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    MEMO
  


  
    FROM: Fallon Jones, Director of the West Coast office of Jones & Jones.
  


  
    

  


  
    SUBJECT: Scargill Cove Case Files
  


  
    

  


  
    CLASSIFICATION: Top Secret. Authorized Eyes Only.
  


  
    

  


  
    NOTE FROM FALLON JONES: These are my private notes, the confidential records of the cases handled by J&J here in Scargill Cove. The Cove is a small town and the local cases are small, too. Definitely not the sort that attract attention from the outside world or the media. Hell, the outside world and the media couldn’t even find the Cove on a map of Northern California. As far as GPS is concerned, the town doesn’t exist. That is exactly why I decided to establish the West Coast office of J&J here. I like my privacy.
  


  
    

  


  
    Most of the cases handled here won’t ever make it into the official files of the Arcane Society. But it turns out people get murdered in small towns just like they do in big cities. The Cove being a paranormal nexus, however, nothing is ever normal here—including murder. In this town there are no coincidences.
  


  


  
    Case # 1
  


  
    Death in a Bookstore
  


  
    (Timeframe: Just before the incidents in In Too Deep)
  


  
    
  


  July 6


  
    Got a walk-in client today. Named Fitch. Guess it’s what I get for being the only psychic detective agency in town.
  


  
    Fitch just bought the bookstore, which sells mostly books on vegan cooking and metaphysics. Don’t think he knows much about either.
  


  
    Fitch says he thinks something bad happened in the bookstore, like maybe someone got killed there. Wants me to investigate.
  


  
    I told Fitch I don’t do ghosts. I’m a real psychic, not one of those phonies who claims to speak to the dead. Can’t waste my time.
  


  
    Fitch said he’s not hiring me to get rid of a ghost. Just wants to know what happened.
  


  
    Something about Fitch. May be a low-grade sensitive who really is picking up on some bad energy.
  


  
    Still digging my way out from under the Hawaii case but told Fitch I’d take the job. Probably a mistake.
  


  
    This is a small town. If I refused the Fitch case, people would talk. Fitch might bring in an outside investigator. Not good.
  


  
    
  


  July 15


  
    Up all night again. Probably can’t go on like this indefinitely. Maybe I do need an assistant.
  


  
    Getting low on coffee. Got to remember to pick up some more soon.
  


  
    Another report of a body found near a campground. Same MO. J&J agent says it’s a rogue. Like I needed a psychic serial killer problem.
  


  
    J&J will have to deal with the rogue. Regular law enforcement doesn’t stand a chance against guys like that.
  


  
    Regular law enforcement won’t even admit there is such a thing as the paranormal, let alone killers with psychic talents.
  


  
    
  


  July 17


  
    Crashed last night. Fell asleep at the computer in the middle of reading the new classified report on the Nightshade case.
  


  
    Promised Fitch I’d stop by his bookstore today. Don’t have time for this. Should focus on Nightshade and the rogue.
  


  
    Need more agents. Like that’s gonna happen. J&J isn’t the CIA or the FBI. Don’t have unlimited resources.
  


  
    The rogue struck again. Another campground, another body. I’ll call the illusion-talent in Seattle. Guy gives me chills but he gets the job done. Sometimes it takes a killer to catch a killer.
  


  
    Went to see Fitch. Pretty sure now that he’s got some talent. Probably doesn’t know it yet, himself. He’s right. Bad vibes in that store.
  


  
    Back in the office with a cup of coffee. Thinking about Fitch. No such thing as ghosts but violence always leaves a psychic stain.
  


  
    Illusion-talent took the job. Same arrangement as last time. He deals with the rogue and I don’t ask any questions. Works for us.
  


  
    It’s raining but I’m going to take a walk on the beach. Need to clear my head.
  


  
    Only enough coffee left for one more pot. Got to remember to pick up some at the store.
  


  
    
  


  July 20


  
    Just got off the phone with Zack. Knew he’d be a problem once they made him Master of the Society. Always demanding status reports.
  


  
    Should focus on Nightshade but I keep coming back to the Fitch case. Need to do some research on the former owner of the bookstore.
  


  
    Ran out of coffee. Going across the street to the Sunshine Café. Lousy coffee but it’s not like there’s a lot of choice in this burg.
  


  
    Marge at the Sunshine says Jenny the waitress just quit. Marge is looking for new counter help.
  


  
    Marge and I talked about how to find reliable help in a small town like Scargill Cove. Neither of us had any good ideas.
  


  
    Marge and I also talked about Fitch. She says she doesn’t think he’s been in the book business very long. Something about the guy.
  


  
    I asked Marge what she knew about Hooker, the guy who used to own the bookstore. Marge didn’t know much.
  


  
    The thing about Scargill Cove is that it’s one of those edge-of-the-coast towns filled with folks who don’t fit in anywhere else. Like me.
  


  
    In places like Scargill Cove you don’t ask questions about peoples’ pasts. Bad manners. Also dangerous.
  


  
    All Marge could tell me was that Hooker had arrived in town ten years ago and opened the bookstore. A loner.
  


  
    I’ve been in town for a while now, and I went into the bookstore only twice. Don’t know any more about Hooker than Marge did.
  


  
    Went online and checked out Hooker. Got nothing, which is always interesting. Guy had no past but paid taxes on time. Uh huh.
  


  
    So now I’m curious. Who was Hooker, and why did he suddenly sell up and leave town? Or did he do either?
  


  
    Looks like Hooker handled the sale privately. No real estate agent involved. Deed recorded properly. All taxes paid.
  


  
    
  


  July 21


  
    Asked Fitch how he found out that Hooker wanted to sell the bookstore. Fitch said he drove through town one day. Bought a book.
  


  
    Fitch says he got to talking to Hooker, who said he was ready to move on. Fitch was retired and looking for something to do.
  


  
    Fitch says the idea of running a bookstore appealed to him so he and Hooker did a deal. Doesn’t know where Hooker went.
  


  
    Definitely bad energy in that store. Told Fitch I wanted to walk through the place, including the basement, soak up the vibes.
  


  
    Fitch says the basement is stacked wall to wall with old junk. Says he hasn’t had time to clean it out.
  


  
    Turns out the place used to be a bank. Old vault in the basement hidden behind a pile of crates. Fitch looks surprised. Maybe he is.
  


  
    Vault is locked. New, high-tech lock, not the original. What are the odds that we’re going to find out what happened to Hooker?
  


  
    
  


  July 22


  
    Got a crypto-talent in from Oakland to open the vault. Hooker’s body’s inside. Not a pretty sight. Smell almost knocks us out.
  


  
    Scratch marks on the vault door. Looks like the guy tried to claw his way out. Probably went mad before he ran out of air.
  


  
    Local doc is the coroner and ME. Calls it natural causes. Guy goes into a vault, door slams shut, locking him inside. Accidents happen.
  


  
    Sure, accidents like this used to happen with old, abandoned refrigerators. But an old vault? In Scargill Cove? What are the odds?
  


  
    Hooker sold the shop to Fitch and left town. So what was he doing sneaking back into his old basement vault? Forget something?
  


  
    County sheriff agrees with the doc. Hooker died as the result of an accident. No evidence of foul play, no motive. Nothing.
  


  
    I told Fitch that the investigation was finished. He was right. Something bad did happen to Hooker. Case closed.
  


  
    Fitch asks me if I believe that Hooker’s death was an accident. I tell him no. I remind him this is Northern California. He gets it.
  


  
    Scargill Cove is in the heart of the Emerald Triangle. Marijuana country. Major cash crop. Lot of money involved.
  


  
    Combine an illegal substance with big profits and you get violence. Odds are good Hooker was in the drug business.
  


  
    If that theory is right, then Hooker may have been the loser in a quarrel with one of his business associates.
  


