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      This one’s for Virgil: Tell Arizona Snow I said hello.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              A Note from Jayne
            

          

        

      

      Welcome back to my Jayne Castle world – Harmony. A new adventure begins in Illusion Town. This is Las Vegas on Harmony but way more weird. The local slogan says it all: The thrills are real.

      Turns out the town sits right on top of the latest Underworld discovery, the mysterious ruins known as the Ghost City. The Coppersmith Mining Company won the contract to open up the potentially lucrative new territory. They’ve set up headquarters just outside of Illusion Town. Coppersmith outbid the competition to get the rights but could be looking at a bad case of buyer’s remorse. This is Harmony, after all.

      There are Alien mysteries and dangers lurking around every corner, both aboveground and in the Underworld, but, as usual, the real trouble is caused by humans.
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        TO: E. Coppersmith 

        SUBJECT: It’s late 

        FROM: Finder

        You’re up late again. More problems with the Ghost City project?

        Sincerely,

        Finder
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        TO: Finder 

        SUBJECT: It’s very late 

        FROM: E. Coppersmith

        The Ghost City project is presenting the usual challenges, most of which fall into one of the following two categories: SNAFU and FUBAR. (Sorry for using technical terms.) And it looks like I’m not the only one who is up late. It’s one o’clock in the morning. Am I interrupting anything?

        Sincerely,

        E. Coppersmith
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        TO: E. Coppersmith 

        SUBJECT: Nope 

        FROM: Finder

        You’re not interrupting anything. A dream woke me up. I decided to do some work online. What’s your excuse?

        Sincerely,

        Finder
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        TO: Finder 

        SUBJECT: Your dreams 

        FROM: E. Coppersmith

        Working here, too. I’d like to talk to you about your dreams. And I’d like to do that in person. Will you have dinner with me tomorrow night?

        Sincerely,

        E. Coppersmith
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        TO: E. Coppersmith 

        SUBJECT: Dinner 

        FROM: Finder

        Thank you for the invitation to dinner. It is a very nice gesture but entirely unnecessary. I am glad that I was able to find your heirloom ring. You paid my fees. You don’t owe me anything else. Really.

        Sincerely,

        Finder
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        TO: Finder 

        SUBJECT: It’s not about the ring 

        FROM: E. Coppersmith

        I’m an engineer. I do not make very nice but entirely unnecessary gestures. I am no longer a client. This is personal. I would like to take you to dinner.

        Sincerely, but not nicely,

        E. Coppersmith
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        TO: E. Coppersmith 

        SUBJECT: Bad dates 

        FROM: Finder

        I have found that dates with clients generally don’t end well. Sooner or later it turns out that the client wants an off-the-books favor.

        Cautiously,

        Finder
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        TO: Finder 

        SUBJECT: What the hell? 

        FROM: E. Coppersmith

        This isn’t about the damn ring. I told you, I’m no longer a client. Off-the-books?

        Curiously,

        E. Coppersmith
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        TO: E. Coppersmith 

        SUBJECT: Bad dates 

        FROM: Finder

        Off-the-books, as in finding antiquities on the black market or missing-persons work. I never do the former and I try really, really hard to avoid the latter. Never ends well. Like dating clients.

        Clarifying,

        Finder
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        TO: Finder 

        SUBJECT: Just dinner 

        FROM: E. Coppersmith

        I do my own black-market searches, and no one I know has gone missing. I just want to take you out to dinner tomorrow night.

        Sincerely not a client,

        E. Coppersmith
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        TO: E. Coppersmith 

        SUBJECT: Just dinner 

        FROM: Finder

        Thank you. I would like to have dinner with you. My address is 15 Midnight Lane, Dark Zone, Illusion Town. I live in an apartment above my shop, Visions. Finding a specific address in this zone can be tricky. GPS and the mapping programs don’t work well. I can meet you at the restaurant, if that would be easier.

        Sincerely,

        Hannah
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        TO: Finder 

        SUBJECT: I’ll find you 

        FROM: E. Coppersmith

        I’m an engineer. I’ll figure it out.

        Good night,

        Elias

      

      The Coppersmith Mining headquarters of the Ghost City project was located several miles outside Illusion Town. The narrow two-lane highway cut through empty desert for the entire distance. Roadside signs promising flashy casinos, high-payout slot machines, and sexy shows appeared every couple of miles.

      At the posted speed limit the drive took about forty minutes. A man behind the wheel of a Cadence could cover the distance in half an hour. A man driving a Cadence who was looking forward to an evening with an intriguing woman could do it in twenty-five minutes.

      Elias Coppersmith was driving a hot, enhanced Cadence and he was making very, very good time because he was looking forward to meeting Hannah West in person.

