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CHAPTER ONE


THERE WOULD BE nightmares again tonight.


She’d always had a knack for finding misplaced keys, glasses, and pets. She was fine with that. But her new psychic ability for tracking down the bodies of those who had died by violence was not only depressing but frequently led to anxiety attacks and disturbing dreams.


Why couldn’t it have been a talent for something more positive—like, say, picking winning lottery numbers? Why did it have to be dead bodies?


Talia March clenched the dead man’s gold cuff link in one hand, gathered her nerve, and flattened her other hand against the metal side of the industrial-sized trash bin. She was braced mentally and physically, her core Pilates-tight; nevertheless, the jolt of psychic lightning rattled her nerves and her senses. In the past few months she had learned that the energy laid down by violence always came as a shock.


She had finally figured out that what she detected with her new ability was the psychic stain of the killer’s emotions—or lack thereof—and the pain and fear of the victim. It made for a toxic brew that seeped into the crime scene and, to her, was as obvious as a pool of blood.


She was aware of a weak frisson emanating from the cuff link. The owner was dead but the item that he had worn frequently in life was still infused with the hollow echo of his vibe.


She could work with almost any object that had belonged to the missing or the deceased, but over the course of the past several months she had learned that some materials absorbed and reflected paranormal energy more efficiently than others. Gold was a particularly strong conductor, almost as good as crystal.


“Shit,” she whispered. She took a quick step back. “He’s in there.”


Roger Gossard, the head of Gossard Consulting, a crime scene consulting company, studied the trash bin with a pained expression. “Are you sure?”


“You hired me for my best guess,” she said. “This is it.”


Roger grunted but he did not argue or demand more details. He knew better than to ask her to explain her conclusion. He looked at the unhappy man wearing a security guard uniform emblazoned with the logo of the company that controlled the loading dock.


“Okay if we take a look?” Roger said. “We need to find out for sure if there’s a body inside before we call the police.”


The security guard shrugged. “Boss says I’m supposed to cooperate but I’m telling you right now I’m not going into that bin to look for a dead body. You’re on your own.”


“Right.” Roger switched his attention to the two members of his team who were waiting for instructions. “Bailey and Thomas, take a look. We need to make sure.”


Grim but resigned, the pair pulled on heavy gloves, climbed into the bin, and went to work sorting through the trash generated by the several hundred office workers employed in the building.


Talia retreated to the front of the loading dock and contemplated the view of the alley. The rain was coming down in the steady way that was typical of Seattle in the late fall. The heavy skies indicated the weather was not going to change anytime soon. The Big Gray was just getting started.


In the past she had been comfortable with the drama of the city’s dark season. But the night she had lost to amnesia had changed a lot of things. Now she was aware of a relentless sense of urgency simmering just beneath the surface, a sensation that was intensified by the late dawns and early twilights.


She tuned out the noise of the trash bin excavation process and opened her phone. There was no new text from her mysterious informant. She was starting to lose hope. Maybe she had been conned. It was a discouraging thought because the lead had appeared so promising.


“Looks like we found Clayton, boss,” Bailey called. “Wrapped in plastic sheeting. Not a pretty sight.”


The security guard backed away from the trash bin as if it was radioactive.


“That’s far enough,” Roger said. “Don’t touch anything else. I’ll call Seaton and let him know. He’ll be thrilled. It’s no longer a missing persons case. He’s got a genuine homicide on his hands.”


“No question about that,” Thomas muttered. “Looks like someone used a hammer on him.”


Roger took out his phone and made the call. When he was finished he walked toward Talia, watching her as if she was a member of the Addams family. This wasn’t the first case she had worked on for him and she knew what was coming next. He no longer needed her. She was now a problem. He wanted her gone before the police detective arrived.


Roger was good-looking, smart, well-dressed, and ambitious. Everything about him, from his expensive business suit to his salon-styled hair, projected the image of a man on the fast track to success. He made no secret of his goal. He was headed for the top of the psychological forensics field, building a reputation as a consultant who brought state-of-the-art technology and the latest scientific theories to the business of crime solving. The very last thing he wanted was for his clients to find out that he occasionally employed a psychic.


He stopped in front of her. “You were right,” he said quietly. “Ray Clayton did not walk out on his wife and disappear. She murdered him with the help of her lover.”


“You’ll have to prove that last part.”


“It’s not my problem. It’s up to Seaton to close the case. But now that we found the body for him that shouldn’t be too difficult. There will be a lot of evidence.”