  
    But I can’t shake two questions about Hooker. Why did he come back after moving out of town? What did he keep in the vault?
  


  
    
  


  July 24


  
    Illusion-talent decides to check in. Says he picked up the trail of the rogue. I hang up and think about the scratch marks in the vault.
  


  
    I shouldn’t care how and why Hooker died. Hardly knew the guy and he probably had it coming if he was in the marijuana trade. Still.
  


  
    It occurs to me that I need to do something about the Hooker murder because it happened here on my turf. This is my town.
  


  
    When did I develop a sense of civic responsibility? When did Scargill Cove become home? Weird feeling.
  


  
    If Hooker used the vault to store bundles of marijuana there should be some traces of the stuff.
  


  
    Got to go out for coffee, anyway, so might as well stop by Fitch’s shop and take another look at the vault. I grab a flashlight.
  


  
    Fitch seems glad to see me. We go downstairs and take a look around the vault. No visible residue of marijuana.
  


  
    I examine the scratches on the vault door. Random marks left by a dying man? I go hot and raise my psychic talent for a closer look.
  


  
    Within Arcane, there’s a formal name for my kind of paranormal vision: chaos theory–talent.
  


  
    There are other, informal, less polite terms for people like me: paranoid conspiracy theorist, obsessive, eccentric. Nice resume.
  


  
    Probably doomed to take over J&J. Couldn’t get any other kind of job. Can’t get a date, either. But that’s another issue.
  


  
    People tell me that I see patterns where others see only chaos. And sure enough, I can see a pattern in the scratch marks on the door.
  


  
    Hooker didn’t try to claw his way out of the vault. He knew that was impossible. So he left a message. In code. For me.
  


  
    Fitch asks if I notice any clues. I tell him no. I don’t tell him about the code. I need to think about this.
  


  
    I take a walk on the beach. Storm coming in. Why did Hooker think I might investigate his death?
  


  
    He kept the code simple. Knew anyone connected with Arcane could figure it out. That means he knew I’m Arcane. Knew I’m psychic.
  


  
    Hooker must have figured that if anyone ever found his body, I might get involved in the investigation. I’m the only PI in town.
  


  
    The scratches are crude Roman numerals. I’m good with codes and this is child’s play. The numbers refer to letters of the alphabet.
  


  
    The letters spell Crystallus. It’s one of the three Latin words on the seal of the Arcane Society. Lux Lucis, Somnium, Crystallus.
  


  
    Lux Lucis: light. Somnium: dreams. Crystallus: crystals. Combined with fire they represent the Society’s theory of psychic energy.
  


  
    Why would Hooker leave me a coded message referring to crystals? Like I tell my agents: there are no coincidences.
  


  
    Hooker was killed around the time the Hawaii case was closed. He probably heard about Craigmore’s death. It was in the papers.
  


  
    Craigmore was well known in the business world. But he had a secret life. More than one. I think Hooker knew about those other lives.
  


  
    Hooker figured I was aware of Craigmore’s history with Arcane and the black ops government agency. Knew I’d get the message.
  


  
    I keep walking. I’m running hot, in the zone. Letting the energy of the storm focus my talent.
  


  
    Out there on the glittering web of the invisible psychic grid that is my chessboard, I start moving pieces. Running scenarios.
  


  
    Hooker must have known about Craigmore’s psychic talent for manipulating the energy of crystals.
  


  
    If he knew that much, Hooker might have known about the crystal weapon Craigmore kept as a souvenir of his black ops work.
  


  
    Question: Did Hooker know about Craigmore because they worked together at the black ops agency? Yes. Feels right.
  


  
    The black ops agency was shut down several years ago. But Hooker and Craigmore were about the same age. Could have been colleagues.
  


  
    If Hooker knew that Craigmore was dead, why point me in that direction? Did he know about the Nightshade connection? My talent says no.
  


  
    If Hooker knew about Nightshade he would have left another message. The scratches are about Craigmore and crystals and the weapon.
  


  
    I watch more points illuminate on the paranormal plane. Craigmore’s crystal gun. That was the crux of Hooker’s message.
  


  
    Maybe there was more than one crystal weapon. Reasonable assumption. Any remaining guns would be incredibly valuable. And dangerous.
  


  
    Arcane. The government. Rogue crystal-talents. Arms dealers. The list of potential buyers is a long one. But so are the risks.
  


  
    Anyone trying to sell the crystal guns would have a big marketing problem. The buyers would all be willing to kill for the product.
  


  
    Maybe that’s what happened to Hooker. He wasn’t murdered for his stash of weed. He was killed for his stash of crystal guns.
  


  
    The whole paranormal grid is hot now. I can feel answers slamming into place. But I need more background.
  


  
    I also need more coffee. I go back up the cliff trail and walk into town. Stop at the Sunshine. Marge still hasn’t gotten a new waitress.
  


  
    Marge wants to know if I’ve had any luck looking for an assistant. I tell her no. She gets me my coffee. I go back to the office.
  


  
    I take a good look around the office. I’m buried in paperwork. Probably do need an assistant, but how do I find one in this town?
  


  
    Back to work on the Fitch case. I fire up the computer. Hit my favorite conspiracy theorist sites. Whack jobs are as busy as ever.
  


  
    I exclude the Area 51 crowd. Not dealing with aliens here. Focus on the black helicopter folks. Strike out.
  


  
    Move on to what used to be my favorite conspiracy site, but the Sentinel went dark a while back and it is still silent. Rumors are circulating that the Sentinel is dead.
  


  
    The Sentinel was way, way out there, definitely over the horizon, even for a conspiracy theorist. But in a weird way, I’m going to miss the site. What does that say about me?
  


  
    No luck with the usual suspects. Sit back and think for a while. Get an idea and pick up the phone. Call Arizona Snow.
  


  
    Arizona Snow is the ultimate conspiracy theorist. Lives in a little town on the Oregon Coast. Eclipse Bay.
  


  
    Snow is kind of crazy. Sunk so deep into her conspiracy theories that she will never escape. Some people say I’ll end up like her.
  


  
    Snow and I have never met but we have mutual acquaintances. Grace and Luther in Hawaii. They worked the Craigmore case.
  


  
    When AZ answers the phone I start to introduce myself; use the Grace and Luther connection. But Snow says she knows who I am.
  


  
    The fact that AZ recognizes my name and is willing to talk to me is a little scary. The woman is loony tunes. But she’s got talent.
  


  
    AZ once worked for a secret government agency. She was black ops before they had a name for it. Now she’s nuts. Coincidence?
  


  
    When I talk to AZ, am I talking to my own future? Am I doomed to get so far out on the psychic plane that I’ll never find my way back?
  


  
    Have to worry about my para-psych problems some other time. Got to find those missing crystal guns before Nightshade or a rogue does.
  


  
    Arizona asks if my phone is encrypted. I say yes. She starts talking about rumors of three men who vanished several years ago.
  


  
    AZ says that at one time the three missing men worked for her old agency. Got sent to another dept. for some tests. Never returned.
  


  
    Rumor was that the tests were intended to identify agents with certain psychic abilities. AZ thinks the men went to another agency.
  


  
    AZ hints that one of the projects at the other agency involved some kind of psychic weapons. Agency shut down years ago.
  


  
    Officially, the three men died in an accident. But rumor is they pulled a disappearing act and took some of the weapons with them.
  


  
    AZ says there haven’t been any rumors of the crystal guns in years. She says Vortex probably tracked down the men and the guns.
  


  
    AZ says the crystal guns are just the kind of thing Vortex would try to get hold of. I ask her what Vortex is and brace myself.
  


  
    AZ says Vortex is a group of highly-placed conspirators dedicated to controlling the world. Like anyone would want that job.
  