      For the first few weeks of their online connection he had known her only as the Finder. She specialized in locating missing, lost, or stolen antiquities in the murky underground world where secretive collectors bought and sold powerful relics and crystals. She dealt in hot crystals and he was a crystal engineer. He figured they had a few things in common.

      When he contacted her two months ago, he hadn’t expected much. She was just one in a long line of experts he had consulted. But she had located the long-lost Coppersmith family heirloom within days. He had known then that she possessed some very powerful psychic abilities. It hadn’t taken him long to figure out that she was a dreamlight talent.

      Dreamlights were not uncommon. After all, everyone dreamed and, to some extent, everyone possessed some psychic ability. But most dreamlight psychics ranked at the lower end of the paranormal scale.

      Powerful dreamlight talents were scarce and he was pretty sure he knew why. Para-psych researchers were convinced that strong dreamlights possessed unstable, fragile para-psych profiles.

      Given the general consensus of the research community it seemed perfectly reasonable that very strong dreamlights would keep the extent of their abilities to themselves. No one wanted to be labeled unstable or fragile.

      He knew a lot about keeping paranormal secrets. His family had kept a few for generations.

      The online connection with Hannah had evolved quickly from a business relationship into something that he hoped was about to become much more personal.

      Night fell fast in the desert. The glittering lights of the opulent casinos and hotels of Illusion Town had just come into view when Elias got the call. He would have ignored it but it was coming in on the frequency reserved for emergencies.

      By the time the call from headquarters ended he knew that all of his carefully laid plans for the evening had just gone up in smoke.

      So much for assuring Hannah West that their relationship was no longer a business affair.

      Another sign came up in his headlights.

      
         

        WELCOME TO ILLUSION TOWN. 

        THE THRILLS ARE REAL.
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      The dream walk started the way it always did …

      She rose from the bed and stopped to look down at herself. Over the years she had become familiar with the weirdness of an out-of-body experience but it always sent a psychic shock across her senses. She had been dream-walking since the age of thirteen, yet the sensation of being in two places at the same time was still disorienting, at least in those first few seconds. She was both the dreamer and the doppelgänger – her very own double. 

      The dreamer was curled on her side, asleep on top of the cheap, faded bedspread. The doppelgänger was relieved to see that she was still wearing the new, pricey little red dress that she had saved for a special occasion. The skirt of the dress was hiked up high on her thigh but at least she wasn’t flashing the room. Her high-heeled evening sandals were on the floor beside the bed. 

      The crystal necklace that she had worn earlier in the evening was gone. 

      “Not good,” the doppelgänger said in the silent language of dreams. 

      “I know,” the dreamer replied in the same soundless whisper. “Need to find it.” 

      “Finding things is what we do.” 

      “Careful with the ‘we,’ pal. Remember, ‘we’ were recently diagnosed as having a para-psych personality disorder. Our goal is to try to pass for normal.” 

      “Grady Barnett is a lying, cheating bastard. We aren’t going to pay any attention to his diagnosis.” 

      “Yeah, yeah. Speaking of finding things, let’s try to stay focused here.” 

      “Right.” 

      The light filtering in around the blinds was a familiar eerie green. 

      “We’re near the Dead City ruins,” the doppelgänger said. “Probably better than being stranded somewhere in the desert.” 

      “That’s right. Think positive.” 

      The doppelgänger surveyed the shadowed space, searching for something that was important. She was dream-walking so there had to be a reason. There was always a reason for a lucid dream. 

      The doppelgänger considered the black evening bag sitting on the room’s only chair. It looked as if it had been dropped there just before the dreamer collapsed on the bed. 

      “My necklace,” the dreamer said. “What happened to it?” 

      “Check the evening bag,” the doppelgänger said to the dreamer. “It’s important. Answer is inside.” 

      “Okay. Is that all you’ve got for me?” 

      For the first time the doppelgänger looked at the man standing by the window. 

      “He’s important, too,” she said. 

      “I know.” 

      There was a dust bunny perched on the windowsill. Like the man, his attention was focused on the scene outside the window. 

      But the dreamer recognized the dust bunny. He was a friend. In her world that made him family. 

      It was the man who was a mostly unknown factor. His dreamlight prints were all over the room – the floor, the window blinds, everything he had touched. They shimmered with strong, controlled paranormal energy. 

      His prints were on the bed beside the dreamer, too. 

      “He slept next to you,” the doppelgänger said. “That’s interesting.” 

      “Drugged or psi-burned, probably. No other explanation.” 

