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	CHAPTER 1

	 

	She was too young to be there. Yet she stood at the front of the crowd, drawn to the man’s death. The mix of people screaming vile curses intermingled with the weeping of those already mourning him. The sounds surrounded her, enveloped her. The man, however, knelt perfectly still in the face of his own death—his eyes locked with unwavering calm on his executioner. 

	The blow came swift and hard. The man glowed golden-white just before his head separated from his body, and blood sprayed across the paving stones. 

	She watched, her insides churning, as the head rolled a short distance and came to a rest. Its empty eyes regarded the crowd. Blood seeped across the pavement. She tried to step back into the throng as the warm wetness began to pool against her bare feet. Her thin arms pushed at the people behind her in vain. She no longer wanted to see this, had to get away.

	A strange clinking sound echoed against the stones. Reluctantly, she looked back. A woman draped in robes knelt next to the headless body. Her hands held glass vials, and she carefully filled them with the dead man’s blood as smoky darkness seeped from his body in tiny tendrils.  Frozen, she watched. 

	The woman looked up and made eye contact with her. She felt as if she were falling deep into the woman’s gaze. The blood was for her, though she didn’t know when or why. Finally, a small break opened in the crowd, enough to allow her petite form through. She ran through the streets. Her heart pounded as strains of dark laughter followed her.

	 

	Isobel jerked awake, a strangled cry caught in her throat. Her heart raced as she frantically clawed at the bed. Gradually, she realized she was safe; it was the same dream that had plagued her for the past six years. She rolled over on the narrow bed and worked to free her legs from the twisted sheets. 

	The rising sun turned the sky outside the window to pearl gray. She let her gaze wander over the familiar features of the room, allowing the normal to further slow her heart and chase away the remnants of the dream. A glance at the other bed showed her roommate, Amelia, comfortably asleep. 

	Lucky her. 

	With a sigh, Isobel swung her legs out of bed. Might as well get up; it wasn’t as if she would find any further rest. If she were lucky, she’d beat everyone to the showers and enjoy some hot water for a change. Then she could start packing.

	It seemed luck was with her, and she had the showers to herself. The steaming spray relieved the tension lingering in her shoulders and helped wash away the remnants of the nightmare. The nightmare she hadn’t had in nearly a year. Isobel had hoped she was finally free of it after so long. Its sudden return was unsettling.

	Though she would have been happy to remain there longer, she didn’t linger, moving quickly through the motions before shutting off the water. Wrapping one towel around her thick mahogany hair, she scrubbed her skin dry with another and hastily dressed in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt.

	Grabbing the bathroom bag, she padded down the hall toward her dorm room. Amelia gave her a sleepy wave as she passed, heading toward the showers herself. Isobel chuckled slightly at the sight of her friend’s unruly bed hair and headed into the room. 

	Things lay scattered and strewn around the room. It wasn’t a complete disaster, but it wasn’t exactly organized either. With a sigh, Isobel dragged several plastic containers from under the bed and opened their lids. She took the stack of cardboard boxes she’d secured the day before and arranged them on her messy bed. Might as well get started. Though it didn’t look like such a small room could hold much, it was amazing how much could be crammed into it, and Isobel was well aware that it would take most of the morning to get everything ready to go.

	Although Amelia offered to help when she returned to the room, Isobel refused, content to work alone. Besides, Amelia didn’t have to leave until the next day; she shouldn’t be stuck in the dorm when she could be out enjoying the last of her time here. 

	Isobel worked steadily, pulling things out of the closet and drawers, hunting under the bed for anything that might have gotten shuffled under there during the past two semesters, and climbing the dresser drawers to reach the top shelf of the closet, thanks to her barely five-foot stature. Going through the little nightstand next to her bed was another project. Its three drawers were full of an astonishing amount of stuff. It took a while to sort through it all. Most of it didn’t need to be kept, and she stuffed it into the garbage bag that had grown perilously full.  

	Finally, it appeared all of her possessions were corralled into the boxes and plastic bins. Isobel threw the last few things into a plastic tote and glanced around the shoebox-sized room. Her twin bed, now stripped bare, lined one wall. Amelia’s bed, still covered in rumpled blankets, lined the other with their two small desks and nightstands crammed in between. The late morning light spilled across the desks from the window perched in the wall above them. 

	Her eyes roamed the room, a pang of regret settling in her chest. After today, she wouldn’t get the chance to see Amelia until August. Isobel examined the small closet and the dresser one last time for anything she may have left behind. 

	As she turned back to the assortment of boxes and bins, the sun pouring through the window caught her eye. Isobel stared at the golden light gleaming off the desks and the reaching square it made across the thin carpet. As the hairs on the back of her neck stood up, she shivered. It wasn’t the window; it was the way the sun shone through it. 