  
    I think of Nightshade. Okay, there are such things as conspiracies. Problem is, Nightshade is real. Vortex isn’t.
  


  
    I thank AZ, tell her J&J owes her a favor, and try to end the call. She wants to tell me one more thing.
  


  
    AZ says that I’m opening a can of worms. Says to keep an eye out for Vortex agents. I ask how I’ll recognize one.
  


  
    AZ says I’ll know a Vortex agent by a tattoo of a tornado on the shoulder. I tell her I don’t plan to get that close.
  


  
    End the call, sit back, and pull up my talent. Watch the grid light up with connections. No such thing as Vortex except in AZ’s head.
  


  
    But the crystal guns are real. Scenario: Hooker and two others stole the psychic weapons years ago when their agency shut down.
  


  
    Hooker and the others knew the guns were very, very hot. Went into deep hiding. But why no rumors about the weapons in all this time?
  


  
    If Hooker and his partners had used the weapons themselves or sold them on the black market, there would have been rumors.
  


  
    Looked into the victim’s past. Got nothing on Hooker. Time to take another look at the client. Fitch.
  


  
    I go deep online, looking for anything I can find on Fitch. His past is squeaky clean, just like Hooker’s.
  


  
    I’ve got my red flag. Fitch is too clean. Why was he so anxious for me to investigate Hooker’s death?
  


  
    Grid’s getting hotter now. Fitch didn’t come to me because he was worried about some bad energy in his shop.
  


  
    Fitch hired me to find something that he couldn’t find himself: Hooker’s stash of crystal guns. It’s all coming together now.
  


  
    Hooker, Fitch, and a third man stole the crystal guns. But Hooker betrayed his two partners. Disappeared with the guns.
  


  
    Classic falling-out among thieves scenario. Took Fitch years to find Hooker here in Scargill Cove.
  


  
    Must have been a quarrel. Hooker died without revealing the location of the crystal guns. Fitch hit a wall so he hired a psychic PI.
  


  
    Fitch hopes that my investigation will lead to the crystal guns. Once he has them, figures he’ll get rid of me. No loose ends.
  


  
    Need more answers and there’s only one place to get them. I leave the office and walk down the street to Fitch’s bookshop.
  


  
    I’m running hot now. In the zone. The grid is blazing. Nothing like a lot of adrenaline and psi to heat the blood.
  


  
    Bookshop is open but Fitch isn’t behind the counter. I go downstairs to the vault room. Fitch is waiting. With a gun.
  


  
    You know, he says. I tell him I know some of it, but not all. It’s about the crystal guns, I say.
  


  
    He tells me they stole three of them, one for each man. But Hooker turned on them. Disappeared with all three guns.
  


  
    I ask about the third man. Fitch says after they stole the guns, another agent named Craigmore came looking for them.
  


  
    Craigmore got to Brock. Killed him. But never found Fitch or Hooker or the three guns. Eventually Craigmore stopped looking.
  


  
    I don’t tell Fitch that Craigmore stopped looking because he had bigger fish to fry. Instead I ask how Hooker died.
  


  
    Fitch says that after all these years he finally found Hooker here in Scargill Cove. Confronted him down here in the basement.
  


  
    Fitch says there was an argument. Hooker refused to give up the guns. Why? I ask. He never used them. Never sold them.
  


  
    Fitch says Hooker had a change of heart after they stole the guns. He decided they were too dangerous. So he hid them.
  


  
    Fitch says Hooker planned to take the secret to his grave. Which is exactly what he did. So how did Hooker end up in the vault?
  


  
    Fitch says during the argument, Hooker clutched his chest. Looked like he was having a heart attack. Stumbled into the vault.
  


  
    Fitch says Hooker pulled the vault door closed. It locked. Fitch couldn’t get it open.
  


  
    I understand now. Hooker was dying. Knew he had only one chance to leave me a message. Locked himself in the vault.
  


  
    The dying Hooker scratched his message in code on the inside of the bank vault door, hoping that eventually I’d find it.
  


  
    I look at Fitch. You asked me to investigate because you couldn’t find the crystal guns yourself, I say.
  


  
    Fitch says that I failed. Says it’s time to tie up loose ends. I’m going to have the same kind of heart attack that killed Hooker.
  


  
    The wave of cold psychic energy comes at me like a tsunami, crashing across my senses. Killing energy. Fitch is generating it.
  


  
    Always knew there was something about Fitch. Guy is a powerful talent. Very few can kill with psychic energy.
  


  
    The icy mind blast is freezing my para-senses. Power like this can stop the human heart. I now know exactly what killed Hooker.
  


  
    I need to distract Fitch for a second. That’s all. One lousy second. I manage to talk. I know where the guns are hidden, I say.
  


  
    He doesn’t believe me but he doesn’t want to take any chances, either. The mind blast lessens a little. Where are they? he asks.
  


  
    And suddenly I know. Hooker gave me that information, too, in his coded message. But I’m not about to tell Fitch.
  


  
    I’ve got an opening. With my talent, I reach into the whirlwind of chaos and seize the power I need.
  


  
    I slam the chaos energy into Fitch’s aura, shattering his currents. He goes down hard. Dead before he hits the floor.
  


  
    I take a little time to get myself back under control. Killing a man takes a psychic toll. I’ll revisit this scene in my nightmares. Won’t be the first bad dreams I’ve had.
  


  
    I leave the body on the floor and go upstairs. Hooker stocked a lot of New Age books: meditation, dream theory, crystals.
  


  
    There are three shelves of books devoted to crystals. I find one that carries the logo of the Arcane Society. Open it.
  


  
    Book is hollowed out. Three small flashlights inside. The crystal guns. Hidden in plain sight.
  


  
    I go back down into the vault room. Crouch beside Fitch’s body. I know the authorities will call it natural causes.
  


  
    I feel a frisson of intuition. I unbutton Fitch’s shirt. Breathe a sigh of relief when I don’t find any mark on his shoulder.
  


  
    But I make the mistake of turning him over. Look at the back of his shoulder. A small tattoo. Looks like a tornado. Vortex.
  


  


  


  
    Epilogue
  


  
    Monday morning. Some good news. Illusion talent sees fit to call in. Says I don’t have to worry about the serial killer anymore.
  


  
    

  


  
    I ask what happened to the rogue. The illusion talent tells me the guy drowned. Right. I don’t ask any more questions.
  


  
    

  


  
    No coffee. I head for the Sunshine Café. I sense the change when I go through the door. Good energy in the Sunshine today.
  


  
    

  


  
    Got a new employee, Marge tells me. Name is Isabella Valdez. New employee comes out of the kitchen. That’s when I know.
  


  
    

  


  
    Isabella Valdez is the source of the good energy in the Sunshine. I introduce myself. She pours coffee for me.
  


  
    

  


  
    Isabella Valdez is a talent of some kind. Very high grade. Another talent in this small town? What are the odds?
  


  
    

  


  
    I sit at the counter for a long time, thinking about Vortex. Just what I need, another conspiracy of rogue psychics to worry about.
  


  
    

  


  
    After a while I stop thinking about Vortex. I think about Isabella Valdez instead.
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    Fallon Jones: three years earlier . . .
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Paranormal fire burned in the darkness. Auroras of psi splashed across the ether. The night sky above San Francisco was ablaze with light from across the spectrum. Fallon Jones gripped the condo balcony railing with both hands, fighting to anchor himself to reality. There were spectacular patterns wherever he looked: wondrous, astonishingly intricate webs of connections and links that illuminated the path back to the heart of the universe.
  


  
    The dazzling radiance of the midnight world was compelling beyond anything he had ever experienced. He was certain that if he only looked closely enough, he would be able to distinguish the light from the dawn of creation, perhaps even grasp a fistful of the raw power of chaos that fueled the forces of life and death.
  


