Arturo.”

				“Amazing Arturo?” Josh was apprenticed to the famous magician.

				“His note said he was with Arturo, but not where they’d gone. I keep wondering if I did something to make him leave …” Her voice cracked and I worried that she’d break down. Ever since losing her oldest son tragically in a car accident, Mrs. DeMarco was very protective of Josh. 

				“Don’t blame yourself—it isn’t your fault,” I assured her. But it might be mine, I thought, remembering Josh’s final words to me. Had he been heart-broken enough to run away? Was I responsible for his mother’s tears?

				“Why hasn’t he called?” Mrs. DeMarco asked. “Evan hasn’t even heard anything and those boys are closer than brothers. What if my Josh was attacked, or is lying hurt somewhere without anyone around to help him? At first I was sure Josh would come home, since he didn’t take his car, phone, or laptop. But after a week … I don’t know what to think.”

				“Did you call Arturo?” 

				“Of course. No one answered, so my husband and I drove to his house.” The lines in her face seemed deeper, as if she was aging before my eyes.

				“What happened?”

				“The house was closed up. None of the neighbors had seen either Arturo or his wife and had no idea where they’d gone. I wanted to report Josh missing but his father said we couldn’t force Josh to come home, that we need to trust him to come back on his own. I trust Josh, but I don’t trust Arturo.”

				I didn’t trust Arturo either.

				And I couldn’t shake the vision of that silver knife. Was it a glimpse into something that had already happened or a warning about the future? If it was a warning, then was there still time to change the vision and save Josh? 

				“Mrs. DeMarco, can I see the note?”

				“Why?” She wiped her eyes.

				“Because I’m worried, too.”

				“I’ll get it for you.” 

				After she left the room, I went over to the sliding glass door and looked out into the backyard. Dominic was crawling on his hands like a dog. Horse lifted his floppy ears as he watched Dominic wag his head in some sort of doggy communication. Then Dominic bent down to the dog bowl and … ew gross! 

				Dominic was eating doggy kibble.

				I started to go outside, but stopped when I heard footsteps behind me. 

				“Here,” Mrs. DeMarco gave me the folded paper. “Go ahead and read it, although it doesn’t say much.” 

				I unfolded the lined sheet of paper and looked down at the short, hand-written message:

				Going with Arturo. Take care of Horse. 
Do not look for me.

				Love, Josh.

				I turned the note over, hoping for more, but only found blank paper.

				“I told you it wasn’t much help.” Mrs. DeMarco rubbed her forehead as if getting a headache. “It doesn’t say where they went or how long they would be gone, or why all the secrecy.”

				“Everything about the Amazing Arturo is secret,” I said bitterly, remembering all the silences from Josh whenever Arturo’s name came up. I’d never met Josh’s mentor, but I knew that Arturo was inducting Josh into a mysterious world of magicians. Josh had even gotten a tattoo with the initials PFC and refused to tell me what it meant. 

				Stepping away from Josh’s mother, I studied the note. The handwriting looked like his, but Josh wasn’t usually so inconsiderate of his parents. He’d confided to me that his parents still had trouble dealing with the death of his brother, so he tried to be there for them. He didn’t complain or rebel when they were overprotective, and was always considerate and respectful. Leaving with no warning was very un-Joshlike.

				Running my fingers over his written words, I closed my eyes and tried to summon a vision. But I got nothing. My psychic skills didn’t come with an On Demand feature. How ironic that I couldn’t predict my own predictions. What was the use in being psychic if I couldn’t control this ability? 

				For a long time, I’d rebelled against this gift. I ignored my visions, pretending that the dark strip in my blond hair wasn’t the mark of a seer and that I was a normal girl. I was accepted into the “cool” group at school, had a cheerleader for a best friend, and dated ultra-popular Josh. But I couldn’t go on faking and lying to myself, so I’d finally embraced my talents and was glad when my gift could help someone. Still, not being able to access my skills when I wanted to made me crazy. 

				Did you forget to ask me? a sassy voice said in my head.

				“Opal?” I asked without speaking, since my spirit guide could hear my thoughts. Closing my eyes, I envisioned her tawny skin, regal upswept black hair, and critical, arched dark brows. “You’re here?”

				I’m always nearby even if my presence isn’t obvious to those who merely have eyes and not a sight for the beyond, she said. 