	 Energy hummed in the air and washed through her veins as the golden light separated into different colors that crawled across the floor toward her. Isobel closed her eyes and worked to rebuild her mental blocks, pushing the energy away.

	She shook her head and looked away from the window, trying to ignore the foreboding that wormed its way into her heart. She needed to stop this nonsense. A glance at the window revealed normal, golden light. No extra colors that moved of their own volition. Isobel rubbed her arms as she focused on the boxes again. I didn’t actually feel anything, and that’s it. And I didn’t see anything either. It was bad enough trying to keep the energy from taking over her life; she didn’t need to start seeing things, too.

	The cell phone lying on the bed rang, making her jump. Trying to shake off the lingering unease, Isobel grabbed the phone and glanced at the caller ID before tapping the screen. “Hi, Mom.”

	“How’s it going? Are you sure you don’t want us to drive up and get you?”

	“I’ll be fine. Besides, unless you plan on towing my car, I’d still have to drive.” Isobel smiled at the slight tone of worry in her mother’s voice.

	“True. But you wouldn’t be alone on the road. Maybe we should come anyway.”

	“Mom,” Isobel snapped the lids shut on the plastic totes. “You wouldn’t even have time to get here. I’m just about to leave. I can handle the drive—it’s only a few hours.”

	“I suppose,” her mother relented. “I’m just not comfortable with an eighteen-year-old girl on the road alone for such a long distance. It isn’t like when I went to college; things were safer then.”

	“Because nothing bad ever happened in the Stone Age. Wait—” Isobel laughed. “Did they even have colleges back then? How did you avoid the dinosaurs?”

	“Ha, ha. Very funny, young lady.” Isobel heard the warmth in her mom’s voice. 

	Time to change the subject before her mom suggested storing the car Isobel had bought three months ago and waiting for them to come get her. “How’s the remodeling going? Will I still recognize the place?”

	“Oh! You’ll never believe what we found.” Her mom’s voice grew animated. “A few weeks ago, your father and I went for a drive, and we came across an auction. We decided to see if we could find anything unique. It’s so beautiful.” Her mother paused to take a breath. “We bid on a gorgeous stained-glass window.”

	Isobel glanced at the simple paned window above the desk. “A window, huh?”

	“It’s perfectly round. A stunning circle of color. It has to be really old, although it’s in perfect condition. They installed it last week. Just wait until you see it. You’re going to love it.”

	“I’m sure I will.” Isobel tore her eyes away from the window as the strange sense of foreboding crawled through her again. “Hey, Mom. I have to go. I still need to get all of this stuff down to the car and say goodbye to Amelia.”

	“All right, honey. We’ll see you when you get home….” A long pause, then, “Are you sure you don’t want to stay there and take summer classes, to get ahead on things?”

	“I’m sure. I think I can handle having the house to myself for the summer.”

	“I guess it’s really too late to change plans now, still…”

	“I have to go, Mom.” Isobel rolled her eyes.

	“Oh, I’m sorry. Love you, sweetie. See you tonight then. Call us if you need anything. And don’t text while you drive.”

	“I won’t. Love you.” Isobel ended the call and tucked the phone into her purse. Elizabeth was overprotective, but Isobel didn’t mind. Although not her biological mother, she was the only mother Isobel had. 

	Amelia swept into the room, graceful and beautiful as always, her ivory t-shirt a bright contrast to her rich, dark skin. “Was that your mom calling?”

	Isobel smiled at her best friend. “Yeah.” She lifted her long, mahogany hair off her neck and fanned her hand at the sheen of sweat. “You know how she is. Convinced I’m going to get carjacked or I’m going to run off the road while texting or something.”

	Amelia laughed, rolling her dark eyes. “Yeah, because there are so many carjackings around here or where you’re going. It’s not like you live in New York. You don’t even live in Savannah. I doubt there’s ever been any real crime on that little island thing you live on. Still,” her friend stopped to consider, “better than not caring.”

	“Definitely.” Isobel knew exactly how it felt when a parent didn’t care. “How much do you want to bet you’re going to get a call just like that from your mom when you get ready to leave tomorrow?” Isobel teased.

	“I’m not laying money on that one.” Amelia shook her head and held up her palms. “I know better than that. I have no doubt I will get an hour-long lecture from both of my parents. I don’t think they’ve really accepted the fact that I’m an adult yet.”

	Isobel picked up the first box. “Want to help me carry all of this junk down?”

	Amelia grabbed a box. “Lead the way, oh, possible carjacking victim,” she said dramatically and laughed.