      Men did not sleep well when they slept next to the dreamer. No one did. The few brave souls who had attempted to do so over the years usually awoke on the currents of a panic-driven nightmare. When the dreamer dreamed normally, the currents radiating from her aura were so strong they had a disturbing effect on anyone in close proximity. When she went dream-walking, no one who had physical contact with her could tolerate the waves of dreamlight for long. It made for a limited love life. 

      The man at the window gripped a narrow boxlike object in his hand. Even in her dreamstate the dreamer recognized that the device had been shaped for a human hand. It wasn’t Alien tech. It looked like a remote control. 

      “It’s a weapon,” the doppelgänger said. 

      “I know,” the dreamer said. But she did not remember how she had come to know that. 

      As if he had heard the silent conversation, the man turned his head to look at the dreamer on the bed. He did not see the doppelgänger. No one else ever saw her, which was, of course, one of the reasons why powerful dreamlight talents got saddled with labels like “fragile” and “unstable.” 

      “Wake up, Hannah,” the man said. The voice was dark, masculine, and infused with a lot of control. It suited the power in his aura. “We need to get moving. It’s almost dawn. We have to assume they’re looking for us. No way to know how much time we’ve got before they find this place.” 

      Elias Coppersmith. His name was Elias Coppersmith. 

      A rush of relief swept through her. At least he was not a complete stranger. He had been an online client for about two months. Yesterday evening he had walked through the door of her shop, Visions, for the first time. Assuming yesterday was actually yesterday. How much time had she lost? 

      Okay, so she hadn’t awakened in a cheap motel room with a total stranger. 

      “So much for the good news,” the doppelgänger said. She started to fade, slipping back into the dreamer’s physical body. 

      “Wait,” the dreamer said. “I’ve got more questions.” 

      But the dream walk was ending. 

      For a heartbeat or two the dreamer experienced the usual but always unnerving shock of transition. 

      And then she was awake.

      Hannah West took a deep breath and came back into her normal senses. At least she hadn’t screamed the way she still did sometimes when she woke up in an unfamiliar location. She liked to think she had developed good control over her talent but there were still times when she awakened in a semipanic.

      She opened her eyes, trying to orient herself. Her dream-walking doppelgänger had been right; the radiant acid green energy at the windows told her that they were near some of the Dead City ruins. The fact that the glow was fading also indicated that dawn was approaching. The natural illumination of the green quartz that the Aliens had used to construct most of their cities and many of their artifacts was barely visible in daylight.

      Virgil chortled a cheery good-morning greeting and vaulted off the windowsill. He landed with a thump on the bed and scurried toward her.

      She sat up slowly and reached out to give him a quick hug. “Good morning to you, too, pal.”

      “How do you feel?” Elias asked.

      She tried to summon up the facts she could be sure of. She was in a strange room with a man who had, according to the dreamlight evidence, slept next to her on a lumpy, rock-hard mattress.

      And her necklace was gone.

      But Virgil was there and he seemed to approve of Elias Coppersmith. So there was that.

      “Disoriented,” she said. “I feel very, very disoriented. I can’t remember anything after you walked through the front door of my shop yesterday.”

      “Same here after I first woke up. But I’m starting to get a few flashes of memory, so hopefully the effects will wear off.”

      “Do you think we were drugged?”

      He shook his head, his jaw set in a grim line. “I don’t know. But we were running from someone. I recall that much.”

      She examined him carefully. He looked as if he had used his fingers to rake his dark hair straight back from a sharply defined widow’s peak. His face was all hard planes and angles and covered with the dark shadow of a morning beard. His eyes were a dangerous shade of amber.

      He wore a crewneck T-shirt, expensively tailored dark trousers that showed signs of having been slept in, and a pair of low, recently polished boots. There was a crumpled white dress shirt and a tie draped over the back of the chair and a dark gray sports coat.

      He had navigational amber set into his belt. She was willing to bet that there was more concealed in the heels of the boots. He also wore a ring on his right hand. It was unusual in several respects. The first was that it was a simple Old World design, made of some strong black metal and set with a green crystal. There was nothing particularly attractive about the ring. It looked functional, not decorative. She assumed that Elias could use the strange crystal to focus his talent – whatever that was.

      She knew something about the ring because she was the one who had tracked it down for him in the underground market, where powerful crystals and gemstones with a paranormal provenance were bought and sold by collectors, most of whom preferred to remain anonymous.

      “My necklace,” she said. She touched her throat. “It’s gone.”

      Elias frowned. “I noticed that earlier after I woke up. Must have lost it on the way here.”

      “No.” Panic rushed through her. “No, that can’t be possible. The clasp was specially designed to be very secure.”