				A simple “yes” would have done. But then, Opal never made things simple. “Can you help me find Josh?”

				Help has a wide abundance of meanings, and for the doors to answers to be opened, you’ll need to journey along the right path toward a destination unimagined.

				As usual, she was confusing me. “What door and path?”

				When you wrinkle your forehead like that it makes you look old.

				“A three-hundred-year-old ghost is telling me I’m old?”

				Do not show your impertinence, young lady, and adhere closely to my advice if you wish to gain insight into the matters that trouble you.

				“Josh is missing. Please, just help me find him.”

				Suggest to this woman that it could be enlightening for you to examine her son’s room.

				Huh? I had to think for a minute to figure out what Opal meant. Sometimes I wondered if we were speaking the same language. 

				“Mrs. DeMarco,” I said, turning around. “Would you mind if I looked in Josh’s room?”

				“Why?” She pushed a loose strand of light-brown hair from her face. 

				“There might be a clue about where he’s gone.”

				“I’ve already searched and found nothing. All he left was this note.” She held out her hand. “May I have it back?” 

				Nodding, I gave her the paper. She cradled it in her palm, running her fingertips over it, then folding it twice and tucking it away in a skirt pocket.

				“If I look at Josh’s room, I might remember something he said that could help find him. I promise to be quick.”

				“Thank you for caring.” Her gaze drifted toward the backyard. “While you’re doing that, I’ll go outside to check on your friend. Am I seeing things, or is he crawling inside Horse’s dog house?”

				“Dominic is really hands-on when it comes to animals.” 

				While she went outside, I walked down the hall, passing the family room where Josh and I had watched DVDs on their big screen TV and played video games. Despite our break-up, I still considered him a friend. He might hate me now, but all I felt was sadness … and fear.

				Josh’s room looked the same as ever, only neater—there were fresh vacuum grooves in the nut-brown carpet and I smelled the scent of flowery air-freshener. One wall was covered with posters of basketball stars and another had a tall shelf with sports trophies and framed photos of friends and family. I recognized a heart-breaking picture of Josh with his brother, probably taken just months before the accident. There was also a picture of a distinguished bald man in a black velvet, silver-trimmed suit, standing beside a slim, blond woman who seemed to fade into the background. Could they be the Amazing Arturo and his wife?

				I continued with my search, checking Josh’s backpack, which held nothing out of the ordinary. Hanging on a wall hook were leashes for walking Horse. I’d done this a lot with Josh, and usually ended up laughing when Horse galloped ahead and we had to run to keep up with him.

				So much of Josh’s life was in this room … minus Josh.

				After searching drawers and the closet and crawling to peer under the bed, I had to give up. There were no hidden clues about Josh’s connection to Arturo. The only “magical” thing I found, in a box underneath a rainbow clown wig and a pair of big floppy shoes, was a gaudy magic wand encircled with plastic jewels and a fake diamond tip. 

				If this wand was magic, then I was Houdini.

				Still, there was an odd aura about the wand. As I held it, warmth spread through my fingers until it pounded like thunder in my head and everything darkened, shapes shifting. In my mind, I saw a beautiful woman. She had dark sapphire eyes and golden skin, and her gleaming copper hair was clipped back in a gold barrette so that it rained like a flaming waterfall down her back. She stood on a polished wood podium, maybe a stage. She wore a jeweled vest over pink silk that reminded me of how harem girls dress in old movies. She spun in a pirouette like a dancer, then waved a jeweled wand over an oblong wooden box—a coffin. In a puff of blue smoke, the coffin lid opened and a hand rose from inside, waving a handkerchief. I heard applause, and realized this woman wasn’t merely a dancer—she was a magician. 

				Then the image vanished and I was simply holding a cheap imitation of the jeweled wand from my vision, standing in my ex-boyfriend’s room, confused. Who was the woman and what was her connection to Josh?

				“Opal,” I said out loud, “I could use some help here.”

				Lift your gaze to look beyond the curtain of your own expectations.

				“Beyond what curtain? English, please.”

				Your knowledge of English is far removed from the actuality of its original form, but I’m willing to overlook your limitations. You’re overlooking the obvious, too, expecting to find answers in inanimate objects instead of following the breath of a living path. The bonds of birth are more binding than you realize, but the answers come when the bonds are freed and hearts are opened.

