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Chapter 1

Cemetery  Evanston, Illinois

I was murdered.

Startled, Elena Dkany searched for the source of the whisper. Nothing. Undertakers lowered Magda Dkanys body into the ground.

A breeze blew in from Lake Michigan, dropping the temperature as Elena Dkany watched her grandmother go from ashes to ashes and dust to dust. A flock of seagulls squawked overhead.

A voice, floating from nowhere, whispered again.

Elena.

Elena froze, but the chill didnt come from the air.

No voice except the priest praying over her grandmothers coffin. Hearing non-existent voices was not a good thing.

She shook her head and, hopefully, the cobwebs from her brain. Must be imagining things, a result of the long and tragic week.

Briar Hill Colleges faculty and staff stood close by under the shade of the oak trees. Theyd abandoned their classes to pay tribute to the widow of their college president.

As the coffin disappeared into the ground, a vapor materialized by Elenas side, and a scent of roses surrounded her. Its perfume overpowered the smell of the pines and moldy earth. Strange. No rose bushes grew in the small cemetery.

Roses without a rose garden. Freezing when it was hot. Her grandmother, lying in a coffin. Dead. This is not happening.

But it was. Her grandmother stood by her side as though shed never diedlike they were attending somebody elses funeral. And nobody seemed to notice. No startled looks, no wide eyes, no Oh my Gods.

The ghost of Magda Dkany spoke. You must find your son.

Who are you? The voice jolted Elena into an unpleasant reality. My son? But he died nine years ago before hed been a month old.

Elena focused on the apparition. Beside translucent, Magda appeared as shed looked only two days ago.

Elena, I was murdered. Now your life . . . in danger. Your . . . son in danger. Find Alexander. He can help you.

Her heart pounded fast enough without hearing her life might be in danger, and Alexander Brancusi was not someone she wanted to see.

The apparition thinned, and the voice softened.

Go to Dkany. Find your son. Now she was hardly an outline.

But . . .

The vapor dissipated along with the scent of roses.

Magdas presence knocked Elena off balance, and she scrambled to keep from toppling onto the casket now halfway into the earth. A man with a mild scent of musky aftershave caught her arm.

Father Christofides, the American-Romanian Orthodox priest whod baptized Elena, appeared strange and intimidating. A large crucifix hung around his neck like an ominous albatross of death. Everything moved in slow motion, a surrealistic emptiness of space and time. Eternal your memory, Magda, our sister, worthy of blessedness and ever-remembered.

Elena turned to thank the man, but her friend Marina Brancusi now held her. She didnt know when Marina and the stranger changed places.
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Dkany home, Evanston, Illinois

Elena leaned against the wrought iron railing of her grandmothers patio and inhaled scents from the wide variety of Magdas flowers. The garden of exotic blooms had attained somewhat of a local legend status in the neighborhood. A secret garden hid from view by towering white pines allowed in an occasional blue patch from Lake Michigan. A lone apple tree hugged the housenatures perfect playground. Elena played in that tree as a child and delighted in climbing into her grandmothers window.

Life had a way of balancing miseries. Elena lost her parents at an early age but grew up in this wonderful old Victorian house, a childs fantasies come true. But life also played a nasty trick on an old woman overflowing with energy and love, her future snuffed out by a hit-and-run driver. But murder?

Funeral guests came and went. Elena barely heard their condolences.

Only one man remained on the patio the whole time as friends weaved in and out. At the edge of the railing, he too, gazed at the garden. His attirea white starched shirt, dark blue suit, and maroon tiepainted him elegant, dashing. He stood tall and thin. Well-muscled. The man from a lifetime ago, Alexander Brancusi.

How are you doing?

Startled, Elena spun around and nearly knocked a glass of Scotch out of Marinas hand.

Sorry. Elena eyed her friend, who juggled two glasses to keep them from tipping. Your brother is standing over there. I dont think I want to see him right now.

Hell be here in a minute. Drink this. I think you need it. Marina handed her the glass.

Elena sighed, took the glass, and tossed down too much of the swirling liquid. The warmth of the whiskey burned her throat as she swallowed. A cough shook her body.

Watch how you drink that. Marina patted her on the back.

Elena wiped her mouth with her hand, breathed deeply, and took an easier sip. Maybe it would dull the edge of the depression that threatened to overwhelm her. Im trying for drunken oblivion. Elena tried to smile but ended up fighting tears.

Marina put a hand on her shoulder. Honey, its okay to cry. Itll be hell for a while, but itll get better, youll see.

Elena sighed. Maybe.

Alex raised his glass and moved toward them.

Hes coming, be nice, Marina whispered.

Mari, we were over a long time ago. I havent seen him in almost ten years, so it really doesnt matter anymore.

Elena regarded the man, then glanced back at his sister. She smiled at their differences. His skin tanned by too much sun, hair a dark brownalmost black, except for a strange streak of sun-bleached red, a trait hed inherited from his father. Marina was fair-skinned with copper hair and green eyes, like her mother.