      “I’m no judge of fashion when it comes to jewelry but I do know crystals. No offense, but the ones in your necklace didn’t appear to be particularly valuable.”

      She stiffened. “It was a family heirloom. Pretty much my only family heirloom.”

      His mouth tightened. “Sorry. I understand.”

      “Under the circumstances, it’s a good thing I know who you are,” she said. “Otherwise I might be very concerned.”

      Grim amusement came and went in his eyes.

      “Don’t worry. There’s still plenty of reason to be worried,” he said. “I can’t remember much of what happened last night but my gut tells me that someone is hunting us. We need to find out what’s going on, and fast. That means we need to get moving.”

      “Right.”

      First things first. Get out of the damn bed.

      Layers of dreamlight had soaked into the old mattress as well as the sheets and the bedspread. A lot of the paranormal residue was infused with the added heat of sexual energy.

      She hated old beds. She hated sleeping where others had slept. And motel room beds were the worst.

      She swung her feet to the floor, trying not to think about the bed.

      She grabbed the stilettos and slipped into them, squelching another wave of anxiety with an effort of will. Then she got to her feet.

      She suddenly remembered what the doppelgänger had said about the answer being in the evening bag. She hurried to the chair, picked up the clutch, and unfastened it. There was the usual paraphernalia inside – her cell phone, some spare navigational amber, a packet of tissues, and a lipstick. There was also a small, square piece of paper.

      But there was no necklace.

      “Damn,” she whispered. She was afraid she might actually burst into tears. “It can’t be lost. I just found the missing crystal a couple of weeks ago.”

      “It’s okay,” Elias said. He came toward her and patted her somewhat awkwardly on her shoulder. “I’ll help you look for it.”

      She pulled herself together. She could have a nervous breakdown later, she told herself.

      She was about to close the bag when she noticed the slip of paper again. She took it out, thinking it was a receipt of some kind that might give them a clue about what had happened.

      It wasn’t a receipt.

      “Weird,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a fortune,” she said.

      “What the hell?”

      “You know, the kind you get at a fortune-teller’s booth. You put in a few coins and out pops a fortune.”

      “I have never, in my entire life, bought a fortune at a fortune-teller’s booth.”

      “Well, evidently I did last night,” she said.

      “What does it say?”

      She read the words and winced. “Just the usual generic stuff.”

      “Read it to me. Maybe it will help point us in the right direction.”

      She braced herself. “You will find true love soon.”

      He considered that briefly. “You’re right. Not very helpful.”

      She took a deep breath. “Well, it does indicate that we visited a fortune-teller last night.”

      “Good point.”

      She started toward the bathroom but paused as another thought occurred.

      “What day is it?” she asked.

      “Tuesday,” Elias said. “We checked in here very early this morning – shortly after one a.m. I paid cash.”

      “We get a lot of cash business here in Illusion Town. Some people don’t want to leave an electronic trail when they patronize places like this.”

      Elias shook his head. “I wasn’t trying to hide the room from a wife or a girlfriend. I’m sure of that much.”

      That news lifted her spirits somewhat.

      “As soon as I woke up, I left Virgil here with you and took a look around,” Elias continued. “I had to find out just what we were dealing with. The night clerk is still on duty downstairs. He remembers checking us in. He also said no one showed up asking questions about us.”

      “Well, that sounds like good news. Sort of. I guess.”

      “Yeah, that’s my take on it. Assuming he wasn’t lying, of course. But I’m inclined to believe him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we’re still here and there’s no indication that anyone has tried to get into this room.” Elias angled his head toward Virgil. “Also, your dust bunny pal doesn’t seem to be concerned.”

      Hannah looked at Virgil. He was fully fluffed. You could hardly see his ears or his six paws, and only his baby blue eyes were showing. When things got serious, his second set of eyes – the ones he used for hunting – popped open. He was in full cute mode at the moment. That was reassuring.

      “Good point,” she said. “But why are we dressed up? It looks like we went out on the town.”

      “A date, I think.”

      “I never date clients.”

      “First time for everything.”

      “Let’s start with the basics,” she said. “Where, exactly, are we?”

      “The Shadow Zone Motel.” Elias plucked an old brochure off the nightstand and handed it to her. “‘A luxurious retreat and spa in the heart of the Shadow Zone. Every amenity designed with your privacy in mind. Honeymoons are our specialty.’”

      “Honeymoons, hmm?” She surveyed the room, taking in the shabby furnishings, yellowed walls, and worn carpet. “Looks like a hot-sheet kind of place.”

      “Yeah, that pretty much describes it. But it seems clean. Probably why we chose it.”