“There always is on the body.”


Roger lowered his voice a little more. “You can go now.”


She gave him an icy smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to hang around until the cops get here. We all know Seaton would have a few questions if he saw me. It wouldn’t do for Gossard Consulting to admit that they brought in a psychic to find the missing body. Bad for the brand.”


Roger winced and glanced uneasily over his shoulder. “Keep your voice down. I told you, Bailey and Thomas think you’re a forensic psychologist who figured out the most likely dump site after studying my profile of the wife.”


“I won’t blow your cover. A job is a job and I need the money.” Talia looked at the trash bin and then quickly averted her gaze. “Besides, it’s not like I want to be here when they retrieve the body.”


Roger frowned. “Are you okay?”


“Absolutely.” Well, except for an incipient anxiety attack and the knowledge that the night ahead will be very long and very dark. What the hell. Not my first dead body. I’m a professional. Don’t try this at home. “I’ll ride off into the sunset now.”


“Don’t forget to send your bill.”


“Oh, I won’t.” She realized she was still holding the gold cuff link. She unclenched her fingers and held out her hand. “You can have this. I won’t need it anymore.”


“Right.” Roger picked up the cuff link and slipped it into a pocket.


She went down the loading dock steps, pulled up the hood of her jacket, and walked toward the far end of the alley. The relentless howl of a siren in the distance announced the approaching police vehicle. The big SUV roared into the alley just as she was crossing the street. She did not look back.


It was a good thing that Roger had not asked for an explanation of how she had located the body of Ray Clayton, because she did not understand it herself. She was not sure she wanted to comprehend it. Her new ability was unwelcome on so many levels. She had not been forced to look at the face of the dead man in the trash bin today, but that would not protect her from the psychic fallout.


Tonight there would be nightmares.









CHAPTER TWO


“COME ANY CLOSER and I’ll kill her,” Martin Pilcher yelled.


Luke Rand opened his senses to the nightmarish currents of energy that shivered through Pilcher’s threats. It didn’t take any psychic talent to figure out that the man was totally unhinged.


Pilcher was in the doorway of the small, shadowed house. He tightened his arm around his wife’s throat and put the barrel of the pistol against her head.


“I’m not fucking around here,” he screamed.


“He’s going to do it,” Luke said quietly. “We’re talking a couple of minutes at the most before he pulls the trigger.”


“Shit.” Sam Hobbs’s expression was grim but resigned. “I’ll signal Wilson to take the shot.”


“It won’t work,” Luke said. “Wilson can’t get a clear shot. Best case is the bullet punches through Pilcher and strikes the wife.”


“Don’t you think I know that?” Hobbs’s jaw tightened. “I don’t have a choice. We don’t have time for any more negotiation.”


“Let me try before you give the order to Wilson.”


Hobbs hesitated. “Okay, you’ve got one minute.”


“Understood,” Luke said.


He and Hobbs were standing behind one of the three police vehicles parked in the front yard of the house. Katy Pilcher had tried to hide in the rural town in Northern California after obtaining a restraining order that was supposed to keep her stalker husband from contacting her. But Pilcher had tracked her down. Katy had managed to dial 911 just as Pilcher broke in through a window.


When the police arrived on the scene it became a hostage situation. Now it was about to mutate into a murder-suicide.


So much for the rural community’s promise of safety, Luke thought. Lesson learned. Katy Pilcher wasn’t the only one who had chosen the small, remote town as a hideout.


In hindsight, it had been a mistake to accept Hobbs’s invitation to play poker on Friday nights, but it had seemed like a small risk. Unfortunately, over cards and whiskey, Luke had mentioned that he had done some hostage negotiation. Now he was paying for that slip of the tongue. Fifteen minutes ago Hobbs had called, asking for assistance at the scene of a crime in progress.


Luke focused on the man in the doorway. “No one here is going to make any moves, Mr. Pilcher. What do you need?”


On the surface, the words sounded calm and reassuring, but they formed an invisible Trojan horse carrying the currents of a psychic trap.


“I need you and everyone else to leave us alone,” Pilcher shouted. “This is none of your fucking business. She’s my wife.”


Luke ignored Katy’s panic-stricken face. He had the fix now. He concentrated on the dangerously unstable frequencies of her husband’s aura.


“All right, Mr. Pilcher,” he said, infusing the words with the counterpoint currents that would send Pilcher’s vibe into a wildly oscillating mode. “We understand this is a private matter. Give us a little time to clear out of here.”