	It didn’t take long to pack everything into Isobel’s small, four-door car. After wedging the final box into the backseat, Amelia turned to her, a hint of worry in her dark eyes. “You’ll be okay, won’t you?”

	Isobel shook her head as she pulled the car keys out of her purse. “Not you, too.”

	“I’m not talking about carjackings or flat tires or wrecks.” Amelia paused as if considering her next words carefully. “I know you don’t like to talk about it—”

	“Then don’t bring it up.” She held up her palm toward her friend.  “I can’t do this.” 

	“Isobel, your gift is getting stronger. I see these things. I was raised around it. If my grandmother could see the aura around you right now…” Amelia narrowed her eyes. “There’s danger in it.”

	“I don’t want to hear about it. After what happened to Rihanna, I just can’t embrace that kind of thing.” 

	“And yet you do embrace it occasionally.” Amelia shook her head.

	Isobel gazed past her friend at the thick trees beyond the parking lot. Her fingers trailed across the silver pendant hanging around her neck. “It just happens sometimes. I don’t have any control over it; the energy is just there. It’s not like I ask for it.” She turned her eyes back to Amelia. “If I allow whatever this is inside me to go further… I—I can’t die for it like Rihanna did.”

	Amelia hugged her. “I’m not saying you have to. What happened to your birth mother was tragic, but it doesn’t mean it’s going to happen to you. Whatever it is, I can see it struggling to come to the forefront. I don’t think you’ll be able to deny it much longer.” She stepped back and smiled. “Please promise you’ll call if you need me.” 

	A warm rush of love for her friend filled her. She’d never had a friend like Amelia, and she was really going to miss her over the summer. Isobel laughed and wiped away a tear. “Sure, you’ll just drive like a bat out of hell to get from Louisiana to Georgia.”

	Amelia’s face grew serious. “If you needed me, I would. You shouldn’t be alone through this.”

	Isobel gave Amelia another quick hug before sliding into the driver’s seat and shutting the door. She fastened the seat belt and turned the key. The small car purred to life, the air conditioning vents blasting hot air into the car. The condenser kicked on, and the air immediately began to cool. After plugging her phone into the stereo, she tapped her playlist. One of these days, she would get a stereo with Bluetooth, then she wouldn’t have to use the cord that got in the way more often than not.  As music flooded the car, she waved one last time and turned the car toward the road.

	***

	Damien watched Isobel through the thick trees. At one point, she seemed to look directly at him. Her green eyes were easily visible to his enhanced senses. He tore his gaze away to watch the area around her. He didn’t think she was in any danger yet. But he couldn’t take the chance. He stayed until the car drove away and then followed it.

	***

	Isobel turned the volume up once she was on the highway, hoping to drown out the thoughts in her mind. Power had killed Rihanna. Of course, if Rihanna hadn’t been so preoccupied with using it, then maybe she wouldn’t have died. Maybe she would have actually been there. Instead, all she did was pass the gift to her daughter. 

	Except it wasn’t a gift. It was a curse. Gifts didn’t make mothers forget there were more important things than power. Gifts didn’t keep mothers away from their daughters so much that they barely knew each other, or steal mothers away from twelve-year-old girls. Gifts didn’t make a father refuse to speak of it or acknowledge that it was happening to his daughter. 

	Gifts were people like Elizabeth, who took a lonely, angry, and somewhat lost thirteen-year-old into her heart and treated her like a real daughter. Elizabeth, who made sure there were pictures of Rihanna on the upstairs landing, even if Isobel never wanted to look at them. Elizabeth, who always reassured her that her birth mother had loved her dearly because it would have been impossible not to. 

	Wiping away the tears that pooled in her eyes, she turned up the volume some more and focused on the road, determined to put all of that behind her. Why should she care about a woman who had carelessly thrown her life away without a thought for the daughter she left behind? One who couldn’t be bothered when she was alive to spend any time at home.

	Isobel lost herself in the music as the hours passed and the highway unfolded.
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	CHAPTER 2

	 

	The sun sank low in the western sky when she finally turned down her street. Situated on an island in the web of rivers and creeks between Savannah, Georgia, and the coast, the street boasted large two-story houses set back from the road on huge, oversized lots. Trees lined both sides of the road with only occasional breaks, their moss-draped limbs hanging over it. Many of the houses were barely visible through the screens of greenery. 

	Isobel’s father had moved them to the island from the Midwest at the start of her freshman year of high school. Isobel hadn’t minded. Until meeting her college roommate, she’d never had close friends who knew everything about her and the mother she’d lost. Not that she didn’t have friends on the island, but they had all drifted away. 

	Golden-red bands of sunlight cut through the branches of the trees.  Isobel smiled at the beauty of it. She loved everything about Georgia. The hot, sticky weather; the history; the old architecture; the trees dripping with Spanish moss. She’d felt instantly at home the moment they moved onto the quiet and private, upscale island. 