				That had to be the most illogical nonsense I’d ever heard. If Opal had a solid body, I’d throw something at her. 

				Instead, I thought about her words. Her phrase about a “curtain” made me lift my gaze to the dark blue curtain covering the only window in Josh’s room.

				The curtains didn’t close all the way, and I could see the dark green of the Marshall’s house next door.

				Hmmm … what did Evan know about Josh? Was that what Opal was hinting? I wouldn’t put it past Evan to lie to the DeMarcos. I’ll bet he knew exactly where Josh had gone. Evan Marshall didn’t care if Horse mourned himself to death or if the DeMarcos were sick with worry—he only cared about himself.

				As I watched, the front door opened and Evan stepped onto the porch, turning to reach for someone behind him. Pulling the curtain wider, I saw a girl slipping into Evan’s arms, her long wavy red hair jarring me with recognition. I couldn’t see her face, only her slender back as she leaned into Evan, their arms entwining. She molded herself against his chest, their faces closing together, kissing.

				When she turned, I saw her face.

				A face very much like mine.

				My half-sister, Jade.

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: 3.eps]

				I blinked a few times to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. But that was my half-sister locking lips with my arch-enemy. She hadn’t once mentioned Evan in her texts.

				How long had this been going on? 

				Last month, when Jade had flirted with Evan on the horseback ride/campout, I’d thought she was just hitting on him to annoy me. It worked, too. But we’d survived some scary moments together and gotten past our problems. Jade had admitted to being jealous of me and I confessed that I had jealousy issues, too, because she was actually Dad’s eldest daughter instead of me. After the campout, Dad did some confessing as well, telling Mom about his “secret” daughter—which erupted in lots of drama. But living over a hundred miles away on Nona’s farm made it easy for me to stay out of that, and privately I tried to forge a friendship with Jade through texts and email. We talked about school, friends, and our mutual interest in fencing. 

				I’d thought everything was cool with us. Guess not. 

				I hated Jade for lying. Even more, I hated myself for believing her. 

				Well, I’d had enough of her lies. I stomped out of Josh’s room. I sped up, running through the hall and the living room. The front door banged behind me and I stood for a moment, shivering. But the shock of the chilly air couldn’t compare to my raging emotions. I stormed across the path connecting the two homes, not realizing I was still holding Josh’s cheesy plastic wand until I saw it in my hand. Cheap and fake—just like my half-sister. Slipping the wand into a pocket in my jacket, I stopped abruptly several feet away from the embracing couple.

				“Jade.” 

				I barely whispered her name but it had the effect of a lightning strike, slashing across the lawn with a force startling enough to split them apart.

				“Sabine!” Jade’s cheeks reddened until they were almost as bright as her hair. “What are you doing here?”

				“Trespassing,” Evan spat out, reaching out for Jade possessively. “Get out.” 

				“I’ll leave after I talk to my half-sister.” I emphasized “half” like I was swearing. 

				“Sabine, this isn’t a good time,” Jade said, with a sharpness that stung. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

				“No, it’s not okay. Can’t you tell the truth about you and Evan? I thought we were … well … you know.”

				“My relationship with Evan isn’t about you.” 

				“You told me you were dating a guy from your fencing class. Evan doesn’t even go to your school.”

				“So I lied.” Jade shrugged. “No big deal.”

				“It is to me.”

				“I knew you’d overreact, just like you are now. That’s why I didn’t tell you.” Her words came out tough, but her gaze softened. “It’s not like I expected to see you here.”

				“I didn’t expect to see you, either,” I accused her. “Your last text said you had so much homework you were staying home this weekend—over a hundred miles away.”

				“And yours said you were going Christmas shopping.” She gave a sarcastic sweep of her arms. “Kind of far from the mall, aren’t you? Were you spying on me again?”

				I flinched at the “again,” since when I first learned Dad had a secret daughter, I’d spied on Jade. 

				“I was not spying,” I retorted, lifting my chin as if I didn’t care what she said or thought of me. “I was at the DeMarcos’ and just happened to look out the window.”

				“The DeMarcos’?” Evan stepped toward me with a ferocious glare. “What were you doing there?”

				“Mrs. DeMarco invited me.”