Hobbs scowled. “What the fuck are you doing?”


“You’ve got thirty seconds,” Pilcher screamed. “If you’re not gone, I’ll—”


He went silent, his mouth open, his eyes wide as he stared at something only he could see.


“Shit,” Hobbs whispered. “What’s going on?”


Luke did not reply. He had the focus. He continued talking to Pilcher.


“It’s over, Pilcher,” he said, continuing to lace his words with the frequencies that would suppress the erratic wavelengths of the other man’s aura. “You don’t want to kill your wife.”


“Stop,” Pilcher said. But he sounded dazed and disoriented. “What are you doing?”


“The situation has changed,” Luke said. “Let Katy go. You don’t need her.”


Pilcher hauled Katy deeper into the house and away from the door. Now neither could be seen.


“You don’t want to hurt Katy,” Luke called, forcing as much energy into the words as he could manage. He was still learning the limits of his new talent. “There will be nothing but pain if you hurt her. More pain than you have ever known—”


The muffled roar of a gunshot inside the house reverberated through the woods.


“Fuck,” Hobbs muttered. He raised his hand to signal the officers to move in.


“Don’t shoot,” Katy Pilcher screamed from the shadows. “Please. It’s me. I think my husband is dead.”


“Toss the gun outside, Ms. Pilcher,” Hobbs ordered.


The pistol sailed through the doorway and landed on the front steps.


“Come out with your hands up,” Hobbs ordered.


Katy Pilcher emerged. She came down the steps, moving awkwardly. An officer intercepted her and pulled her to the side of the house, out of the line of fire.


But there were no more shots.


A deep silence emanated from inside the house. The officer who had taken Katy to safety shouted from his position on the side of the structure.


“She says Pilcher had some kind of seizure. He collapsed. She grabbed the pistol and shot him because she was afraid he would recover and kill her.”


Hobbs looked at the shocked woman. “Are there any more guns in the house, Ms. Pilcher?”


“No,” she said. “I swear it. I thought about getting one to protect myself but I didn’t. I just hoped he would never find me.”


She started to cry.


Hobbs gave the orders to secure the house and moved forward. Luke watched the officer escort Katy Pilcher to a patrol vehicle. She half collapsed on the rear seat and put her face into her hands.


Luke walked to the vehicle, flattened a palm on the roof, and leaned in a little. He opened his senses, got the focus, and infused a calming note into his voice.


“Are you hurt, Ms. Pilcher?” he asked.


She raised her head, lowered her hands, and looked at him with stricken eyes. “He was going to kill me this time. Not just beat me like he did before. He was really going to kill me.”


Luke reflected on the terrible energy in Pilcher’s voice. “I know.”


“Is he dead?” Katy whispered. “I hope he’s dead. I don’t care if I go to jail so long as he’s dead.”


Hobbs emerged from the house. He saw Luke and Katy and came toward them.


Katy wrapped her arms around her midsection and rocked. “Martin wouldn’t have stopped. I know him. He would not have stopped. Ever.”


Hobbs reached the vehicle. He gave Luke an unreadable look and then he turned to Katy.


“Your husband is dead, Ms. Pilcher,” he said.


Katy closed her eyes. “Good. Will I go to jail?”


“No,” Hobbs said. “It was a clear case of self-defense as far as I’m concerned, and I’m the one who makes that call in this town. But I need you to tell me exactly what happened in there.”


“I’m not sure,” Katy admitted. “I think he had a stroke or a seizure. Maybe a heart attack. He just seemed to forget that I was there. He dropped the gun and sank to his knees, clutching at his chest. I grabbed the gun and pulled the trigger.”


“Did your husband have any underlying health conditions?” Hobbs asked.


Katy shook her head. “No. He never went to doctors. He didn’t trust them.”


“We’ll know more after the coroner examines him,” Hobbs said. “But no question about it—he’s dead, and you won’t face charges.”


Katy closed her eyes. “It’s finally over.”


“I’ll need a statement,” Hobbs said. “But it can wait.”


“I don’t want to go back into the cabin,” Katy said.


“Is there anyone you can stay with?” Hobbs said.


Katy shook her head. “I don’t know anyone in town. My daughter moved to Phoenix. Pilcher isn’t her father. She hated him. She’ll be very glad he’s gone. So am I. Now I can go stay with Jenny. I couldn’t before, you see. I knew he would follow me and maybe kill her, too.”