	Her house sat on the east side of the road at the very end of the island, where the road made a sharp turn before running along the southern coast. The acre of property the house rested on was surrounded on the south and east by water. Its nearest neighbor was a house that had been empty for the last three years. 

	Except it wasn’t empty now. The bright red letters stickered across the realtor’s sign proclaimed it sold. Isobel tried to see through the heavy growth of trees and flowering bushes to catch a glimpse of who might have bought it. Unable to see anything more than a few flashes of the upper level, she turned her attention back to her own approaching driveway. 

	The waist-high wrought iron fence signaled the beginning of her yard. At the far side, where the road made its turn, the fence ended in a short brick pillar. Isobel turned onto the long driveway, which made a shallow curve toward the house, set near the rear of the property. The wide expanse of manicured lawn spread out to her left. Several mature trees cast their shade over the thick grass. On her right, a wide channel of water cut close to the driveway. 

	 As the familiar wraparound, covered porch came into view, she glanced at the neighboring house again. Due to the channel of water, her house was set closer to the property line than others on the street, with only about fifty feet of lawn stretching between the two houses. The front part of the garage was visible through the loosely spaced shrubs. The low-growing rose bushes separating the properties didn’t hide the black motorcycle parked in front of the open garage door. As she pulled up, Isobel thought she saw someone moving around over there. 

	She shrugged. It wasn’t like it was any of her business who lived next door as long as they weren’t ax murderers. A laugh rose in her throat at the idea of anything bad happening in this secluded nook of the world. She turned off the car and got out, enjoying the heavy humidity that clung to her like a damp blanket. The scent of flowers hung heavy in the air, mingling with the briny smell of the saltwater channels. 

	“Isa!” her father called, stepping out the door. “I’m glad you made it home safe.”

	“Hey, guys.” She waved at them and walked around the car to the house. 

	Elizabeth gave her a tight hug. “It’s good to see you, even if it will only be for a few days.”

	Isobel smiled and hugged her back. “I wish it were longer.”

	“Dubai waits for no one,” her dad said, giving her a quick hug. 

	“So, what do you think of it?” Elizabeth asked. Her excitement was obvious as she waited for an answer. 

	Isobel’s mind scrambled. What was she talking about? “Think of what?”

	“The window! How could you miss it?”

	Isobel glanced at the neighbor’s house again. “Um…actually, I was surprised to see the house next door had sold. I was paying more attention to who might be living there now.”

	Her dad scowled. “They bought the house right after your mother and I got back from our road trip. Not the type of people I would have expected to buy it, that’s for sure.”

	“Oh?” Isobel raised her eyebrows. 

	“John, quit being so judgmental. It isn’t as if we know them or their situation,” Elizabeth chided. 

	“What’s wrong with them?” Isobel asked. What had the neighbors done to make her dad so suspicious? 

	He shrugged. “From what the realtor told us when she came to put up the sold sign, an older man who has his nephew living with him bought it. The older man seems fairly respectable, but I’m not too happy about his nephew. He spends his time either riding that motorcycle or fixing it. I’m not so sure I want you here alone all summer. Neither of them appears to work either, although the uncle is probably retired.” He frowned. “I swear I’ve seen the uncle before.”

	It seemed pretty innocuous to Isobel. “Maybe they’re independently wealthy.”

	“I suppose. Either way, I’d feel better if you kept your distance.” Her father looked one more time at the other house before turning away from it. 

	“Well, come inside and look at the window.” Elizabeth grabbed her hand and pulled her inside. “It’s prettier from the inside anyway. And with the sun’s angle with the break in the trees, it’s going to be perfect.”

	Isobel followed her into the house, smiling at her mother’s excitement. She dropped her purse on the table inside the large foyer as her cat came running with a meow. She scooped up the small, long-haired black and white tuxedo cat. “Hello, Sorsha, did you miss me?” 

	Isobel cuddled the cat while she glanced around the familiar house. To her right were a front closet and a hallway leading alongside the staircase. At the end of the hall was her parents’ master suite. On her left, two white columns and half walls separated the foyer from the formal living room. Directly across from the front door, the foyer opened into the dining room. Elizabeth’s love of bright, neutral colors was evident everywhere in the renovations. The staircase was the same, flaring elegantly at the base. 

	An uneasy feeling wormed its way through her as they climbed the stairs to Elizabeth’s prize. Halfway up, Sorsha hissed and tore out of her hold, leaving a long scratch across the creamy skin of one arm. “Ouch! What’s her problem?”