      She started toward the bathroom. The room shifted on its axis and then settled back into place. She stopped abruptly and massaged her temples, trying desperately to recover some memories. The harder she tried, the more elusive the fleeting images became.

      “Damn it, what happened to us?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” Elias went to the window. He used the barrel of the strange weapon to ease the curtains aside. “Best guess is that we got psi-burned sometime last night. Somehow we found this place, checked in, and crashed.”

      Psi-burned. That was not good. She tried to remember what she knew about getting burned. The effects were notoriously unpredictable and could vary from temporary amnesia to serious trauma or even complete destruction of the paranormal senses. A really bad psi-burn could kill.

      “We’re not dead,” she said.

      “There’s that,” he agreed.

      She groped for memories and got only fleeting, meaningless flashes. A dark street. The full-throated roar of a big motorcycle engine. A cupcake iced with white frosting.

      A cupcake? 

      Another little rush of panic flickered through her, tightening her breathing. Maybe she was hallucinating. She told herself to process things slowly.

      “I need to wash up,” she said. “Maybe some cold water will clear my head.”

      “Good luck with that. Didn’t do much for me. Just make it quick.”

      “Who, exactly, do you think is after us?”

      “I have no idea,” he said.

      “Oh, hey, don’t try to sugarcoat your answer.”

      “Sorry. Figured you’d want the truth.”

      “I do.” She paused. “I think.”

      She started toward the bathroom again, automatically rezzing a little talent. Overwhelming relief snapped through her when she felt her para-senses stir in response. Between one breath and the next the room was suddenly illuminated in a range of colors that she had not been able to perceive using her normal vision.

      Not that the place looked any more attractive when viewed in light from the paranormal end of the spectrum, she thought. It was still a hot-sheet motel.

      “Yeah, I’ve still got my talent, too,” Elias said. “Whatever burned us didn’t wipe out our para-senses, just our memories of last night.”

      She stared at him. “You could feel me rez my senses?”

      “Sure. Hard to not notice. You’re strong.”

      That was true. But it took a powerful talent to sense that sort of thing from across the room.

      Well, she had known that he was a high-end talent, she reminded herself. She hurried toward the bathroom.

      “I’ll be out in a minute,” she said.

      “By the way, one more thing you should know about our current situation.”

      She paused in the doorway and looked back at him. “How bad is this one more thing?”

      “Depends on your point of view. We’re married.”
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      “What?” 

      Up until that moment she thought she had been coping quite well with the whole waking-up-in-a-low-rent-motel-room-with-a-man-who-was-virtually-a-stranger thing. But now she felt as if she had stepped off a very high cliff.

      “Found the license in my wallet when I woke up,” Elias said. “I wasn’t able to get online with my phone to access the official records.”

      “They call this side of town the Shadow Zone for a reason,” Hannah said. “It’s hard to get a connection.” She sounded oddly numb, she realized. It was the shock. She was having a very hard time trying to wrap her head around the word marriage.

      “The desk clerk let me use his computer,” Elias said. “A Marriage of Convenience was recorded for Hannah West and Elias Judson Coppersmith forty-seven minutes after midnight at the Enchanted Night Wedding Chapel here in the Shadow Zone. The desk clerk says it’s just down the street.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “I was a little surprised myself.” He did not smile. “Your first MC?”

      “Well, yes. Yes, it is.”

      “My first, too.”

      “Good heavens.” She clenched her fingers around the doorjamb. “What happened to us last night?”

      “That’s what we’re going to find out just as soon as you get moving.”

      He sounded as if he was losing patience. She reminded herself that he couldn’t be any more thrilled by the situation in which they found themselves than she was.

      She made it into the bathroom and closed the door. One glance at her image in the mirror was enough to make her wonder if she was still asleep – maybe trapped in one of her own dream-walking dreams.

      Grady Barnett’s words slammed through her. “Your profile is extremely unusual, so unusual that I’m afraid it’s borderline unstable. You must be careful to avoid stress.”

      Grady had said something else about her, as well, but not to her face. He had made the comment to his research assistant. “It’s no wonder she’s single and lives alone. Her dreamlight patterns would give any normal man the creeps. Thinks she’s having out-of-body experiences on a regular basis.”

      “Go to hell, Grady Barnett,” she whispered to the mirror.

      She pushed thoughts of Grady aside. He was old history, and bad history at that. She had walked out of his lab and she had no intention of ever returning. There were other para-psych profilers in Illusion Town.

      She focused on her image in the mirror and concluded that she looked like she’d been caught outside in a thunderstorm and zapped by lightning. She had a vague memory of her hair being done up in a flirty little twist the last time she had checked a mirror. But now it was down around her shoulders in a tangled mane.