“We’ll move you to a local motel tonight,” Hobbs said. He looked at the officer who had brought Katy to the vehicle. “Call the Clearwater Inn and tell Valerie we need a room for a couple of days for Ms. Pilcher.”


“Yes, sir,” the officer said.


Luke took his hand off the roof of the patrol car and looked at the shadowed doorway of the house. The embers of a thought he had been trying to suppress ignited.


Did I flatline him?


He had not been trying to stop Pilcher’s heart today. His goal had been to render the man unconscious. But Pilcher was dead, and while that was certainly the most convenient outcome for his wife and the world in general, it left one huge unanswered question. Had he been dead before his wife pulled the trigger?


Luke nodded to Hobbs and walked to the SUV he had left on the side of the road. He could feel the cop’s speculative eyes on him every step of the way. There would be no more friendly nights of poker and whiskey at Hobbs’s house.


He got behind the wheel of the SUV.


What had he become?


The familiar scene from his nightmares, the one in which he gripped a scalpel and walked through the blood of two dead men lying on the floor of a lab, flashed in front of his eyes.


He forced himself to focus on starting the vehicle. In the process he managed to suppress the vision. But he could not silence the voices of the two men from last night’s edition of the recurring nightmare.


“Subject A is not responding. We will have to terminate.”


“Wait. He may pull out of it. We can’t afford another failure. He’s worth a fucking fortune.”


“Only if he’s a success. If he does survive there will be a high probability of insanity. The client is paying for a psychically enhanced assassin, not a monster with a lethal talent.”


“We can’t be sure the subject will be insane if he survives. If he is we can terminate later.”


“He’s a failure. I’ll take care of this.”


“What the fuck? Stop—”


After that there were only the choked-off screams. They echoed in Luke’s head as he turned into the graveled driveway of the nondescript rental house. For a moment he sat quietly behind the wheel.


The memories of his missing night seemed to be coming back slowly in his dreams. The problem was that he had no way to separate fact from fantasy. But if even some of the bloody visions were real, he could not avoid the logical conclusion: he was a psychically enhanced assassin who had killed two people, escaped, and gone rogue. And now, it seemed, he had killed again.


This town was too small for a man with a Jekyll-and-Hyde problem. It was time to move on.









CHAPTER THREE


TALIA POURED A glass of wine and carried it to the dining counter. She sat down in front of her laptop, slipped on her black-framed glasses, and opened the video chat.


Pallas Llewellyn and Amelia Rivers, the other two members of the Lost Night Files podcast team, were already in the virtual room. Ambrose Drake, the author Pallas had met in the course of investigating the Carnelian case, was also there. They were a tightly knit group.


A little more than seven months ago she and Amelia and Pallas had been summoned to an abandoned hotel in the desert with the promise of job offers. The three of them had never met until that afternoon. They had parked their cars at the dusty entrance, introduced themselves to each other, and walked through the doorway of the early-twentieth-century sanatorium turned failed resort.


She remembered thinking how deep the shadows were in the lobby. With the exception of fleeting scenes in her dreams, that was the last clear memory she could summon until she and Pallas and Amelia had been awakened by the earthquake and raging fire that had destroyed the hotel.


The quake had struck in the early hours of the following morning. She and Amelia and Pallas had been roused by the tremors of the earth, the rumble of falling debris, and the smell of smoke. They had been bound to hospital gurneys in a lab that looked as if it dated from the early twentieth century.


Working together, they had managed to escape, but in the end the fire had destroyed whatever evidence there might have been that would have given them the answers they needed. No one believed their story. The only thing they knew for certain was that they had changed. The minor psychic vibe each had possessed—a preternatural sensitivity that had seemed to be little more than especially keen intuition—had been enhanced in disturbing and unsettling ways.


Ambrose had not been with them at Lucent Springs, but he had experienced a similar episode of amnesia. He had awakened on a beach in San Diego. Like Talia and the others, he had discovered that his senses had been enhanced.


The four of them were now bound together by the mystery of their lost nights and the secrets they shared. They were not only a team working to find answers; they had become a chosen family.


“We are getting a lot of response to the Carnelian case episodes,” Pallas said.


“Probably the Dark Academia vibe,” Ambrose said dryly. “That particular Gothic subgenre is big in fiction these days.”


“You ought to know,” Talia said. “You’re the author.”