  
    “Good night for a walk, isn’t it?” Tucker Austin said.
  


  
    Fallon turned to look at the figure silhouetted in the opening of the sliding-glass doorway. There was something wrong. Tucker looked as if he stood on the other side of a waterfall. It was impossible to focus on him. He held something in his hand but Fallon could not make it out.
  


  
    “What are you doing here?” Fallon asked. He was vaguely aware that he sounded drunk. But he was almost positive that he’d had only one glass of wine with dinner.
  


  
    “We both know why I’m here.” Tucker moved out of the doorway and went to stand at the railing a short distance away. He kept the object in his hand out of sight against his left leg. “The magic lantern really slammed your senses, didn’t it? That’s one of the interesting side effects of the device. The higher the level of talent, the greater the impact. You are literally off the charts on the Jones Scale. That makes the lantern the ideal weapon to destroy you without arousing any suspicions. By now you’re lost out there on the paranormal plane. There’s no coming back from this trip.”
  


  
    “You came here to kill me,” Fallon said. A simple statement of fact, nothing more or less. It was good to know he was still able to think logically.
  


  
    “I did warn you that one day your talent would be the death of you.” Tucker sounded amused. “I’m not alone in that opinion, as I’m sure you’re aware. Fortunately, a lot of people are convinced that a chaos theory–talent as powerful as you is doomed. And there have always been those rumors about the men in your family who inherit that aspect of the founder’s talent. Everyone knows that Sylvester Jones was a paranoid whack-job at the end.”
  


  
    “Sylvester died more than four hundred years ago,” Fallon said. “No one knows what really happened to him at the end. And rumors are, by definition, not facts.”
  


  
    “But as you have often pointed out, an interesting rumor always has more influence than a boring fact.”
  


  
    Fallon shook his head once and blinked a couple times, trying to bring Tucker into focus. The small motion caused the universe to shift around him. The disorientation was so fierce now that he had to clench his hand around the balcony railing to stay on his feet.
  


  
    “Why?” he asked. It was a foolish question. He knew the answer. But for some reason he wanted to hear Tucker put it into words. Then again, that had been the problem all along. He had wanted to believe Tucker Austin.
  


  
    “I’m afraid there’s no other way out.” Tucker rested both elbows on the railing and contemplated the night. “It’s either you or me this time. Survival of the fittest and all that. The magic lantern has certain hypnotic effects. In addition to creating those fascinating hallucinations you’re currently viewing, it makes you vulnerable to suggestion. For example, you feel like taking a walk off this balcony, don’t you?”
  


  
    “No,” Fallon said again. He tried to move, but when he took a step he stumbled and went down to his knees.
  


  
    Tucker gestured toward the building across the street. “You know what you should do, Fallon? You should cross that crystal bridge. Halfway over, you’ll have a terrific view of the heart of the universe. How can you resist?”
  


  
    Fallon tightened his grip on the railing and hauled himself upright. He tried to focus, but the crashing waves of the auroras that lit up the night were too distracting.
  


  
    “What bridge?” he asked.
  


  
    “Right there.” Tucker pointed. “It leads from this balcony to the roof of the building across the street. Just step over the railing and you’ll be on your way.”
  


  
    Fallon looked down. Strange machines moved on the street below. Lights glowed and flashed. Cars, some part of his brain whispered. Get a grip. You’re fourteen floors above the street.
  


  
    “Don’t you see the bridge?” Tucker asked. “It leads to all the answers, Fallon. You just follow the crystal brick road to find the wizard.”
  


  
    Fallon concentrated. A crystal bridge materialized in the night. The transparent steps were infused with an internal light. He pulled harder on his talent. The bridge brightened and beckoned. But a tiny sliver of awareness sliced through the wonder of the scene.
  


  
    “Think I’ve seen that bridge before,” he said.
  


  
    “Yeah?” For the first time Tucker sounded slightly disconcerted. “Where?”
  


  
    “In the movies. Damn silly plot, but the special effects were mildly entertaining.”
  


  
    Tucker chuckled. “Leave it to Fallon Jones to come up with a logical explanation for a perfectly good hallucination. Well, it was worth a shot. But if you won’t do this the easy way, I guess we’ll have to go with Plan B.”
  


  
    He moved suddenly, bringing up the object in his hand. Fallon tried to raise one arm to block the blow, but his muscles would not obey. Instinctively he twisted aside instead. He lost his balance and went down hard on the tiled floor.
  


  
    The object Tucker wielded was a hammer. It struck inches away from Fallon’s head. He heard the crack of the tiles. The entire balcony shuddered with the force of the blow.
  


  
    Somewhere in the night a woman started screaming.
  


  
    “You crazy son of a bitch,” Tucker said. He raised the hammer for another blow. “You’re supposed to be out of your head by now.”
  


  
    Fallon rolled away and reached for more talent. The hammer struck the floor of the balcony again.
  


  
    He managed to scramble to his feet. The sparkling, iridescent night spun wildly around him.
  


  
    Tucker charged him in a violent rush. The promise of imminent death sent another rush of adrenaline through Fallon, producing a few seconds of brilliant clarity.
  


  
    He finally succeeded in getting a focus. For an instant the familiar features of the man he had considered a trusted friend were clearly visible in the light from the living room. Tucker’s face was twisted with a maddened rage. Fallon realized that he had never known the real Tucker until tonight.
  


  
    The shock of being so terribly, horribly wrong brought another dose of clarity. People had died because of Tucker Austin, and Fallon knew that he was, in part, to blame. He summoned up the full, raging force of his talent, reached into the heart of chaos and seized a fistful of fire. He hurled the invisible currents of paranormal radiation into Tucker’s aura. Not exactly Zeus with the lightning bolts, but good enough to get the job done.
  


  
    Tucker grunted once, clutched at his heart and instinctively reeled backward to escape the onslaught of energy. He fetched up hard against the balcony railing. He was a tall man. The barrier caught him at midthigh. The force of his momentum sent him over the edge.
  


  
    He did not scream, because he was already dead. But Jenny’s scream went on forever. Fallon knew he would hear it for the rest of his life.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Isabella: one month ago . . .
  


  
    

  


  
    She was not expecting the killers to come for her in the lingerie department.
  


  
    She was always especially alert at night after work when she walked through the mall’s deserted parking garage. She never entered the cheap motel room that she rented by the week without checking for the telltale paranormal fog indicating an intruder. When she shopped for groceries, she was careful to keep an eye on strangers who invaded her personal space, and she never, ever ordered in. No one had an excuse to knock on her door.
  


  
    But for some reason Isabella had felt reasonably safe selling women’s underwear in the discount department store for the past week. The sight of the two men loitering across the aisle in women’s sportswear sent a frisson of electricity across the nape of her neck. When you were psychic, you paid attention to your intuition.
  


  
    She heightened her talent cautiously, bracing for the unpleasant chill of awareness. She possessed the ability to perceive the unique energy generated by those who kept secrets. Everyone harbored countless mysteries, small and large, however, so it was a given that if there were people in the vicinity, there would be a lot of fog.
  


  
    Her coworkers and the shoppers around her were abruptly surrounded by misty auras. She wrestled with her talent for a few seconds, concentrating on those two men. Although she was prepared, the sight of the hot, seething energy around the pair made her go cold to the bone. Definitely talents of some kind, probably hunters.
  


  
    You’re the one they’re hunting, her intuition whispered. Run. Sure, like she could outrun two trained men who would be as quick and ruthless as a pair of wolves.
  


  
    She struggled to maintain her outward composure. Panic would get her killed as surely as any gun or knife.
  


  
    The middle-aged woman standing directly in front of her tossed three pairs of lacy thong panties onto the sales counter with a defiant air.
  


  
    “I’ll take these,” she announced, daring Isabella to object.
  