Along with Elenas brother Freddy, theyd all been close from early childhood, playmates, and buddies throughout school. But AlexAlex was a whole different story. What had been a childhood friendship turned into a teenage crush, then a relationship she didnt want to dwell on.

Elena came back to reality. Listen, while were still alone, theres something I want to tell you.

Marina raised her eyebrows. What?

Ive decided to go to Romania.

Youve decided to what?

A breeze blew Elenas dark hair into her face. Magda wanted me to travel with her this summer, to go through my brothers things, and settle the estate. She couldnt exactly say her grandmothers ghost told her to go.

You should take someone with you, Marina said.

Elena cocked her head. You want to come with me? We speak Romanian. Wed have a great time, roaming around the countryside and meeting the locals in Dkany. We could explore the castle and visit the monastery.

Im starting my internship, but I was thinking about Alex. Hes not teaching this summer.

Dear God, no. Marina, Ill be fine by myself. I lived there, remember?

Silence

Inwardly, Elena winced. Nobody wanted to talk about her life in Romania. Im perfectly capable of taking care of myself.

The man approached through a cluster of people, and the scent of his after-shave filled the air. Hed been the one supporting her at the cemetery.

Marina clutched her arm. Elena, yes, you do. Youre very capable, but Romania isnt the same as . . . Well, its still wild in spots, especially in Transylvania.

Alex spoke up in a clear baritone voice. She doesnt need my help, and Romania isnt in my plans this summer. Hello, Elena. He kissed her on both cheeks. Its been a long time. Im sorry we had to meet under such lousy circumstances.

Elenas gaze locked onto the eyes of Marinas older brother. The drink in her hand trembled. His eyes invoked bittersweet memories from their shared past.

Thanks. She forced a smile. And thanks for catching me at the cemetery. I nearly fell on top of the casket.

Alex wrinkled his nose. A grin bent his lips. Yeah. You were a bit unsteady on your feet. Falling on a casket wouldnt have been graceful. By the way, who were you talking to?

Elena dropped her gaze to the patio and focused on sparkling bands of sunlight reflecting off the concrete. Heat warmed her cheeks. She glanced at him and considered her answer.

My grandmother, she admitted. I was talking to Magda. Does that sound strange?

Alex shook his head. No, not really. Pain shadowed his face. Im sorry about Magda. I visited her often while you and Marina were away at school. I thought she was lonely, then discovered she had more friends than she knew what to do with.

Elena managed a smile and nodded. I know. She told me. She also mentioned youd gotten your doctoral thesis on Romanian history published.

He shrugged. Yes, I did. His arms crossed. His body leaned nonchalantly against the railing. Heard you went to Romania and got married, and youd gotten your masters degree from the University of Indiana.

Magda kept you informed.

She did. I heard about every test you took.

But, somewhere in there, Elena had lost her entire family. He didnt mention that.

A woman crossed the patio and waved at Alex.

Alex told Elena, Excuse me. I have a student I need to talk to.

Thanks for catching me this morning, Elena responded to his back.

He halted and spun back to her, his gaze scrutinizing. Im glad I was good for something.

Alex pivoted toward his student and walked her into the house.

Elena turned toward Marina. So, who the heck is that?

That, Marina replied, is a Mrs. Brancusi wanna-be. She shook her head. Not going to happen.

Elena shrugged. Why not? Whats wrong with him?

Mari stifled a laugh. You, she said.





Chapter 2

Me? The reason why someone hadnt snatched Alex up long ago was her? He hadnt wanted her then, why would he want her now?

She watched.

Alex held court with several professors and some pretty female students. Girls flocked to this young, handsome, and witty language professor. A bit on the exotic side, Elena thought. They stood close, leaned over him, and looked sorrowful. She caught snatches of conversation.

Im so sorry. I know how close you were to Mrs. Dkany. Maybe I could find a way to cheer you up?

He smiled at them and muttered. Thanks. She was special. Talk to Elena. She has some great stories about Magda.

He was sending these women over to her?

They remained by his side. They were offering condolences, probably other things, too.

This wasnt the Alex she remembered.

Once or twice, Elena caught him shooting glances her way. She turned toward a small crowd of neighbors.

That man has bedroom eyes, Mrs. Rice, her next-door neighbor, said. Oh, Elena. Im glad youre here. Now, Ive brought over some . . .

Elena lost the name of what Mrs. Rice brought. She glanced at Alex but pulled away when he turned and stared. Yes, he did have bedroom eyes. Shed heard about his reputation. Alex must have changed a great deal.

The last of the women dropped a piece of paper in Alexs coat pocket as she left. Maybe a phone number? When she closed the door, he tossed the note into the nearest trash can. So much for the Mrs. Brancusi wanna-be.

A tall, thin man with an abundance of graying hair and a high forehead stood in the corner of the living room. A good-looking man, Elena thought. He wore a familiarity, but she couldnt quite place him. I know you. Why do I know you?

He played with his highball glass, talked to guests, glanced at her, then surveyed the room. Elena wondered if he was waiting for everyone to leave.