	“Who knows? She’s a cat. She’s been acting strangely ever since the remodeling, and got more so after they were here to install the window. I think all the banging and strange people that were here still have her uneasy,” Elizabeth said, examining the scratch. “It doesn’t look that deep.”

	Isobel continued to follow Elizabeth, somewhat reluctantly, though she didn’t know why.

	Multi-hued light filled the spacious twenty-foot by twenty-five-foot open landing at the top. Isobel didn’t notice if there were any other changes on the second floor; her eyes were glued to the stunning window that dominated the west wall of the loft from floor to ceiling. 

	A crimson circle rested at the heart of it. The design branched out from it like the petals of a flower. An image was inset at the end of each rounded petal. A butterfly, a flower, a woman in robes kneeling, a sword, flames, a sun, a cross, a drop of water, and what looked like a spearhead. More intricate designs connected it all together in different shades of blue, green, yellow, orange, and purple. The only red in the entire piece was located in the center. 

	Elizabeth walked over to the window and brushed her fingers lovingly across it. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

	It was beautiful beyond measure. So why did a feeling of dread settle like a weight in her chest? What could bother her so much about such a gorgeous window? The crimson circle in the center glared at her, and she stared back, struggling to breathe. It felt as if pure hatred rolled off the window.

	“Isobel?” Elizabeth turned. “Are you all right?”

	Isobel tore her eyes away from the colored glass and focused on Elizabeth’s pale blue eyes. “I’m…I’m fine. Just tired from the drive, I think.”

	Elizabeth ran her fingers through her golden blonde hair and walked over to give Isobel’s hand a squeeze. “Of course, sweetie. Let’s get some dinner in you. Heaven only knows what you’ve been eating at college.” 

	Her mom pulled her toward the stairs, and Isobel followed quickly, anxious to get away from the window. Elizabeth dragged her into the kitchen and urged her into one of the chairs at the massive center island. “I made lasagna. I figured you’d enjoy one of your favorites for your first night home.” 

	While Elizabeth finished making a salad and pulled the lasagna pan from the oven, she filled Isobel in on everything they had done to the house, including the addition of an office space and a craft room on the second floor. Her dad unloaded the car and carried everything up to the landing, and then came to join them.

	Her mother placed a bowl of salad for each of them on the island's top while her father loaded three plates with lasagna and garlic bread, then brought them over. Though a large, beautiful table and matching chairs took center stage in the dining room, they rarely ate there.

	Her dad sat down and picked up his fork. “So, what did you think of your mom’s window?” Something in his tone told her he wasn’t quite as taken with it as Elizabeth.

	Isobel took a drink of soda, then cut into her dinner before mustering as much enthusiasm as she could. “It’s beautiful; a real find.” 

	She smiled at Elizabeth, determined not to ruin her mom’s happiness, and took a bite, enjoying the tomato, garlic, and cheesy goodness. She was probably just tired. A window couldn’t possibly invoke those kinds of feelings. It was just colored glass. 

	“I’m just glad we didn’t have any problem with the workers who installed it,” her dad said, scowling.

	“Is there a reason you would have?” Isobel asked.

	Elizabeth looked almost sad when she said, “They all seemed like such nice, hard-working gentlemen.”

	“Until we saw them popping up in the news a few days later.” Her dad cut off another bite and stabbed it with his fork. “I will be looking a lot closer at the next company I hire. Two of them were arrested for armed robbery, and one killed his girlfriend. Does no one vet their employees anymore?”

	Shocked, Isobel shook her head. “I’m glad they didn’t do anything to you guys. I mean, that’s pretty scary.”

	She hoped none of them showed back up at the house after her parents left, but didn’t voice her concerns. There was no reason to worry her parents over something that had little chance of occurring. Isobel pushed it out of her thoughts and turned her full attention to answering questions about college. 

	After they cleaned up from dinner, her dad motioned toward the wide doorway on the other side of the dining room that led to the family room. “Want to watch a movie with us?”

	Stifling a yawn, Isobel said, “I’m going to call Amelia and then head to bed. It’s been a long day.”

	 Elizabeth gave her a quick hug. “Long drives are always tiring; you get some sleep.” 

	Isobel crossed through the dining room and into the foyer to grab her purse. With a groan, she remembered her phone was lying in the front seat of the car, still attached to the stereo. Stupid battery was probably run down by now.

	She walked out the front door into the warm evening. A mosquito buzzed past her ear. She swatted at it, knowing it was useless. The little bloodsucker would be back, probably with twenty or more of its friends. Isobel hurried across the wide porch and down the steps to her car. As she opened the passenger side door, something small smacked into the side of her face. Instinct knew what it was before her mind could even comprehend. With a shriek, she jumped back, batting at her face. Standing in the driveway, her hair disheveled from batting at the offending object, she searched for the culprit to ensure it wasn’t on her clothes. No matter that she’d lived there for nearly five years, she would never, ever get used to palmetto bugs. 