  
    The customer displayed all of the visible hallmarks of a woman who had just gone through a nasty divorce. Isabella did not need the psychic side of her nature to pick up on the cues: a pale white line where the wedding ring had been; eyes too wide and tight from a recent surgical lift; new haircut, fresh dye job; trendy, tight-fitting clothes. The woman’s life had recently crashed and burned.
  


  
    I know the feeling, Isabella thought. Sort of. The truth was, she had never actually had a real life. Still, for a while during the past six months she had come close, so close, to feeling normal. Face it— you weren’t born to be normal.
  


  
    She managed a polite smile and picked up the panties. “Great buy, aren’t they?”
  


  
    “Yes.” The customer was somewhat mollified now that she was assured she wasn’t going to be mocked for buying the thongs. “That’s why I’m buying three pairs.”
  


  
    “Good idea. The price will go back up next week after the sale,” Isabella said.
  


  
    She watched the two men in women’s sportswear out of the corner of her eye while she rang up the panties. The hair on the back of her neck was standing on end. Goose bumps covered her upper arms. A cold sweat formed between her shoulder blades. Her senses were screaming. Her pulse was pounding. Get out of here. Now.
  


  
    Viewed in normal light there was nothing to mark the two hunters as anything other than what they appeared to be: bored shopping escorts waiting for their companions to come out of the dressing rooms. But Isabella noticed that customers in their vicinity edged away from them. The two were probably really cranked, preparing to close in on their prey. As a result they were giving off so much energy that even people without any measurable talent sensed the threat on a subliminal level.
  


  
    “Excuse me, I’m in a hurry here,” the woman on the other side of the counter snapped.
  


  
    “Sorry.” Isabella smiled apologetically. “Cash register is a little slow today.”
  


  
    She pushed the credit card receipt and a pen across the counter. The woman scrawled her name and grabbed the shopping bag containing the thongs. Isabella forced herself to smile at the next customer in line, a young mother with a baby in a stroller.
  


  
    “Can I help you?” Isabella asked. Run.
  


  
    “I want to buy this.” The customer put a pale blue nightgown on the counter and leaned down to pick up the small plush toy the baby had tossed out of the stroller.
  


  
    “This is such a pretty color,” Isabella remarked, falling back on the one day of training the department store had given her at the start of her employment. Always compliment the customer’s good taste. She folded the nightgown in the precise way she had been instructed and reached for a sheet of tissue. “Such a beautiful shade of blue.”
  


  
    The woman straightened, brightening immediately.
  


  
    “Yes,” she said. “It’s my favorite. Good price, too.”
  


  
    “You were smart to get here early for the sale.” Isabella started to wrap some tissue around the nightgown and paused, frowning. “Hmm.”
  


  
    “What’s wrong?”
  


  
    “There’s a small spot on this gown,” Isabella said.
  


  
    Alarmed, the woman leaned over the counter. “Where?”
  


  
    “Right here.” Isabella whisked up the nightgown, careful to hold it so that the customer could not see the mythical spot.
  


  
    “It’s the last one in blue in my size,” the woman wailed.
  


  
    “Don’t worry, I think I’ve got one more in the back room, same color and size. I’ll only be a moment.”
  


  
    Nightgown in hand, Isabella turned and went quickly toward the discreet door directly behind the counter.
  


  
    She knew the hunter-talents saw her go through the door into the stockroom, but with luck they would not realize that she had spotted them. Even if they were suspicious, they were unlikely to follow her. One of the clerks would be sure to call Security.
  


  
    She dropped the nightgown onto a table and started toward the door that opened onto the emergency stairwell. Darlene, one of her coworkers, emerged from between two rows of floor-to-ceiling shelving crammed with boxes of undergarments. She had a stack of lacy bras in her hand.
  


  
    “Annie, are you okay?” Darlene asked, frowning in concern. “You look like you’re not feeling well.”
  


  
    “I’m fine, thanks,” Isabella said.
  


  
    She had used the name and ID of a nonexistent woman named Ann Carstairs to get the job in the department store. There was only one individual on the face of the earth who knew her real name. In the past week she’d been forced to face the possibility that that person, her grandmother, might be dead. If no one knows your real name, do you even exist ? she wondered.
  


  
    That’s it, she thought. Stop right there. Negative thinking will get you nowhere. Until it was proven otherwise, she was going to go with the assumption that her grandmother was alive. Meanwhile, her job was to keep herself breathing. That meant avoiding the two hunter-talents.
  


  
    “You look a little shaky,” Darlene said.
  


  
    “Low on caffeine,” Isabella replied. “I’m going on break. Thought I’d use the stairs to the coffee room. I need the exercise.”
  


  
    “Huh.” Darlene hurried toward the door to the sales floor. “Seems to me we get plenty of exercise during a sale. My feet are killing me. I’m going to be exhausted by the time we get off work tonight.”
  


  
    “Me, too,” Isabella said. “Would you mind taking the blue nightgown out to the counter? There’s a customer waiting for it. Tell her there was no spot, after all. Just a trick of the light.”
  


  
    “No problem.”
  


  
    “Thanks.”
  


  
    She waited until Darlene disappeared out onto the sales floor, and then she opened the stairwell door.
  


  
    More fog swirled on the concrete staircase, but unlike the energy that enveloped the hunter-talents, this stuff glowed with a cold fire. It was the kind of fog she had learned to associate with impending death.
  


  
    “Oh, crap, not now,” she whispered.
  


  
    She was running for her life. She did not need any distractions.
  


  
    She started down the stairs, determined to ignore the atmosphere of the stairwell. But there was no ignoring the seething fog cascading down the steps. It was so very cold.
  


  
    She stopped and looked up. The fog came from the rooftop of the three-story mall, one floor above. The part of her that had been dealing with her talent since her thirteenth year screamed at her to follow the luminous trail. There was something at the top of the emergency stairwell that needed to be found immediately. Time was of the essence.
  


  
    The thought of getting cornered on the roof by the two hunters held no appeal. But the odds were good that the pair would assume that she would flee down into the mall garage or out onto the street. Going up might be an excellent strategy.
  


  
    Okay, she was rationalizing. Still, there was a slender thread of logic involved. The bottom line was that she had to find whatever was waiting to be discovered on the mall roof and she had to find it quickly.
  


  
    The emergency stairwell was a highly efficient echo chamber. The sound of footsteps carried from top to bottom. If the hunters realized that she was not coming back out onto the sales floor, they would surely guess that she had escaped via the emergency stairs. If they decided to risk following her into the stairwell, they would hear her climbing up toward the roof.
  


  
    She slipped out of her flats, clutched them in one hand, and went quickly up the stairs in her stocking feet. At least she was dressed for flight, she thought. She always wore trousers and flats or boots to work, always dressed to run for her life.
  


  
    She had been living on the edge for ten days. Lately she had begun to wonder how much longer she could keep up the unrelenting vigilance. The fact that Julian Garrett’s men had found her so easily tonight was a sure sign that her life in hiding was taking a toll on her senses. She could not go on like this much longer.
  


  
    Start thinking like that and you might as well jump off the roof when you get there.
  


  
    At least it would all be over. If her grandmother was dead, there was no one left who was linked to her by bonds of blood. Ten days ago, she had been forced to sever the workplace friendships she had forged at Lucan Protection Services. Now she was profoundly alone in a way that most people could never imagine. In a world where everyone possessed an identity, she was utterly anonymous. In a very real sense she did not exist.
  


  
    So why go on?
  


  
    Rage kicked in, generating heat and energy and another burst of adrenaline. She dashed up the stairwell. She did have something, she thought. She had an enemy. His name was Julian Garrett. She would not let the bastards win so easily.
  


  
    Always nice to have a goal.
  