      She was sure she had not been wearing a lot of makeup yesterday morning – she never put on much for daytime. But at some point she must have spent some time with a mascara wand and an eyeliner pencil. The results were now badly smudged.

      She looked like she had spent the night in a low-rent nightclub before letting a really bad boy take her back to the kind of hotel that rented rooms by the hour.

      Scratch the bad-boy thing. Elias Coppersmith might be bad – the jury was still out – but he was definitely not a boy.

      For the past two months he had remained simply E. Coppersmith in her files. That, in itself, was rather unusual. It was not uncommon for serious collectors to go to great lengths to protect their identities. Those who traded at the deep end of the hot rocks market – crystals, quartz, and amber – usually preferred to keep a very low profile. But Elias had been up front about his identity right from the beginning. Then again, he hadn’t had much choice. He had asked her to find a long-lost family heirloom – his ring – so it had made sense to tell her as much as possible about the family that had lost it.

      But until very recently he had known her only by her online name – Finder. She owned a storefront shop, Visions, but for the most part, the relics, rocks, and small-time antiquities and collectibles she stocked there were unremarkable. Her real business was conducted anonymously in the murky underground market. It was a market that attracted eccentrics and, occasionally, dangerous people. It was only common sense to protect her identity.

      Her online business was built on confidentiality and anonymity. She worked by referral only. By the time a would-be client got to her online, she was reasonably certain that he or she had been thoroughly vetted.

      But not long ago she had taken the rare step of identifying herself to an online client. Elias had asked her out to dinner. She had a long-standing policy of not dating clients but she remembered breaking her own rules for Elias. The email correspondence of the past two months had evolved from a business relationship into something much more intimate – at least on her end. She had accepted his invitation.

      And given the way she was dressed now, it looked as if they had gone out on a date. But the invitation had been for dinner. How had she ended up in a Marriage of Convenience? Not only that, but the two of them had evidently spent their wedding night passed out in a cheap motel in the Shadow Zone. That was definitely intimate, but not in a good way.

      What happened to us? 

      She grabbed the thin rag of a washcloth and got busy scrubbing the smeared makeup off her face.

      She felt somewhat better when she emerged from the bathroom a short time later, but the thought of facing the unknown in a pair of stilettos and the very short, very battered dress was daunting.

      Virgil raced toward her across the floor. She scooped him up and tucked him under one arm.

      She looked at Elias, who was buttoning his white shirt.

      “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” she said. “Where, exactly, are we going?”

      He held up his copy of the Marriage of Convenience license. “We’ll start by retracing our steps. We need to find out why we got married last night. There must have been a logical reason.”

      She wasn’t sure how to take that, but he was right about one thing: There had to be a reason for their tacky Marriage of Convenience.

      “Of course,” she said coolly. “It’s not like either one of us is the type to get swept away by the kind of passion that makes two people run off to the nearest wedding mill.”

      She could be logical, too, damn it.

      Elias gave her an odd look. She could have sworn that he was irritated by her perfectly logical observation.

      “Right,” he said.

      He yanked open the door and moved out into the hall.

      “Stairs are at the end,” he said.

      They went quickly along the dimly lit corridor, heading toward a burned-out sign that read exit.

      “The Shadow Zone is quite a ways from the Dark Zone,” she said. “I don’t own a car so did we drive here in your car or come in a taxi?”

      “The guy at the front desk said we didn’t arrive in a car or a taxi. Apparently we walked here from the wedding chapel. He also said we looked like we were ready to collapse. Figured we had been flying high on some illicit substance and were about to crash.”

      “If your car isn’t in the motel parking lot, it must still be sitting in the street out in front of my shop. Or maybe you drove us to dinner in it?”

      “Wherever it is, I’m not worried about the car. It can take care of itself.”

      “Good locking mechanism, huh?”

      “Straight out of a Coppersmith lab.”

      “Like that gadget you had in your hand when I woke up?”

      He touched his jacket pocket, as if reassuring himself that the odd piece of tech was still inside. “It’s called a silencer. Temporarily neutralizes the frequencies used in most small firearms like handguns and flamers, but only at very close range.”

      “Cool. Can it neutralize a mag-rez pistol?”

      “Yes, if it’s within a radius of less than twenty feet. The technology is still in the testing phase. Got a few bugs to work out. Ultimately, we plan to market it to law enforcement agencies.”

      She smiled.

      He glanced at her. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. You just sounded, well, proud, I guess is the right word.”

      “The company’s labs are good.”

      A faint memory pinged like a tiny ray of light into the darkness of her missing memories.

      “You’re a para-crystal engineer,” she said. “I remember you told me that your official title was director of the Coppersmith Research and Development Labs.”