				“You’re lying! She wouldn’t.”

				“Yes, she did. She’s worried about Josh and wanted my help.”

				“That’s crap. You’re the last person she’d want around—not after what you did.”

				“I didn’t do anything, except try to help—which is more than you’re doing.” A swift wind lashed against me but I stood my ground. “If anyone knows where Josh is, you should, but you haven’t told his parents.”

				“I’m not the one who drove Josh away.” Evan pointed at me.

				“Josh was the one who broke up with me—not the other way around!”

				“Getting defensive, are you? Well, you deserve to feel guilty. You pushed him too far. He had you up on this pedestal, insisting you were a sweet, wonderful girl. I warned him, but would he listen to his best friend? No, he believed you. When he found out I was right, that you’d been lying to him, he was destroyed.”

				“I never meant to hurt him. I tried to explain.”

				“Explain what? That you’re a lying, cheating bitch?”

				“Ev, that’s harsh.” Jade tugged on Evan’s arm. “Stop already and let’s go inside. I’m getting cold.” 

				“I’m sick of everyone believing her lies.” Evan spit out the words. “Careful, Jade, or your twisted half-sister will screw you over, too. Do you have any idea what sick shit she’s into? Josh caught her summoning evil spirits at a séance.”

				I shot Jade a look, but she quickly glanced away without answering. Guess she hadn’t mentioned to Evan that my grandmother had arranged the séance for her. The not-at-all-evil-spirit who’d been summoned had been her beloved stepfather.

				“I had nothing to do with Josh’s leaving,” I insisted. “He left with Arturo.”

				“To get away from you.” Evan spat. 

				I stumbled back, as if slapped. I didn’t believe that … 
didn’t want to believe it. 

				“You’re to blame.” Evan tightened his hands into fists like he wanted to slam me. “And now you have the nerve to say I’m lying, that I would hurt my best friend’s family? His family is my family, too. You dated Josh for a few months but I’ve been his friend since we were kids. I went through hell with him after his brother died. I know him better than anyone.”

				“Exactly!” I exclaimed, pointing my finger right back at him. “You know him so well, you must know where he is.”

				“Shifting blame won’t get you off this time,” Evan warned. “I never told anyone at school about your freaky habits out of respect for Josh. I don’t have any reason to hold back now. I’ll tell everyone you’re a heartless witch.”

				“Lighten up, Ev.” Jade reached out, touching Evan’s arm. “Sabine is my sister.”

				“The half-sister spoiled princess you can’t stand. Isn’t that what you told me?”

				“Well … I didn’t exactly …”

				“Jade?” Hurt scorched through me. “You said that?”

				“Not in those … well … I didn’t mean to—”

				“What exactly did you mean?” I interrupted.

				“I plead the fifth.” Jade folded her arms across her chest.

				Her reply, which was clearly meant to remind me we shared the same attorney father, made me so angry I could hardly speak. 

				Evan slipped his arm around Jade, pulling her close. “Let it go, Jade. She doesn’t matter. Nothing really does except bringing Josh back home.” 

				The genuine sadness in his tone startled me. “You really don’t know where he is?” I asked.

				“If I did, he’d be back already.” Evan’s hostility slipped again and his aura flashed with sad shades of yellow and purple, as if his psyche was bruised. “If you really are psychic, look into your crystal ball or whatever freaky thing you do to find him.”

				“You don’t believe in psychics,” I said sarcastically.

				“I don’t, especially you. But Josh has been gone for too long and that’s just not like him. If you have some sort of freaky power that can find him, then go ahead and prove me wrong.”

				“I can’t just make things happen.”

				“Exactly what a fake would say.”

				“I don’t care what you think.”

				“You should,” he threatened with renewed hostility. “If Josh isn’t home by Christmas, I’ll make sure everyone at school knows about your black magic rituals and how you used voodoo to kill that football player at your last school. When I’m done, you won’t have any friends—not even that hot cheerleader you hang out with.”

				I wanted to argue that Penny-Love was my BFF and would stand by me no matter what. But I’d never told her about my psychic ability and she could be a little shallow when it came to popularity. I didn’t hold that against her, understanding too well what it was like not to fit in. Being psychic ruined my reputation at my last school, and all my friends—even my very best friend—had turned against me. 

				And it could happen again. 
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