When the last of the guests left, the man remained, standing in silenceobserving.

Raven hair and blue eyes, you are the lovely Elena Dkany. The man bowed. Although, I must say you are prettier than the last time I saw you.

Lovely? Her? She didnt think so. What did this man want? When had she last seen him? Elena tried to recall, but with Alex watching her, her mind went blank. Alex appeared amused. She glared and sent his head back into the book he held in his hand.

The man shook his head. No, no. I do not wish to stir the bad memories. Then, she remembered. Gregory Balogh. Her grandmothers solicitor from Romania and the familys castle caretaker. The man whod saved her life. The man who loved and cherished her grandmother. She hadnt seen him since that awful night, but she loved him all the same. Youre Uncle Gregory.

Gregory Balogh bowed and kissed her hand. It is a compliment that you remember me. He turned to Marina, And, from the bright red of your hair, you must be the younger sister of Alexander? Im told you will be a resident in Internal Medicine at the Northwestern Memorial Hospital. I offer congratulations to a brilliant and beautiful lady. When he kissed her hand, a blush raced straight into Marinas face.

Elena raised her eyebrows. He certainly knows how to dish out compliments.

But, please to sit, he said, stretching out his hands to all three.

Elena didnt know why, but they all obeyed like good, dutiful children.

So, there it is. I know everyone. And, perhaps you remember me, as Miss Elena did. Gregory Balogh at your service. I arrived late. I am desolate to miss the dear ladys funeral. But I am here now, no? He sat straight up in an uncomfortable-looking wingback chair. A tragedya waste. Magda was a dear friend, Elena.

Uncle Gregory, Elena said, her spirits rising. Im sorry I didnt recognize you. You saved my life. She remembered him, so long ago, bending over her as she lay on the living room floor in her apartment in Bucharest just before she passed out from pain and loss of blood. The memory of the attack shed locked away.

Yes, and that is now over, yes? We put the past behind us. He set his glass on the end table, leaned forward, and said, I am, of course, an uncle only in friendship.

Alex sat on a bench and plunked a note on a walnut upright piano. Theyd played it together while they were dating. Hed taken his left hand, her the right, during a rousing, hilarious rendition of Chopsticks. His glance sent a slight shiver down her spine. He appeared to remember too. She turned awaythat was then, this is now.

Thats okay, Elena said with a sigh before returning to the conversation. My family loved making relatives out of friends.

Yes, this is true, which is why what I am about to tell you should come as no shock. The tone in his voice roused her curiosity. I am here, of course, not only to pay my respects but to read Magdas will. He raised his hands. Of course, on this night, it seems not right. But it must be saidwhat the Dkany and Brancusi families wished for their children.

Elena glanced at Alex.

He shrugged back.

Marina said, I didnt know Aunt Magda or mother had any specific plans for any of us. She smiled. Except for us to be successful and, hopefully, happy.

Gregory nodded. Yes, of course, my dear lady. You are all successful. But of what I speak does not concern you directly.

Oh. Thank goodness. Marina looked visibly relieved.

Gregory coughed. The Dkany Castle has always been owned by the Dkanys. With the passing of your brother, Miss Elena, Magda realized the castle would come to you and could eventually pass from the Dkanys if they had no heirs. She spoke with the Brancusi family. They felt a marriage between you and Alexander could bond the families forever. A match to ensure the Dkany Castle would remain within the ancestral circle. It was a marriage your families had hoped for since you were in your teens.

Elenas jaw dropped. The cuckoo on the wall chirped seven oclock. She abruptly looked up at the wooden bird and wanted to wrench the stupid things neck. The past weeks emotions finally caught up and walloped her in the form of giggles that wouldnt quit.

He frowned, shifted in his seat, and said, Its not that funny.

Im sorry, she gasped. An arranged marriage? I didnt think families did that anymore. She took several deep breaths and swallowed the nervous laughter. Look, Im sorry. Its been a horrible week.

Alex focused on the oriental carpet. Realization hit.

You knew about this when we were dating?

He tossed his gaze through the patio door.

A sourness arose from the pit of Elenas stomach. Her eyes fixed the floor to hide her hurt. So thats why you wanted to date me. Our families forced you into it.

Alexs eyes darkened with defiance. Magda obviously didnt force you into anything. You ditched me and married someone else.

You wrote and said it was best we date other people. So, I did. Elena stood, her anger aimed at Gregory Balogh, who clasped his hands and looked uncomfortable. You people are too much. You think you can force a boy and girl to marry in the twenty-first century?

Alex raised his hands in protest. Elena

No. This is really too much. Trying to control her anger, she rose and turned toward the door.

Gregory stood and held out his hands. You would be surprised. There are still many arranged marriages in our societies. Many work out very well. Please, Miss Elena. If this had not been an agreeable solution, the families would never have suggested it. Alex did not object.

Elena spun around and replied, But I might have. She stared daggers at both men. Ive never heard about this. Werent my feelings considered at all?

Gregory shrugged. It didnt seem important. You and Alexander . . . close friends already, no? We thought you liked each other. Unfortunately, complications prevented the union from taking place. He smiled. They no longer exist.