	She reached into the car, snatched her phone, yanked out the cord that connected it to the stereo, then slammed the door and dashed back up onto the porch. Not that the roof of the porch would protect her from those ugly things. 

	The roar of a motorcycle caught her attention. From the height of the porch, she could clearly see the front of the neighbor’s garage. That must be the nephew. He sat on the bike with his back to her. Tall and lean, his t-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders and well-defined muscles. A gold bracelet hung on his wrist. Thick, inky-black hair with a hint of curl hung to his collar. Yep, definitely someone her father would be wary of, especially around his only daughter, even if she was an adult and old enough to make her own decisions. 

	Not that he needed to worry. She’d had few boyfriends and tended to shy away from anything serious. It was hard to get close to someone when you possessed some strange sort of power that you couldn’t tell them about. It’s why she adored Amelia— she was the only one who really knew everything about her.

	He turned and looked directly at her. Although his features were hard to see in the fading light, he couldn’t be much older than her, yet there was a hardness about his face as if he’d seen more than his years. And why did he look strangely familiar? It didn’t matter; it wasn’t like he would ever be anything to her. She turned away, dismissing thoughts of him as she walked into the house. She had just enough battery on her phone to make a call to Amelia.

	Isobel spent half an hour curled up on the sofa in the living room with Sorsha in her lap, chatting with Amelia. When they finally hung up, she glanced at the stairs and stood. Sorsha hopped down, shooting a glare at her. Isobel couldn’t put it off any longer. She walked through the foyer and flipped the switch on the wall. The lights on the landing above flared to life. She hesitated as apprehension washed over her again. Giving herself a mental shake, she climbed the stairs. Maybe if she just didn’t look at the window. 

	The sun had set, and even though daylight no longer streamed through the glass, she could still see the colors, darker and fainter now. She turned away and hurried across the landing, stopping to grab a tote full of clothes as she passed. 

	It was a relief to be in her room and away from the window. She set the tote on her queen-sized bed and clicked on the lamp on the nightstand. Wanting more light, she turned on the lamp on the dresser and the one on her computer desk in the corner. 

	She made several more trips, bringing the rest of her things to her room right off the landing, careful not to glance in the direction of the window. As she carried the last box to her room, the hairs on her arms stood up, and dread settled over her again. It was watching her. The desire to look at it nearly overwhelmed her. It was just a window, which meant it couldn’t actually be doing anything, looking at her or otherwise. Still, she shut her bedroom door firmly once she was inside. 

	She tossed the box on the floor with the rest of them; they could be dealt with later. Grabbing a couple of towels from the stack on her bed, she headed through the door in the far corner of the room and flipped on the light. Her bathroom wasn’t huge, but it was comfortable. The walls were painted to resemble old parchment paper, the rugs were lavender, and dark purple paisley swirled across the light lavender shower curtain. 

	Isobel tossed her dirty clothes in the hamper and then climbed under the hot spray, letting the water wash away some of the weariness. The floral scent of her shampoo filled the room along with the steam. She took her time, enjoying the privacy and the luxury of taking a long, hot shower, which she rarely had at college.

	When she finished, she wrapped one towel around her long hair and another around her body. Pausing in front of the mirror, Isobel wiped away the steam on the surface and stared at her misty reflection. Her rich green eyes gazed back, and she stared for a long time at the young woman in the mirror. There was nothing different about her. Nothing new. Amelia wasn’t exactly an aura expert. Anxious apprehension filled her, sending the icy fingers of a nameless fear around her heart as she stared wide-eyed at the mirror.

	The reflection blinked, a slow, malicious smile spreading across its mouth.

	Isobel froze. She closed her eyes and forced herself to take several deep, calming inhalations. Energy hummed through her system, and that scared her more than what she thought she’d seen. The energy faded back behind the block in her mind. Slowly, she opened her eyes.

	Her reflection stared back like normal. She was exhausted. That was the only logical explanation. Reflections didn’t do things like that. Not in the real world. Isobel snatched her brush off the countertop and brushed her hair, staring at the mirror in defiance. Daring her reflection to try it again. Not that she had any idea what she would do if it really did. Probably run screaming. Her reflection, however, matched her move for move. She gazed at the mirror a moment longer before leaving the bathroom. 

	She threw the towels on the floor and pulled on a pair of night shorts and a T-shirt, then switched off the lamps before crawling into bed. A good night’s sleep would clear her mind. Instead, she stared at the closed bedroom door. It seemed a flimsy barrier between her room and the window. Rolling over, she shut her eyes and began mentally unpacking everything she’d brought home. The strange emotional rollercoaster of a day finally took its toll, and she drifted off.