The podcast series covering the Carnelian case had dropped a week ago. It had brought in a lot of new subscribers as well as some interesting leads, including the one from the anonymous informant who had contacted her.


“We got lucky with the Phoenix tip,” Pallas continued. “Ambrose and I talked to a woman named Charlotte Andrews. She’s a fan of the podcast. She remembered that Brooke Kendrick took a psych test that sounds a lot like the one the four of us remember taking back in college.”


“You were right, Talia,” Amelia said. “That old test is the through line, the one connection that links all of us.”


“Five coincidences is about four too many,” Ambrose said. “If the people who grabbed us are working from a list of names of potential research subjects, that test has to be the source. At the time we were told that it was supposed to provide career counseling, but it looks like that was a cover for what was really being measured.”


“They were searching for people who had some degree of innate psychic talent,” Amelia said. “What is equally interesting is that they must have been convinced they had a way to measure an individual’s paranormal profile.”


“Once Ambrose suggested that the people who kidnapped us had to be working off a list, I remembered that test,” Talia said. “I knew that had to be the connection.”


“What made you so sure?” Ambrose asked.


Talia shrugged. “Damned if I know. It just felt … right.”


A small but distinct thrill whispered through her. She sipped some wine and let herself take a moment to savor the positive side of her ability to find that which was lost or hidden—the flash of satisfaction that came with a successful search, at least one that did not end with a dead body. It was why she had become a librarian after graduating from college. A stint in an academic library had been followed by a string of research jobs. Admittedly, none of them had ended well—commitment issues, according to her therapist. Nevertheless, the various positions in both the private and government sectors had all involved finding answers. She had enjoyed that part. Success had always given her a nice little rush, a sensation very different from the shock that had struck that afternoon when she had located Ray Clayton in a trash bin.


Unfortunately, tonight the dark fallout from the investigation earlier that day would outweigh the small thrill she got from confirmation that the old college psych test was the source of the list.


“Okay, we have the origin point of the list, but that doesn’t get us any closer to finding it,” she said.


“It’s a place to start,” Pallas said.


Amelia’s expression sharpened. “The question I keep coming back to is, why come looking for us now? It’s been over a decade since any of us took that test.”


“The obvious answer is that the people behind this think they need us for their crazy experiments,” Talia said.


“Maybe it took this long for someone to come up with a drug that had the potential to kick our senses to the next level,” Ambrose said.


“Or maybe the list got filed away and forgotten years ago and someone recently found it,” Pallas added.


“Someone who is in the business of running off-the-books drug trials and doesn’t mind taking the risk of kidnapping a few innocent people to use as test subjects,” Ambrose said.


There was a moment of silence. No one said the rest out loud but Talia knew they were all thinking the same thing: the drug had worked.


“We need to know more about that test and the person or persons who designed and administered it years ago,” Ambrose said. “Pallas and I can work that angle.”


“How?” Amelia asked.


“The old-fashioned way,” Ambrose said. “Start interviewing witnesses. We’re going to Phoenix to follow up on the Brooke Kendrick lead. That’s where she went to college.”


“Good plan,” Amelia said. “While Ambrose and Pallas check out the Phoenix angle, I’m going to go back to Lucent Springs.”


There was another moment of silence.


Evidently Amelia could read their minds. “Yes, I know I’ve been back to the hotel a dozen times since that night. And no, I’ve never found anything useful in the way of clues. But I’m missing something. I’m sure of it. This time I’m going to conduct interviews. I’ll use the podcast as a cover. I’ll tell people I’m doing advance research for a possible episode on the history of the hotel. Someone in that town knows something.”


No one argued with her. This was not the first time they had speculated that one or more of the residents in the small desert community in southern California were keeping secrets. But Amelia’s morbid fascination with Lucent Springs was becoming worrisome. Talia was starting to fear that her friend’s obsession with the ruins of the Lucent Springs Hotel might be an unfortunate side effect of her recently enhanced senses. She knew Pallas had the same concern.


The reality was that the four of them were not yet comfortable with their new psychic abilities. They were all in the process of trying to understand how to control the new forms of perception. Each of their talents was unique and each had a profoundly disturbing aspect. Talia knew that their new sensitivity to paranormal energy, combined with the unnerving amnesia, had made each of them question their own sanity at first. They had soon learned to keep quiet about their concerns because they were not the only ones who had begun to wonder about the state of their mental health. Friends, lovers, coworkers, and families had questioned it, too.