  
    She made it up the final flight of stairs, breathless now, and opened the door. Warily, she stepped outside into the balmy Arizona night. The lights of Phoenix, Scottsdale and the neighboring communities glittered and winked below. A nearly full moon bathed the scene in silver.
  


  
    The vast expanse of the roof was dotted here and there by the looming shapes of several tons of HVAC equipment. It took a lot of air-conditioning for a mall to survive summer and winter in the desert.
  


  
    She hesitated, trying to concentrate on the possibilities that might be available if the hunters followed her to the top of the mall. She could see at least three other stairwell entrances that opened onto the roof. But the river of icy fog did not lead toward one of the potential escape routes. It illuminated a path to the edge of the roof. At the end of the trail of freezing mist, a woman stood silhouetted against the city lights.
  


  
    Isabella slipped into her shoes and went slowly toward the woman.
  


  
    “Hi,” she said. Her heart was pounding, but she managed to keep her voice calm and soothing. “Are you okay?”
  


  
    The woman gasped and turned quickly. “Who are you?”
  


  
    “This week I’m Annie. What’s your name?”
  


  
    “Sandra. What are you doing here?”
  


  
    “I don’t know. You tell me.”
  


  
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Sandra sounded angry now.
  


  
    “You’re thinking of jumping off this roof, aren’t you?”
  


  
    “Don’t come any closer.”
  


  
    “Okay.” Isabella stopped. “I’d really like to help you, but we’re going to have to make this fast. I don’t have a lot of time.”
  


  
    “Got another appointment?” Sandra’s tone was utterly flat now. “Don’t let me keep you.”
  


  
    “The thing is there are a couple of guys downstairs who want to kidnap me.”
  


  
    “What on earth are you talking about?”
  


  
    Isabella inched closer. She was still too far away from Sandra to do what needed to be done.
  


  
    “They’re hunting for me as we speak. It won’t take them long to realize that I’m not coming out of the stockroom. It would be good if I could get off this roof before they find me.”
  


  
    “Two men are hunting you?” Sandra’s voice rose in disbelief. “Is this some kind of sick joke?”
  


  
    “I wish.”
  


  
    “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
  


  
    “Very.”
  


  
    “You’re probably on drugs. Did you stiff your dealer? Look, I don’t want to get involved, okay? I’ve got my own problems.”
  


  
    “No, honest,” Isabella said. “This has nothing to do with drugs. Ten days ago I stumbled into a very dangerous conspiracy. Someone set me up to take the fall. The real conspirators think I know too much. I’m afraid they may have murdered my grandmother because I told her about the scheme. And now they’re trying to kill me. Oh, damn, I really don’t have time for this conversation.”
  


  
    “Are you some kind of nutcase? One of those conspiracy freaks?”
  


  
    “That opinion has been floated occasionally.” Isabella edged closer. Almost there. Another couple of feet and she would be able to touch Sandra. All she needed was physical contact.
  


  
    “Stop,” Sandra said. “Don’t come any closer. I mean it.”
  


  
    Muffled footsteps sounded inside the nearby stairwell.
  


  
    “I think we just ran out of time,” Isabella said. “Here they come.”
  


  
    “Who?” Bewildered and distracted, Sandra turned her head toward the stairwell.
  


  
    “The killers,” Isabella replied.
  


  
    She pounced. Seizing Sandra’s wrist, she found a focus and pulsed some energy.
  


  
    Sandra’s face became expressionless. She stared off into the distance.
  


  
    Isabella yanked her behind the massive metal housing that shrouded the HVAC equipment. She pushed her down onto the rooftop. “Stay here. Don’t move and don’t say a word until I tell you it’s safe to come out.”
  


  
    Sandra did not respond. Isabella pulsed a little more energy and then released Sandra’s arm. The woman sat very still, her back against the metal housing, and gazed out into the night.
  


  
    The door of the stairwell slammed open. Isabella knew that there was no point trying to hide on the rooftop. The killers would conduct a thorough search.
  


  
    She moved out from behind the HVAC tower and looked at the figure that had just emerged from the stairwell. The hunter-talent didn’t see her at first. Moonlight and neon glinted on the small pistol in his hand.
  


  
    “Hi,” Isabella said. She waved.
  


  
    He turned toward her with preternatural speed, gun elevated.
  


  
    “Got her,” he called over his shoulder.
  


  
    His companion emerged from the same opening. He, too, gripped a gun.
  


  
    “Did you really think we wouldn’t find you?” the first man said. “You’re coming with us.”
  


  
    “I’m a little busy at the moment,” Isabella said.
  


  
    “No shit,” the second man said. “So are we. Wasted over a week trying to find you. The boss is not happy.”
  


  
    He moved forward and seized Isabella’s arm.
  


  
    The contact acted like a psychic electrical contact, making it possible for her to pulse energy directly into his aura.
  


  
    She got a focus and sent out a small blast of disruptive psi.
  


  
    “Get lost,” she said softly.
  


  
    The gunman went still for a few seconds. Then he turned and started to walk toward the edge of the roof.
  


  
    His companion stared. “What the hell? Hey, Rawlins, where are you going?”
  


  
    Isabella took a step toward the stairwell doorway.
  


  
    “Don’t move,” the man snarled. He lunged forward, grabbed her wrist and turned back to his companion. “Rawlins, have you gone crazy? Come back here.”
  


  
    Rawlins continued toward the edge of the roof as though captivated by the clusters of lights sprinkled across the desert.
  


  
    “Rawlins,” the second man shouted. He sounded on the verge of panic. “You’re gonna go off the damn roof, man. Come back.” He put the barrel of the pistol against Isabella’s head. “What did you do to him, you little bitch?”
  


  
    “I just told him to get lost,” she said. She got the fix and pulsed energy into his aura. “Same thing I’m telling you. Take a hike.”
  


  
    The gunman froze for a beat or two and then he lowered the gun. She took the weapon from his unresisting hand. He turned and started to follow Rawlins toward the edge of the mall roof.
  


  
    “Oh, good grief,” Isabella said. “I’ll admit, I’m tempted to let you both walk off this roof, but it would probably cause more trouble than it’s worth.”
  


  
    She put down the gun, hurried forward and stepped in front of Rawlins. She touched him lightly.
  


  
    “Wrong way. Come with me.”
  


  
    He stopped obediently, his face a complete blank. She took the gun from him and set it down. Then she took his wrist in one hand and grabbed the other man’s arm. She guided them both toward the stairwell. When they reached the doorway, she urged them inside.
  


  
    “Go down the stairs, leave the building and keep walking,” she ordered. “Cross the streets only at the crosswalks. Wait for the green light.”
  


  
    Sometimes the hypnotic suggestions worked; sometimes they didn’t.
  


  
    Rawlins started down the stairs. The second man followed.
  


  
    There was no way to know how long the trancelike state would last. She simply did not have enough practical experience. It was an aspect of her talent that did not allow for a great deal of experimentation. But with luck she would have time to get out of the mall and disappear. Again.
  


  
    She went back to where Sandra sat, took hold of her wrist and pulsed a little energy.
  


  
    Sandra blinked and came back to her senses.
  


  
    “I know you,” she said, frowning. “You’re the nutcase who thinks people are trying to kill her.”
  


  
    “Right, let’s go.” Isabella guided her toward another stairwell. “I hate to rush you, but I’m in a hurry here.”
  


  
    “I’m not going anywhere with you. You’re crazy.”
  


  
    “Hey, I’m not the one who was about to jump off the roof.”
  


  
    “I’m not crazy,” Sandra said, annoyed. “I’m depressed.”
  


  
    “Whatever, you’re coming with me.”
  


  
    “Where are you taking me?”
  


  
    “To the nearest hospital emergency room. You can explain everything to someone who will know what to do. I’m not a shrink.”
  


  
    Sandra paused at the doorway of the stairwell. She looked back out at the edge of the roof.
  