	***

	The scent of her shampoo had filled the air, though Damien doubted a normal human would have smelled it. He’d had no trouble seeing every feature of her face in the growing darkness. And those eyes—they stirred so many memories.

	Now, Damien watched the house next door from the shadows, staring at the darkened upstairs windows. She was there. After all this time, it had finally come together in one place. He tried not to think of all the past and the times he’d failed her.

	A sense of anticipation filled him, as if the very air held its breath, waiting for something to happen. Waiting for what was coming. His eyes traveled to the round window on the second floor. It would happen. Everything was finally right. Except it wasn’t coming. It had already arrived. 
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	CHAPTER 3

	 

	Strange dreams invaded Isobel’s sleep. Dreams where the sense of something coming lingered in the flickering shadows of the fire that surrounded her. Where her birth mother, Rihanna, struggled to speak to her, but she couldn’t hear the words. And then one word came through, so clear and loud, it echoed in her head. 

	“Eusebia!”

	Isobel jerked awake and sat up so fast she made herself dizzy. “Ugh.” She leaned to the side and pressed her forehead against the cooler sheets on the other side of the bed, her hair falling in a thick, heavy cascade around her. A light sheen of sweat dampened her face and body, and the top sheet tangled around her legs. A dull headache thrummed behind her eyes. It felt like she’d barely slept. 

	Slowly, she dragged herself from the bed and stumbled to the bathroom; she hated waking up overheated. Isobel took a quick shower and then stood resolutely in front of the mirror to brush her hair. Just as she had thought, her reflection was just a reflection. Amazing what a tired mind came up with. After pulling on a pair of shorts and a lightweight tank top, she slipped her feet into flip-flops and walked toward the door. 

	It was only a window, nothing more. Something that should be admired for its beauty.

	A blast of icy air greeted her as the door swung open, and Isobel thought she heard that word again, “Eusebia.”

	Shivering slightly, Isobel stepped onto the landing. The window glowed in the morning's ambient light. It didn’t seem as menacing now. In fact, its beauty shone. Isobel crossed the space and stood right in front of it. She leaned forward until she was almost close enough to brush her face against the colored glass. She gazed out toward the neighboring house.

	The nephew stood beneath a tree, staring up at her house. Odd. He looked incredibly tense. She stepped back and examined the window. Pure, sweet energy filled the air around her. A faint, tattered, white glow seemed to cover the colored glass for a moment. Through the veil of light, the window appeared aged, and tiny cracks ran through the glass. Fear surged through her system, and the energy fled, taking the fractured glow with it. Frowning, she reached toward the window. It looked in perfect condition again.

	“Isobel?” Elizabeth’s voice called up the stairs before Isobel could touch it. “Are you awake?”

	Isobel dropped her hand and turned away. “Yeah.”

	“I thought I heard you up and around. Come on down and get something to eat.”

	Isobel glanced back at the window. The crimson center glared at her again, and something dark reached across the small distance between her and the window. It brushed her skin with cold fingers. Isobel jumped back. She almost slipped on the soft carpet of the stairs as she scrambled down them. 

	Isobel steadied herself. She needed to calm down and think rationally. Except, everything couldn’t always be explained that way. What her birth mother had been able to do couldn’t be explained that way. Neither could Amelia’s gifts. 

	Something wasn’t right with that window; she felt it in her gut. Who could she talk to about it? Her dad would freak out. Elizabeth would listen, but she didn’t believe in such things and would tell Isobel that she was letting her imagination get away from her. Perhaps Amelia…

	No, not Amelia. Isobel wasn’t going to disrupt Amelia’s summer with her own silly fears. She could handle this. There was no need to get Amelia all riled up, and telling her would do just that. Something lingered around the window, but in the end, it was just a window. Even evil spirits could only do so much to a person. Ghosts were real. Isobel knew that; she’d seen them. Some sort of bad energy must be connected to the window.

	She glanced around the house, suddenly not as happy to be spending the summer at home. Just a few days ago, Isobel had reveled in the thought of independence and living alone for a while. Now, a sense of unease stole her happiness. 

	Sorsha gave a trilling meow as she strolled up and wound herself between Isobel’s ankles. She scooped up the cat and carried it with her to the kitchen. Elizabeth smiled at her when she entered the room. “Good morning, sleepyhead.” 

	“What time is it?” Isobel asked, turning to look at the clock on the microwave that read 10:30 a.m. “No wonder I woke up with a headache. I hate when I sleep that long.”

	“I figured you were tired, so I didn’t wake you.”