      His eyes tightened a little at the corners. “I told you a little about my work over dinner, didn’t I?”

      A few more memories trickled back. Her spirits sank deeper as she pulled up some scattered details.

      “You invited me out for dinner,” she said. “That’s why I’m dressed the way I am. But I remember cancelling my reservation at the Glass House restaurant in the Amber Zone. We went to the Green Ruin Café, instead. At least I think we did.”

      “That fits. I’ve got a receipt from the Green Ruin in my wallet.”

      “It’s just a fast-food place a few blocks from my shop,” she said. “We would have walked.”

      He glanced back over his shoulder, eyeing her stilettos. “With you in those shoes?”

      “I’m an Illusion Town girl. I can walk for miles in high heels.”

      Okay, that was a bit of an exaggeration, but still. In Illusion Town, dressing up for an evening out was a competitive sport for women. And it was not about looking demure and refined. The dress code in Illusion Town was all about showcasing one’s assets, and that generally called for very high heels. It was, after all, a city that prided itself on being the number one destination for those seeking the excitement of casino gambling, spectacular shows, and shadowy nightclubs. Visitors came from all over the four sprawling city-states with one goal – to take a walk on the wild side. As the signs said: Welcome to Illusion Town. The thrills are real.

      She snapped her fingers. “That’s right. You said you wanted to hire me for a job at the new Coppersmith operation outside of town – the Ghost City project. Some kind of emergency, you said.”

      “Yes.” He rubbed the back of his neck, frowning in concentration. “On the drive to Illusion Town to pick you up for our date, I got a call from headquarters. Several members of the advance exploration team are trapped inside the ruins at the portal site. A dreamlight gate closed without any warning. Nine people got caught inside a cavern. They’ve got enough supplies to last for a few days but there’s a lot of unknown radiation in that cave. We need to get the people out as soon as possible.”

      Yep, that was when the hot date had started to go downhill, she thought. Hard to forget that magic moment. That was when cold reality had finally struck and she had realized that the fantasies she had been indulging about E. Coppersmith were probably just smoke and mirrors.

      Really, she should have known better, she thought. After all, she had been raised by two magicians. She knew all about smoke and mirrors. The audience sees what it expects to see might as well have been the family motto.

      “I agreed to take the contract,” she said. “But we couldn’t do anything last night because the portal is in the underground Rainforest.”

      “Can’t travel in the jungle at night. We decided to have a quick meal at the Green Ruin and then you were going to go back to your place and pack your field gear. We planned to drive back to headquarters last night so that we would be ready to descend into the Rainforest at dawn.”

      She looked down at her red dress. The delicate fabric was crushed and ripped in various places. What a waste.

      “So much for Plan A,” she said.

      “I remember working on logistics at the restaurant while you finished your sandwich and coffee,” Elias said.

      “Logistics. Of course.”

      He seemed blithely unaware of the sarcasm in her voice. He went quickly down the stairwell steps.

      She tried to string a few facts together, hoping something would jar loose another memory.

      “I suppose we could have come here by cab,” she ventured. “But I don’t remember a cab ride.”

      “Neither do I.” He paused. “I remember guys on motorcycles.”

      “So do I. At least I think I do.”

      “There was also some very hot psi at some point,” Elias said. “I’m sure of it. I think we got burned. We knew we were going to crash.”

      Something in his tone prompted another little ping in the shadows of her lost memories.

      “Do you think that whatever happened to us, it’s connected to the problem at your company’s jobsite? Maybe someone doesn’t want you to get that gate open.”

      “Given what facts we’ve got, that explanation has the highest probability of being correct,” he said.

      “So why is my necklace missing? And what’s up with the fortune in my purse?”

      “I don’t know. We need more data.”

      She cleared her throat. “Okay, let’s say someone is after us and somehow we got psi-fried last night and decided that we had to go into hiding before we blacked out. That doesn’t explain why we got married. It makes no sense. After all, it’s obvious now that our relationship was – is – strictly business.”

      “You’re not much of a romantic, are you?”

      She glared at him. “Is that supposed to be humorous? Because if so, I have to tell you that your timing is lousy.”

      “You’re not the first person to mention that.”

      They reached the ground-floor stairwell. To her surprise, Elias paused, as though listening intently. But she could feel energy rising in the atmosphere. The stone in his ring heated.

      After a few seconds, Elias nodded, satisfied.

      “The good news is that I don’t think there’s anyone waiting to ambush us on the other side of this door,” he said.

      She looked at his ring. “You can tell that with the crystal in your ring?”

      “It’s pretty accurate when it comes to picking up the vibes of high-tech devices.”