  
    “I don’t want to jump anymore.”
  


  
    “Glad to hear that.” Isabella drew her down into the stairwell.
  


  
    “But if you hadn’t come along when you did, I wouldn’t have had a chance to change my mind.”
  


  
    “Always a good idea to give yourself time to reconsider the really big decisions.”
  


  
    “I’ve been planning to jump for weeks and suddenly I changed my mind.” Sandra frowned. “Why would I do that?”
  


  
    “Because you’re smart and stronger than you think.”
  


  
    “No, it was something about you that made me decide not to jump. Something in the atmosphere around you.”
  


  
    “You’re the one who made the call. Don’t ever forget that.”
  


  
    They went down the stairs to the parking garage. Isabella stuffed Sandra into the beat-up junker she had bought for cash ten days earlier and drove to the hospital. She escorted Sandra into the emergency room and stayed with her until an orderly came to take her into a treatment room.
  


  
    Sandra paused in the doorway and looked back. “Will I see you again, Annie?”
  


  
    “No,” Isabella said.
  


  
    “Are you an angel?”
  


  
    “Nope, just a garden-variety conspiracy theorist who thinks some people are out to silence her.”
  


  
    Sandra studied her intently. “I remember the footsteps on the emergency stairs. I remember you telling me to stay quiet and not move. And I saw a gun lying on the mall roof. Be careful, Annie.”
  


  
    “Thanks,” Isabella said. She smiled. “I will. You do the same, okay?”
  


  
    “Okay,” Sandra said.
  


  
    She followed the orderly down a white corridor.
  


  
    Isabella went back outside to the hospital parking lot. She would have to leave the car behind. They had found her at the mall. She had to assume they had a description of the junker.
  


  
    She opened the trunk, took out the small backpack she kept inside and closed the lid. She slung the strap of the pack over one shoulder and walked through the garage toward the street.
  


  
    She knew where she was going now. The events of the evening had left her no choice. To get to her destination she would use the one form of transportation that did not leave a paper or computer trail.
  


  
    She would hitchhike to Scargill Cove.
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    A crazy man with a gun was never a good combination. A crazy man with paranormal talent and a gun made for a very bad start to the day.
  


  
    Abby Radwell watched the terrifying scene taking place in the library from the shadows of the doorway. The intruder holding the pistol on Hannah Vaughn and her housekeeper could not have been more than twenty-one or twenty-two. His eyes were fever-bright. His long hair was matted and disheveled. His jeans and ragged T-shirt looked as if they had not been washed in a very long time. He was becoming more agitated by the second.
  


  
    “I’m not playing games, lady.” The intruder’s voice rose. He waved the pistol in an erratic pattern. “I know the key is here in this room. You have to give it to me and then she has to unlock it.”
  


  
    “You are welcome to take the key,” Hannah said, somehow managing to maintain a calm, soothing tone. “But I can’t unlock it for you. I don’t know how to do that.”
  


  
    “She’s supposed to unlock it,” the intruder said.
  


  
    “Who are you talking about?” Hannah asked. “Surely you don’t mean my housekeeper. Mrs. Jensen doesn’t know anything about unlocking encrypted books.”
  


  
    “Not the housekeeper,” the intruder said. He used the back of his arm to wipe the sweat off his forehead. “The woman who is working for you here in this library. She knows how to unlock hot books.”
  


  
    “I don’t understand,” Hannah said. “Mrs. Jensen and I are the only people in this house. Please, take my copy of the key and leave before this situation gets out of control.”
  


  
    Hannah was doing a magnificent job of lying, Abby thought. But the situation was already out of control.
  


  
    Hannah Vaughn was eighty-two years old and confined to a wheelchair. She was helpless against the armed intruder. She was doing her best to defuse the mad tension in the room but her tactics were not going to work. Mrs. Jensen was pale and shaken. She looked as if she were about to faint.
  


  
    Abby’s senses were wide open. Her intuition was screaming at her to rush back downstairs and out onto the street. The intruder was not yet aware of her presence. She could call 911 once she was safely outside. But by the time the police arrived it might be too late for Hannah and Mrs. Jensen.
  


  
    Abby spoke quietly from the doorway. “I’ll get the key for you.”
  


  
    “What?” The intruder whirled around to face her, eyes widening in shock. “Who are you?”
  


  
    “My name is Abby. I’m the one you’re looking for, the woman who can unlock the key.”
  


  
    “Huh.” The intruder blinked several times and shook his head as if to clear it. He was shaking but he managed to steady himself somewhat. He gripped the gun with both hands, aiming it at her. “Are you sure you’re the right woman?”
  


  
    “Yes. What’s your name?”
  


  
    “Grady.” The response was automatic.
  


  
    “All right, Mr. Grady—”
  


  
    “No, my name is Grady Hastings.” Grady looked confused for a few seconds. He wiped his forehead again. “That’s all you need to know. Get the book. Hurry. I don’t feel too good.”
  


  
    “The book you want is encrypted?”
  


  
    “Yes, yes.” Excitement heightened the fever in Grady’s eyes. “The Key to the Latent Power of Stones. They told me you could unlock it.”
  


  
    “It’s in the crystals section up on the balcony,” Abby said.
  


  
    “Get it. Hurry.”
  


  
    “All right.” She walked into the room and headed toward the small spiral staircase that gave access to the balcony that wrapped around the library. “How did you know that it was in Mrs. Vaughn’s collection?”
  


  
    “The voices told me. Just like they told me that I needed you to break the code. I have to have that book, you see. It’s vital to my research.”
  


  
    “You’re doing research on crystals?” Abby asked.
  


  
    “Yes, yes. And I’m so close to the answers, so close. I gotta have the book.”
  


  
    “Okay,” Abby said.
  


  
    Mrs. Jensen whimpered softly. Hannah had gone very quiet. She watched Abby with a sharp, knowing look. Her anxiety was a palpable force in the room.
  


  
    “All right,” Grady said. “That’s good. Okay, then.” He seemed to regain a measure of control. “But I’m coming with you. No tricks. You have to break the code. The Key is no good to me unless you unlock it. That’s what the voices in the crystal told me, you see.”
  


  
    “I understand,” Abby said soothingly. She started up the spiral staircase.
  


  
    Grady gave Hannah and Mrs. Jensen a quick, uncertain look and seemed satisfied that neither of them would cause him any trouble. He followed Abby up the staircase. Abby was aware of his heavy, labored breathing. It was as if he was exerting enormous energy just to hold the gun on her.
  


  
    “You’re ill,” Abby said. “Maybe you should leave now and go to the emergency room.”
  


  
    “No. Can’t leave without the book.”
  


  
    “What sort of crystal research are you doing?” she asked.
  


  
    “Know anything about latent energy in rocks?”
  


  
    “Not a lot but it sounds interesting.”
  


  
    “So much power,” Grady said. “Just waiting for us to figure out how to tap it. I’m almost there. Got to have that book.”
  


  
    Abby reached the top of the spiral steps and walked along the balcony to the section of shelving that contained Hannah’s fine collection of volumes devoted to the paranormal properties of crystals. Many of the books were filled with the usual woo-woo and occult nonsense. Hannah said she collected those volumes for historical purposes. But a few of the titles contained the writings of researchers, ancient and modern, who had done serious work on the power of crystals, gemstones and amber.
  


  
    The most valuable book in the Vaughn collection was Morgan’s The Key to the Latent Power of Stones. Written in the eighteenth century, it was locked in a psi-code that added enormously to its value. In the world of antiquarian and collectable books that had a paranormal provenance, encrypted volumes were the rarest of the rare.
  


  
    Abby stopped and ran her fingertips along the spines of the books on the shelf.
  


  
    “Quit stalling,” Grady said. The gun shook in his hand.
  