	Isobel pulled a bagel and a handful of strawberries from the fridge. “Where’s Dad?”

	“He had to go into the office today to work out some final things before the trip. I have to run some last-minute errands today. Do you want to come?”

	“Sure.” It would be great to spend time with her mom. Getting away from the house for the day didn’t sound too bad either. 

	After breakfast, she grabbed her purse, ran a brush through her hair one more time, and then walked out onto the front porch to wait for her mother. It was good to be outside, like it was easier to breathe. She glanced toward the neighbors, but saw no one. 

	“Ready?” her mom asked, joining her on the porch.

	Isobel nodded. As her mom locked the front door, Isobel walked toward her mother’s car, trying to ignore the window that stared down from the second story. 

	It’s a window, Isobel. Geez, get a grip. 

	Still, she climbed quickly into the passenger seat, anxious to get away. Far enough away so it couldn’t watch her. Because no matter how much she tried to rationalize it, that’s exactly what it felt like. 

	They spent most of the day tying up last-minute details and taking time for some shopping. As they came back down the driveway, Isobel watched the house. It looked like a thin shadow lay over it—like something dark had descended upon it. 

	Elizabeth didn’t seem to notice as she looked up at the house and smiled. “I just love that window. It’s such a pretty thing.”

	Isobel nodded but didn’t say anything. Instead, she suppressed a shiver and wiped her sweaty palms on her shorts. Elizabeth grabbed several bags out of the backseat and headed inside, leaving Isobel to retrieve the rest. The weight of the watching window fell upon her, and for a moment, its darkness enveloped her. Her chest tightened. The air felt thick and oppressive. Behind her mental block, her power strained to be set free. She struggled to pull air into her lungs. Putting her hand to her chest, she sagged against the car, staring at the concrete of the driveway. Her heart raced with panic, and a strangled sound escaped her as little black spots swam across her vision.

	“Are you okay?” a deep, husky male voice asked as the shadow of wings fell across the ground.

	Her eyes closed for a moment, and Isobel was sure she saw a flash of bright light through them. The darkness fled as fast as it had arrived. The weight in her chest disappeared, and Isobel dragged air into her lungs. 

	After a few more deep breaths of air, she opened her eyes and looked up. Ice blue eyes, darker around the edges and framed by black lashes, regarded her. Concern flickered in them. The man ran a hand through his thick, black hair. A blue t-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders, displaying the well-defined, hard muscles of his body and arms. He was more than a foot taller than her five feet. He had to be at least six-four. She tore her eyes away, filled again with a strange sense of familiarity.

	“I apologize. I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said, taking a step back to give her more space. It was a struggle to keep his voice light. To see her eyes again, so close, it was almost too much to bear. “I was coming out to work in the garage and saw you.” It was a lie, but he couldn’t tell her the truth. “It looked like you were having trouble breathing, and you’re as white as a ghost.”

	Isobel swallowed. What the hell had that been? She looked up at him again. “Um…” What could she say that wouldn’t sound like she belonged in a psych ward? “I think the heat just got to me for a moment.” Her eyes fell on the strange charm bracelet on his wrist. Except they didn’t look like ordinary charms. They were religious symbols—many she knew, and others were a complete mystery. Maybe he couldn’t decide what he believed. 

	Her gaze returned to his face. “I’m okay.”

	Hopefully, that sounded convincing. Those eyes, she had seen them before. Or maybe not. Isobel was pretty certain that if she’d seen a man such as him before, there was no way she’d forget.

	He nodded, a slight furrow between his brows. She wasn’t okay and wouldn’t be for a while. “Do you want me to carry something for you?” 

	There was that concern again flickering in his eyes. Eyes no man should be allowed to have. “No.” Her mother would have a heart attack if the guy they had asked her to stay away from walked into the house. “I think I can get it now.”

	“If you’re sure... And try to drink more water. You’re probably dehydrated.” He turned and started walking back toward his house. 

	“I didn’t catch your name.” 

	He paused and turned to look back at her, the familiar ache settling in his chest. She didn’t remember him. Not yet. So much history, so much between them, and she knew none of it. It was more painful than he expected. Keeping all of it out of his voice and expression, he answered, “Damien DeLuca.” A smile played upon his lips. “I didn’t catch your name either,” he said, though he already knew the answer.

	“Isobel Moore.” She offered him a smile back. “Thanks for offering to help me.”

	Damien’s eyes took on an intense, serious look. “Anytime you need help, I’ll be right there.”

	As he walked away, Isobel sensed there was more to his words than what he’d said. She grabbed the remaining bags out of the car and shut the door with her foot. Glancing up, she noticed the shadow on the house had lifted, though some still remained centered around the window.
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