How could he be so blas about the death of her husband and baby?

The solicitor continued, Of course, nobody can tell you whom you should marry.

Thank goodness for that, Elena said.

Gregory frowned, raised his highball glass, and finished the remains. I am charged with the responsibility of informing you of the familys wishes, that is all.

This was no joke. Their families had meant for them to marry. Shed wanted to marry him someday. She thought hed wanted to marry her. Shed been wrong. This conversation and the memories it invoked were too overwhelming. She needed out. The French doors were only a few feet away. She tried to retreat.

Elena, I would have married you.

Elena jerked around. What? Her gaze found Alex, who was staring at her with his sad and damned bedroom eyes.

A shadow clouded his face again. But Im sure you did a lot better with Janek Ivanov.

What in the world do you mean? Elena asked, staggered by the defeat in his tone and his sarcasm. She wanted to hit him; instead, she stood in the middle of some bizarre Victorian drama.

Uncle Gregory placed his hands in a prayer motion. The reflected colored lights of the Tiffany lamp on the end table falling on skin pulled taut over gaunt cheekbones. Elena, I beg of you. Please . . . do sit. There is more to say and do.

Elena averted her eyes and gave it some thought. Her head tipped a nod before she settled back on the sofa.

Reaching into his briefcase, Gregory pulled out a plain white square box and handed it to her. This is for you.

Surprised, Elena opened it. She removed a silver box with figures of fifteenth-century boyars appearing so accurate in detail, a gift likely created it in that era. Her breath refused to exhale, and she finally gasped. The army of noblemen of Romania, she whispered, half to herself. This is exquisite.

It is so. Pure silver, but . . . Gregory said, his eyes shining. His tone lowered to a whisper. Look inside. The penetration from his eyes narrowed like a laser to the box. This has been in safekeeping. Open it.

When she opened the case, she clapped a hand to her cheek and couldnt speak. A large blood-red ruby lay on a backdrop of white velvet. My God, Elena murmured. She fingered the stone. The color of blood. She looked up. And passion.

Marina, whod been quietly looking on, rose and peered at the stone. She turned to Gregory. Its gorgeous.

This ruby was embedded in an altar-cross, and the monks presented it to Viktor Dkany for valor on the battlefield. Gregory stood silent for a moment then said, Hed killed Prince Vlad Tepes, and for that, he was highly rewarded. The stone has quite a history.

Elena whispered. You mean this ruby dates back to the fifteenth century?

Probably older, my dear, he replied. Remember, the Turks possessed it first.

Alex picked up The History of the Romanian Empire from the coffee table. Elena couldnt tell whether he was fascinated with the topic or bored with Gregory Balogh. His sister threw her brother a look, and he put down the book. So, wheres the cross, now? He asked.

Ah, destroyed in an earthquake. Only the ruby survives. Gregory remained solemn. It remained in the castle vault for over five hundred years. Now, you are its sole possessor.

Earthquake, Alex said, thumbing through the pages. Romania is plagued by them. A big one hit in the 70s.

Gregory nodded. Yes, that is correct in 1977. Over 1500 people were killed in Bucharest alone. But the earthquake also hit farther than the capital. The town of Vrancea

Was the epicenter, Alex said. Vrancea Mountains in the Eastern Carpathians.

Yes, true. However, the Vrancea Earthquake was not the one that took the cross.

Oh, Elena said, turning away from the ruby. When was the cross destroyed?

In 1523. The last time anyone saw the cross before it disappeared.

Youre just full of cheerful facts, Marina said. But wasnt there one just recently? She glanced at the ceiling then nodded. Believe it was somewhere in Transylvania, maybe even in Dkany. I read about it on the Internet in The Romanian News.

Gregory nodded again. The Internet. A useful, if not sometimes a deceptive, source of information. But that is correct. There was an earthquake not far from Dkany only a week ago.

Any damage? Elena asked.

Yes, unfortunately, that is so. Some of the underground passages were blocked by the rubble. The chapel organ was damaged. The instrument was unique. It had golden pipes. Such a shame. We hope this is not a, how-do-you-say, a prequel to a more serious tremor?

Elena sighed. A castle in Romania, complete with a historic organ and underground passages. A rare ruby from the time of the Turkish Empire. How lucky could one girl be?

She stood gazing into the rubys crystalline center again. Apprehension and foreboding wound their tentacles down her spine. Her eyes closed. Something inside her head rotated, like the whirling movement inside the stone.

Whats wrong? The voices came from all around, but they echoed far away.

Her eyes opened again. Inside the center, a bloody battle full of fifteenth-century boyars raged in the background. Silhouettes of impaled Turks lined the horizon.

Switch. A young boy searched for something or someone. Then he disappeared, and a vision appeared of a monk executing a young woman in the present. She didnt know the boy. The woman, she knew.

Her.

The room took on a surreal quietness that seemed to extend to the outside. Even the birds stopped singing.

Cuckoo.