      “Is that all it can do?”

      “I don’t know.” He smiled a little and pushed open the door. “I just got it recently, remember?”

      “I know, but are you telling me that you don’t know much about its properties?”

      “It’s a family heirloom but apparently not many of my ancestors could figure out what to do with it,” Elias said. “There’s hardly any data in the Coppersmith archives. I’m still on a learning curve. Still conducting experiments. Until now, the only use I’ve been able to discover is its ability to detect the frequency of other crystals. That’s handy in the lab but hardly unique. We’ve got lots of other instruments that do just as good a job.”

      “I don’t know about that. You said it alerts you to the fact that someone might be waiting for you with a high-powered weapon. That sounds very useful to me. Especially at the moment.”

      “True,” he agreed. He hesitated, glancing down at the ring. “I think that may be why we escaped whoever was gunning for us last night. We had some warning. Not much, but evidently enough to get away.”

      “So why didn’t we run straight to the cops?”

      “Good question. Maybe we didn’t have a chance. If we got chased into the tunnels we would have just kept going until we lost whoever was chasing us.”

      They walked out into a mostly empty parking lot illuminated in the dull light of a fogbound dawn. The weather was hardly a surprise. The Shadow Zone was always locked in psi-infused fog.

      The fog was something of a mystery. After all, Illusion Town was a vast, sprawling city in the middle of a desert. Theoretically, it shouldn’t experience a lot of fog. But the normal meteorological rules didn’t apply whenever there were a lot of Alien ruins in the vicinity. And in the case of Illusion Town, the ruins were underground as well as on the surface. And those ruins were weird, even by Harmony standards.

      The city consisted of eight zones, each corresponding with one side of the vast octagon-shaped wall that enclosed the aboveground ruins. Each zone had its own unique characteristics. Two of the zones – the Storm Zone and the Fire Zone – were considered virtually uninhabitable due to the intense paranormal radiation that infused those regions.

      Most of the upscale, opulent casinos and nightclubs were located in two of the so-called gem zones: the Amber Zone and the Sapphire Zone. The lower-rent gambling establishments and the racier shows and entertainments were found in the other gem zones – Amethyst and Emerald.

      The Dark Zone, where Hannah had been raised, was more of a neighborhood community. There were plenty of small gaming establishments and a smattering of clubs, but it was where many of the people who worked in the big gem zone casinos, hotels, and clubs made their homes.

      The Shadow Zone, however, was the least prosperous side of a generally prosperous town. Whatever glamour it aspired to project was only evident after dark. By day it looked almost deserted. The casinos and clubs were dingy and unwelcoming. Most were actually closed during the daylight hours. A closed casino was unheard-of in the gem zones.

      The oppressive, paranormal fog of the Shadow Zone gave people a significant buzz, especially after dark, but few visitors hung around after sunrise, not if they could afford to take their business into the brightly lit gem zones.

      “According to the desk clerk, the Enchanted Night Wedding Chapel is just a block away,” Elias said. “He said to turn left when we got to the corner. ‘Can’t miss it,’ he said.”

      “Slow down. I’m carrying Virgil, remember? He’s heavier than he looks. All muscle.”

      Virgil chuffed at the sound of his name.

      “Here, give him to me.” Elias plucked Virgil from Hannah’s arms and plopped him down on his shoulder.

      Virgil was thrilled with the higher perch.

      “How did you and the dust bunny find each other?” Elias asked.

      “He just showed up at my back door one evening.” Hannah smiled at the memory. “I thought maybe he was hungry so I put some of the quiche I had made on a plate and set it on the step. He ate the quiche and disappeared. The next morning I found a lovely little piece of green amber on the step. He came back the following evening and I fed him again. Things went on like that for a few days and before I knew it, he had moved in with me.”

      “My brother’s wife, Ella, has a dust bunny companion. Her name is Lorelei. No question but that they’ve got some kind of psychic bond.”

      “I think that’s what happened with Virgil and me. I admit I felt a certain connection with him right from the start.”

      “That fast?”

      “We had something in common. He showed up on my doorstep pretty much the same way I showed up on my aunts’ doorstep. Well, technically, they aren’t my aunts, and he wasn’t wrapped in a blanket and he wasn’t in a basket, but you get the picture.”

      Elias looked at her, evidently fascinated. “Someone left you on a doorstep?”

      “My mother. She was a friend of my aunts. They were all working in a show in the Emerald Zone. My mom was in love with a magician. They were in an MC. Anyhow, shortly after I was born, Mom left me on Clara and Bernice’s doorstep with a note saying she and my father had to take care of some important business. The note said that they would come back for me. Only they never did.”
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