  
    “Here it is.” She pulled out the old leather-bound volume. The energy locked in the book whispered to her senses. “Morgan’s Key.”
  


  
    Grady eyed the worn leather cover warily. “Are you sure that’s the right one?”
  


  
    “Do you want to see the title page?”
  


  
    “Yes. Show me.”
  


  
    Cradling the heavy book carefully in one hand, she opened the cover. Grady took a step closer and looked at the title page. He frowned.
  


  
    “I can read it.”
  


  
    “Yes, you’re lucky it was written in English. A lot of the old alchemists used Latin.”
  


  
    “No, I mean I can read it. The Key to the Latent Power of Stones.” Grady reached out and gingerly turned a page. “I can read this page, too. This isn’t the right book. The voices in the crystal told me that the book I need is encrypted.”
  


  
    “Oh, right,” Abby said. “You think that because you can read the text the book is not locked in a code. But that’s exactly how psi-encryption works. It camouflages the real text in subtle ways, just enough to distort and conceal the true meaning. You could sit down and read this book cover-to-cover and think you were reading the original text. But in the end, it would be just so much gibberish.”
  


  
    “Break the code,” Grady demanded. “Let me see if the text really does look different.”
  


  
    Abby braced herself for the inevitable shock and focused on the layers of energy that shivered around the old book. Few sensitives possessed the ability to lock a book or other written material in a psi-code; fewer still knew the oldest and most powerful techniques. Talents like her who could crack such codes were even scarcer. The whole business was a dying art. Encrypting a book or a document required physical contact with the item that was to be encoded. In the modern world people tended to store their secrets in digital form in cyberspace, a realm where old-fashioned psychic encryption did not work.
  


  
    It figured that she had chosen a career path that was fated to go the way of buggy-whip manufacturing, Abby thought. But she hadn’t been able to help herself. The old books filled with ancient paranormal secrets called to her senses. And those wrapped in psi-encryption were irresistible.
  


  
    She found the pattern of the code. It was not the first time she had unsealed the old volume. She was the one who had acquired it for Hannah’s collection in the first place. She had unlocked the book twice already, once to verify its authenticity and again to allow Hannah to make some notes. Hannah had requested that the book be relocked after she had read it in order to maintain its value.
  


  
    “Done,” Abby said. “I broke the code.”
  


  
    “Are you finished already?” Grady eyed the book with a dubious expression. “I thought psi-encryption was tricky stuff.”
  


  
    “It is, but I’m good.”
  


  
    “I can still feel a lot of hot energy coming off that book.”
  


  
    “Strong encryption energy leaves a residue just like any other kind of energy,” Abby said.
  


  
    “So I can read the real text now?”
  


  
    “Yes. Take a look.”
  


  
    She held the book out. Grady’s hand closed around it. The physical contact was all she needed. She channeled the darkly oscillating currents of the encryption energy into Grady’s aura.
  


  
    The atmosphere was suddenly charged. Grady reacted as if he had touched a live electrical wire. His mouth opened on a silent, agonized scream. The gun dropped from his hand. His eyes rolled back in his head. He stiffened for a timeless moment. Then he shuddered violently. He tried to stagger back toward the spiral staircase but he collapsed to the floor of the balcony. He twitched several times and went still.
  


  
    There was a moment of stunned silence.
  


  
    “Are you all right, Abby?” Hannah asked.
  


  
    “No. Yes.” Abby took a deep breath and silently repeated her old mantra, Show no weakness. She gripped the balcony railing and looked down at Hannah. “I’m fine. Just a little shaken up, that’s all.”
  


  
    “You’re sure, dear?” Hannah’s face was etched with concern.
  


  
    “Yes. Really. Breaking a code is one thing. Using the energy in it to do what I just did is . . . something else altogether.”
  


  
    “I knew you were strong,” Hannah said. “But I hadn’t realized that you were that powerful. What you just did was extremely dangerous. If that sort of energy got out of control—”
  


  
    “I know, I know,” Abby said. “I couldn’t think of anything else to do.” She glanced at the housekeeper, who was crumpled on the floor. “What happened to Mrs. Jensen?”
  


  
    “She fainted. There was an awful lot of energy flying around in here a moment ago. Even a nonsensitive could feel it. What about that dreadful man? Is he alive?”
  


  
    Dear heaven, had she actually killed someone? Horrified at the possibility, Abby went to her knees beside Grady. Gingerly she probed for a pulse. Relief swept through her when she found one.
  


  
    “Yes,” she said. “He’s unconscious but he’s definitely alive.”
  


  
    “I’ll call nine-one-one now.”
  


  
    “Good idea.” Abby drew a deep breath. She was already starting to feel the edgy, adrenaline-overload buzz that accompanied the use of so much psychic energy. In a couple of hours she would be exhausted. She focused on the immediate problem. It was major. “How on earth am I going to explain what happened here?”
  


  
    “There’s nothing for you to explain, dear.” Hannah rolled her chair to the desk and picked up her phone. “A mentally disturbed intruder broke into my home and demanded one of the rare books in my collection. He appeared to be on drugs and whatever he took evidently caused him to collapse.”
  


  
    Abby thought about it. “All true in a way.”
  


  
    “Well, it’s not as if you can explain that you used psychic energy to take down an armed intruder, dear. Who would believe such a thing? The authorities would think that you were as crazy as that man who broke in here today.”
  


  
    “Yes,” Abby said. A shuddery chill swept through her, bringing with it images from her old nightmares, the ones filled with an endless maze of pale-walled corridors, sterile rooms and locked doors and windows. She wasn’t going to risk being called crazy, not ever again. “That is exactly what they would think.”
  


  
    “I have always found that when dealing with the authorities it’s best to stick with the bare facts and not offer too much in the way of explanations.”
  


  
    Abby gripped the railing and saw the understanding in Hannah’s eyes. “I came to the same conclusion myself, a few years ago, Mrs. Vaughn. Those are definitely words to live by.”
  


  
    Hannah made the call and put down the phone. She glanced up at Abby.
  


  
    “What is it, dear?” she said gently. “If you’re concerned that word of what you did with that encryption energy might get out into the underground market, you needn’t worry. I won’t ever tell anyone what really happened here, and Mrs. Jensen passed out before she witnessed a thing. Your secret is safe with me.”
  


  
    “I know, Hannah. I trust you. Thank you. But there’s something about this Grady Hastings guy that is bothering me.”
  


  
    “He is obviously mentally unbalanced, dear.”
  


  
    “I know. But that isn’t what I meant. He was sweating so hard. He seemed on the edge of exhaustion. It was as if he was struggling against some unseen force.”
  


  
    “Perhaps he was, dear. We all have our inner demons. I suspect that Grady Hastings has more than most people.”
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    The new nightmare started that same night.
  


  
    She walked through the strange, glowing fog. She did not know who or what she was searching for, only that she desperately needed to find someone before it was too late. Time was running out. The sense of urgency was growing stronger, making it hard to breathe.
  


  
    Grady Hastings materialized in the mist. He stared at her with haunted, pleading eyes and held out a hand.
  


  
    “Help me,” he said. “You have to help me. The voices in the crystal told me that you are the only one who can save me.”
  


  
    She awoke, pulse racing. Newton whined anxiously and pressed his furry weight against her leg. It took her a few seconds to orient herself. When she did she was horrified to realize that she was no longer in bed. She was in the living room of her small condo, looking out the sliding glass doors that opened onto the balcony. The lights of the Seattle cityscape glittered in the night.
  


  
    “Dear heaven, I’ve started sleepwalking, Newton.” She sank to her knees beside the dog and hugged him close.
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    The first blackmail note was waiting for her when she checked her email the next morning.

    
      
        I know what you did in the library. Silence will be maintained for a price. You will be contacted soon.
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