The clock broke the trance that hovered over the room. Elena tried to scream, but no sound came. She grabbed out for somethinganything, but the walls started to spin, and the ground came rushing toward her. She fell into Alexs outstretched arms, and the ruby fell at his feet before darkness swallowed her consciousness.





Chapter 3

From Romania to Evanston, Illinois

Done. The old lady is dead.

Elite among international assassins, Federal authorities considered Hadean Petrov one of the most dangerous killers alive. They remembered Bolivias situation, which took down experienced DEA agents, and the drug runners ambush on the Black Sea. All Hadean Petrov. Now, he was on another mission.

His baritone voice crackled in the static of his cell phone. The funeralheld today.

So . . . The speaker on the other end trailed off then spoke again. Who was there? At the funeral.

I was not present, but I caught a glimpse and heard the conversation. Many people from the college, Elena Dkany, Alexander Brancusi, and his sister, and one Gregory Balogh, who comes from Romania. He is also Magdas solicitor. Uh, he was late but showed up at the house afterward.

Yes, I knew he would be there. It is as I thought. Good. Another pause, almost as if the thinking came through the crackling of the phone. The death, it was quick, yes? How?

Do you want details? The assassin laughed. How was it done?

Accident? Voices, not from the speaker, overrode his voice. Just one moment. Muffled conversation, then he was back. I am free.

Good. So, hit and, how do you say . . . run? As a tree branch topples in a storm.

Did it look like an accident?

I made it look so.

Good.

A man with a fishing pole came up alongside him. Petrov swung his feet over the rock, retrieved his sandals, and walked away.

What now? Do I leave, or do you have another job for me?

You wait. I will have more for you to do.

Do you have money for me?

Oh yes. You will have the money. Look in your Romanian bank account. It is all there.

I thank you. It is good doing business with you. They clicked off their cell phones.

Hadean Petrov walked across the park and across the street where hed killed Magda Dkany.





Chapter 4

Dkany Home Evanston, Illinois

The afternoon after the funeral turned out as miserable as Alexs mood. Whod want to run down an old woman like Magda? One witness account convinced him this had been a carefully planned attack.

Someone murdered her, but why? Had the old woman known a secret that would prove dangerous to someone? Was she eliminated? Again, the nagging question. Why?

Then there was Magdas granddaughter. Ten years was too long to brood over any girl. But from the moment hed caught her in the cemetery, hed found his heart just as vulnerable. He had to be careful. She didnt appear to give a damn about him. Especially when Gregory Balogh suggested marriage.

The fog was like pea soupso dense he nearly walked into one of the pine trees bordering the sidewalk to Elenas front porch. Waves crashed against the rocks of Lake Michigans shoreline, and the lonely moan of a nearby foghorn became his acoustic landmark. Something about its plaintive requiem forced the hairs on the back of his neck to stand on end. A premonition? Crazy. He didnt believe in them. He sighed, turned away from the tree, and used the gift box he carried as a shield to press their piney branches back.

Alex finally reached for the doorbell. He hoped the box Magda left with him might help soothe Elenas pain.

Marina opened the door. She gave up a yawn. Bloodshot eyes almost matched a ringlet of her red hair. Hey. She might as well have hung a sign around her neck that read just got out of bed. He grinned. His sister was hung overa first.

Marina frowned. Whats so damned funny?

Drink too much?

Yeah. You look like hell yourself. What time did you get up?

About eleven, Alex answered. And I always look like hell.

Were just having coffee. Come on in before you melt into this fog.

He stomped the dampness from his shoes and followed his sister inside.

Elena sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee.

His gaze rested on her black silk Chinese robe, violet lace peeking out from under the opening. Her hair disappeared into the collar, except for stray tendrils that escaped from her clip.

His heart thumped, and a residue of old heartache washed over him like the fog outside. He needed to make it perfectly clearhe would not go to Romania with her.

I just wanted you to know, I cant go to Romania. My schedule . . .

She raised her eyebrows and stared at him.

Alex redirected his sentiments to Marina. In case there was any misunderstanding.

Elena waved his comment away and sipped her coffee. This isnt a sightseeing tour, and I dont need a translator. The word jerk was there in her mind. I didnt expect this would be a vacation.

Marinas eyes shifted, and she gave her brother a half-smile. You mean you wouldnt help a friend in need? Thats very unlike you.

Elena lifted her coffee cup to her mouth, then put it back on the table. Listen. An edge crept into her voice. I appreciate your concern, Mari. Really. However, I dont think either of you knows my reason for wanting to go. I dont needor wantcompany. A strand of hair fell into her coffee cup. She removed it and pushed the stray lock behind her ears.

Alex watched, fascinated.

Magda wanted to convert the castle into a school, Marina said. She eyed her brother. A college prep for poor children.

Elena tapped her finger on her coffee mug, a shadow of annoyance crossing her face.

Strange girlthe one hed let slip from his grasp. He scrutinized the blue eyes that broke his heart whenever he thought of them.

Why? Alex sat on a kitchen chair, leaned back, and folded his arms. Magda had mentioned one day she thought the castle might make a good school. Had that been her intent?

Was that contempt in Elenas eyes? It appeared and vanished quickly.

Why not? My ancestors, including my brother, enjoyed years of luxurious living at that castle. Why not give something back? She shrugged. Ill be back to attend Briar Hill in the fall.

Alex nodded. The new Briar Hill, PhD student. Magda told him shed come. You expect to do all that in the next two months?

Id like to think its possible.

Her desire to go back to Romania surprised him. She had a lost look in her eyeshaunted even. The sweet innocence that defined the girl hed loved was gone. Replaced were hints of sorrow and a strong sense of determination for somethingbut, for what? Her grandmothers school?

He changed the subject. Here, he pulled out the box from behind his chair and sat next to her. I brought you something.

Her eyes brightened with surprise. Thank you. I didnt expect . . . She tilted her head and looked puzzled.

Alex finished her sentence for her. Its not from me. Magda wanted me to keep it for you until the time was right. He sat back waiting for her to open the box.

Elena crossed her arms. So, this isnt a gift from you.

Alex sighed. No. But, I thought it might cheer you up.

What is it?

Dont know. Whatever it was, hed hidden it in his closet for years, with the promise he wouldnt look inside.

A smile crossed her face. Okay, Alex. She held out her hand.

Friends?

Friends. He pushed his mug out of the way and took her hand. Her touch sprouted images of fresh sheets and warm bodies, and he didnt want to let go. That worried him, and he pulled back a little too abruptly.

Elena looked at her hand, then at him, and bit down on her lip.

Okay. Her tone implied it wasnt.

She blew out a deep breath, then opened the box and pulled out a Romanian peasant wedding outfit.

Oh my God, Marinas mouth fell open as her eyes narrowed at her brother.

What? he asked. An authentic Transylvanian wedding costume. So? What was causing all the looks? A white blouse decorated with rose-colored stripes surrounded by flowers. She pulled up another layer of tissue paper. Hidden in the wrappings lay a matching skirt with an eyelet hem and a border of blue, green, and red flowers.

Where on earth . . . ? The color washed from her face.

Tears flowed down her cheeks. The bright flowers on the skirt hem mocked the misery in her face.

Whats the matter? Alex got up for more coffee. Distracted, he missed the edge of his cup and spilled hot liquid over his hand. The carafe slipped and slid onto the counter.

Damn! He jumped back and leaped two steps to the sink, allowing cold water to douse the burn.

Alex? The two women started to get up, looking ready to pounce with first aid remedies.

Damn. Damn, damn. Dont get up. Im okay. Sure he was. His hand ached.

He mopped the spill with a dishrag, poured another cup, and came back to the table.

Will someone please explain the significance of that costume? Alex asked.

Marina shot him a shut up look, the kind siblings cultivate with each other. Some things shouldnt be discussed.

Its okay. Elenas glance moved between them. This was my wedding dress. Maybe Uncle Gregory or Freddy sent it to Magda after they flew me back to the states. They probably didnt think I needed to see it.

This he didnt need. Alexs stomach lurched, thinking this was the wedding dress shed worn when shed weddedand beddedanother man. Just great.

He settled back in his seat and took a sip of coffee, refusing to let her emotions get to him. He wasnt prepared for the wallop his stomach took.

A dog-eared leather-bound album lay in the bottom of the box. Photos Alex didnt think he wanted to see. Please, just put it back into the box.

But Elena didnt appear to be reading minds this morning. She opened the yellowed pages, dropped it as though stung, pushed back, and knocked over the chair.

Alex looked down at the album. Staring back at him was the pretty seventeen-year-old hed taken to the senior prom standing beside a blond youth, their fingers entwined. A priest stood behind them. Curled up on the tissue was a silver cross with the chip of a red ruby.

Oh no. Elena doubled over. Marina tried to catch her, but she pulled out of her arm, grabbed the box, and ran from the room.

Alex heard her footsteps running up the stairs.

How could he have been so stupid? Or

Marinas eyes filled with tears. Im sorry, Alex. You couldnt have known. Maybe thats why Magda didnt want this in her house until the time was right.

The time wasnt right, Alex whispered, still numb.

The time may never be right. Marinas voice came from far away, and the temperature dropped.

What the . . . ? Alex glanced at the kitchen thermometer that read forty deg rees. A few minutes ago, seventy-five.

Why the sudden change?

[image: ]

Elena sat on her bed. The sobs from shock and sadness subsided, but she still shook from the memories.

Almost ten years ago, a drug-crazed student from the University of Bucharest broke into her apartment and murdered her family. She managed to kill him but almost succumbed to her own wounds. Her brother and Mr. Balogh stayed at the hospital every day until she recovered. Freddy must have sent Magda the package after hed cleared out her things and moved them to his cottage on the castle grounds. Her heart slowed with bereavement. If she felt this way now, how would she react when those ghosts confronted her in Romania? Maybe going back was a mistake.

No matter. Her life had gone up in smoke, knifed in its very heart. And, when she returned home, Magda whisked her off to the University of Indiana. There had been no discussion of getting back with Alex. Hed gone to study in Washington, and she hadnt seen him sinceuntil yesterday.

The years hadnt been entirely kind to Alex, and his reputation preceded him. He could make a woman tremble with desire and then send her spiraling into a deep depression when hed finished with her. Marina had warned her. Be careful. Look, but dont touch. Touch, but dont get hooked. Alex would not marry you. But just this morning, hed saidNo, forget it.

Elena pulled her robe closer to her, not exactly cold but chilled from the shock. This wasnt his fault. He hadnt known what was in that box. Magda was secretive in her ways, but shed never have hurt Alex by showing him the wedding costume. Still, she needed to blame someone.

The temperature was hot and oppressively humid. The ceiling fan struggled to circulate the air.

Marina peeked inside; her hair was wet beneath a towel. Are you all right?

No, Elena replied softly. Im not all right. But I will be. It was just the shock of seeing my life jump out at me. It wasnt your brothers fault. Its something I have to deal with.

He felt terrible about it. You know he didnt . . .

Elena smiled. He didnt know. Im not blaming him.

Do you want me to put this costume on the top shelf in your closet?

No. Leave it here. Ill put it away later. I need to hold it for a minute.

That may not be so healthy for you, but okay.

Marina turned to go and hesitated. Alex is going to stay until after Mr. Balogh leaves tonight. Is that okay with you?

Yes, it is. She suddenly realized his friendship was important to her.

The dress lay on the bed, smelling of mothballs and lemon-scented detergent stored inice? Strange. The inside of the box had been warm when first opened. Now, a frost vapor trail materialized as if the package had emerged from cold storage.

Apprehension turned into shivers, and a loud thumping resonated in her chest. She shot up and stared down at the garment. How had this dress caused such a panic attack?

The presence of someone in the room filled the air. A miserable someone.

Another ghost? Shed never even seen one, and now two? Magda again? Or . . . 

Slowly, she backed out of the room, avoiding the onslaught of any specters that might reside inside the folds of the skirt.

Whats wrong?

Startled by the new voice at her side, Elena let the breath go shed been holding.

Marina looked at Elena, then into the room. What in the world is wrong?

Nothing. She couldnt squeak out a response.

Elena! Not a ghost, but a friend.

Somethings wrong. I can feel it.

Marina gripped her arms and turned her around. Youre white as your bedspread. Whats in there?

Keep control. I could have sworn . . . Im just on edge. I . . . Elena stepped back. Im not prone to hallucinations.

Marina shook her head. No. Youre one of the most practical women I know. So?

Elena frowned. It must have been the strain of the past week.

What must have?

She cut off Marinas question, disallowing any more phantoms. Lets go back and check out the costume again.

The garment lay innocently on the bed. The blouse felt warm again. No signs of ghostly specters. Was she nuts?

Im not sure why I . . . Her brows drew together from shock. The album shed slammed shut lay open. A photo of Jan with his broad, handsome smile no longer rested in the collection. It had flipped onto the bed.

Marina grabbed her arm. Honey, I believe the albums unleashed Jans ghost. Hes here.

You believe, then?

Of course. You know I do.

Searching for a plausible explanation, Elena came up with nothing but uneasiness. Im putting this away. She boxed the album and costume and pushed them onto the top shelf of her closet. The cross she clasped around her neck.
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The fog lifted, and blue patches slowly emerged from behind gunmetal gray clouds. Alex stood with his back against the patio railing, checked to see if anyone was in the immediate vicinity, and pulled out his cell phone. He dialed a number in Romania.

A gravelly voice answered, Alex?

Its me.

Good. Alone?

Yeah. You wanted to talk to me.

Alex Brancusi had a secret he kept even from his sister. He worked undercover for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, assigned to Tony Donatellis special operations field team, Operation Heroin Sucks, who worked with the Romanian government. A trail led heroin exportation from Afghanistan to Romania, where it remained until transported to the United States.

Tony had been handpicked to lead the United States Department of Justice team because of his success in eradicating a cartel in South America. Tony was merciless in tracking down criminals, yet he could be one of the nicest guys Alex had ever known.

So? Tony asked.

No question. Magda was murdered. Guy planned it to the second. Nighttime . . . headlights were off. Ran her down.

How do we know the headlights were off? Witnesses?

Yeah. A couple walking home from the park, not far behind Magda. They saw the whole thing but couldnt give a description. The driver sped away. They were more concerned about Magda.

Suspects?

None.

Funeral?

Mostly Briar Hill faculty and staff. No one I havent seen almost every day.

Dead end, you think?

Look, Ive wormed my way into the lives of the entire Briar Hill community. Ive kept my ear to the ground through the student and staff grapevine. Some weedno heroin. However, drugs are coming into Chicago, it isnt through Briar Hill.

You seem pretty sure. Your judgment isnt being clouded by your proximity to home, is it?

Shit. Would you really have sent me here if you thought Id be prejudiced?

No.

In fact, hed done some despicable things. Look, my reputation in town is shot. The women think Im a first-class louse. Ive wined, dined, and some other things Im not proud of, all in the name of patriotism.

Sometimes playing hard to get is a good thing. Tony chuckled. Look, there are a few interesting developments. Magdas Romanian solicitor, Gregory Balogh, arrived from Dkany. As sole heir, Elena inherits the castle.

Yeah, so?

She wants to go to Dkany this summer. Alone.

He heard Tony take a deep breath into the phone. She does? She give a reason?

She hates me. Outside of that, I think shes exerting her independence. Magda wanted to convert the castle into a school.

So she said.

Elena is determined to continue in her footsteps. Ill say that for her. Also, Gregory Balogh will be coming again tonight.

Static shot out from the other end of the phone before it quieted down. Gregory Baloghs a heavy in Dkany. You might find out something we dont already know.

The fog was lifting, and although the sun peaked out from behind the clouds, the atmosphere still felt heavy. A storm was brewing.

Tony, do you know anything about an earthquake that hit Dkany last week?

I heard about it. Shook buildings. Some peasant shacks toppled. Most of the stronger structures held. Not horrible, why?

Balogh mentioned the castle had some damage.

I didnt hear much. Seems okay. Why?

Checking out what Gregory told us. Just curious.

Tonys tone changed. I found something you ought to know. Im looking at the Dkany Hall of Recoords site on the Internet.

Dkany. Why?

Cross-referencing a list of names. But thats not what Im looking at, Tony paused. What was Elena Dkanys husbands last name, again?

Alex sighed. He felt the familiar tug of emptiness whenever someone mentioned the name. He sighed. Ivanov.

Okay, listen to this.

Alex didnt want to listen.

Janek Ivanov was born in December of 1986 and died November 2005 . . .

Why are you rehashing this? We know when he died.

Even though Elenas mentioned as his wife, a child is noted as being born in 05, with no record of the babys death. Listen. This is from an article written by an American correspondent in Bucharest.

Political activist Janek Ivanov died early this morning from injuries sustained in an attack in his home. Mr. Ivanov appeared to be defending his wife when he managed to subdue and kill an unidentified attacker. Both Mr. Ivanov and his wife expired shortly after police arrived.

The news hit Alex like a bucket of ice-cold water. What? No, he almost whispered. He cleared his throat. Cant be. Must have been a mix-up of some kind?

Thats what I thought until I read the obituary. It says Janek and Elena Ivanov died in the attack. No mention of a child.

Suddenly Alex had a hard time breathing. Why the hell had the report stated Elena had been killed?

What did it say about the suspect? Alex asked.

A student from the university. No criminal background. Good student. Nothing outstanding. Maybe some kind of vendetta. Look, what have you found at Briar Hill?

Nothing.

Maybe theres nothing to be found. But, Alex, face the facts, theres a lot of weird shit concerning the Dkanys. Their ownership of a castle that might be inhabited by a gang of drug dealers

Or not.

As you say. We still have other suspects. But think about this. Elena married her brothers best friend, who lives in Bucharest, and hes murdered. Then, nine months ago, Freddy Dkany dies of a heroin overdose. Next, Magda Dkanys killed. Now, Elenas going to the castle. Coincidence? Tonys tone made Alex nervous. He was hitting hard on his familys best friends.

Do you believe in coincidences? Alex asked. He started pacing, nearly slipping on a wet spot. And you think Dkany Castle stores the heroin? Thats why you thought Briar Hill was the point of entry into Chicago? Elenas grandfather was on the board of directors for two decades. Were not investigating the college, were investigating the Dkanys.

Very good, Alex.

Bullshit. Alex pressed down the End Call button.

If this was true and Elena was unaware, she might be in grave danger.





Chapter 5

Dkany Home Evanston, Illinois

The chimes on the doorbell clanged.

Elena jumped. “Dear God.” She let out a sigh and bent over, almost hyperventilating.

Marina swung around. “You okay?”

Elena shook her head and placed her hands on her knees. She gasped and realized she really could breathe. Then she giggled. “I don’t think so, not with Jan wandering around here unannounced.”

“Elena Dkany—ghostbuster.” Marina turned, and they walked down the stairs. Any remnants left of her inner peace turned on its tail and ran deep inside, refusing to emerge.

Marina opened the door.

“Good evening, Miss Marina.” Gregory Balogh took her hand and kissed it in his old-world-style greeting.

Dear God. I forgot he was coming. She looked up the stairs to see if there might be a shadow lurking in a corner, then turned back and greeted her uncle.

Gregory Balogh stood in the threshold, wearing a suit and tie regardless of the ninety-degree weather. “You were expecting . . .” He looked over Elena’s shoulder and blinked several times.

The movement of a dark shadow disappeared into an upper bedroom. So, Uncle Gregory had seen the ghost, had he? Now what? Pretend she hadn’t noticed? Thinking about it, she knew Jan wouldn’t harm her. So, why was he here? Why had he been haunting the box with the wedding dress?

“Uncle Gregory?” Marina turned and shrugged.
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