Some of their memories were starting to return in slivers and shards in their dreams, but they were still a long way from developing a clear picture of their lost nights.


“Talia, did the fan who contacted you anonymously about a list of names ever come through with solid information?” Pallas asked.


Talia tightened her grip on her wineglass. “Not yet. Whoever sent the text seemed serious but also extremely paranoid. I’m starting to think my informant is just another overly imaginative or maybe downright deluded fan of the podcast.”


“Or a full-on fraud,” Ambrose suggested.


“Maybe,” Talia admitted. “But it felt legit.”


“It was a text message,” Amelia reminded her. “No feelings or emotions involved.”


There was no point arguing. Amelia was right. Talia swallowed some more wine.


“If there’s one thing The Lost Night Files has proven beyond a shadow of a doubt it’s that when it comes to the paranormal, there are a lot of card-carrying members of the tinfoil helmet club out there in podcast land,” Pallas said.


Talia thought about the body in the trash bin. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m one of them.”


“No,” Amelia said, suddenly fierce. “You are not deluded. None of us are. We know that because we have compared notes. We have validated each other’s experiences. We were all involuntary test subjects in someone’s bizarre paranormal research experiment. We’re going to find out who did this to us.”


“And then what?” Talia asked. “Call in the police? Do we try to have the person arrested? Good luck proving that someone kidnapped us and gave us a drug that enhanced our paranormal senses. Do you realize how wild that sounds? It’s right up there with stories about being abducted by extraterrestrials. No one will believe us. And don’t get me started on how a judge or jury would react to our claims. We’d be lucky if they didn’t lock us up in a psychiatric hospital.”


“We’ll worry about the endgame after we identify the kidnappers,” Ambrose said.


“He’s right,” Pallas said. “Meanwhile, we’re in this together …”


“Until we get answers,” Amelia said.


“Until we get answers,” Talia added.


“Until we get answers,” Ambrose concluded.


It was not just the signature signoff of the Lost Night Files podcast—it was a solemn vow.









CHAPTER FOUR


LUKE DREAMS …


… He stops at the doorway of the lab and looks back at the blood-splashed scene one last time. The space is illuminated with a strange blue light. An odd mix of equipment is scattered around the room. The chemistry apparatus on the long workbench looks new, but the heavy-duty gardening tools stacked against one wall are old and rusty.


He knows he should remember the details. He’s a professor of history. Details are important. But he does not have time to examine his surroundings closely, because two men in white coats are sprawled on the floor in a pool of blood. Their throats have been cut. He is holding a scalpel in his right hand.


He turns and tries to decide how he will escape. He is confronted by a vast chamber lit with a violet-and-acid-green radiance. The space is crammed with luminous plants, glowing mushrooms, and curtains of thorn-studded vines. Here and there he sees flowers that look like the open jaws of snakes.


He uses the back of his hand to wipe the sweat off his forehead. The atmosphere is too warm and too humid and it is charged with a disturbing energy that threatens to dazzle his senses. Everything about the underground gardens is wrong. Colors are too intense, the light is eerie, and the plants are rustling and murmuring to each other. He senses that they are trying to decide if he is prey.


Tightening his grip on the scalpel, he sets out on the path through the gardens of hell …


The ding of an incoming text brought Luke out of the nightmare. For a flash of eternity he was caught in the frozen dimension that marked the border between sleep and the waking state.


He surfaced on a rush of adrenaline, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and grabbed the phone. He stared at the new message, half afraid to believe his eyes.


Today. Seattle. Address and final instructions will be sent at four thirty a.m. Cash only.


Seattle.


He had assumed that, if the informant came through, the meeting would take place in the anonymity of a metropolitan area, either Portland or Seattle. He had stationed himself in a motel that was roughly midway between the two cities.


He checked the time. It was just going on two. There would be no traffic at that hour. He had time to get to Seattle by four thirty.


He got up and crossed the room to the duffel bag and the small day pack sitting in front of the door. The duffel contained a few changes of clothes, shaving gear, a second pair of boots, and some other basics. He had been living out of it and under a new identity since he had lost an entire night to amnesia three long months ago. The pack held the essentials he would need if he was forced to run—the cash he had accumulated in a series of small ATM transactions, the pistol, and the documents required to establish yet another identity.


He knew how to disappear. He had learned the art soon after entering the foster care system. A few years spent as an analyst in the intelligence world had provided him with the knowledge he needed to fine-tune the process. You picked up a lot of useful tips interviewing bad actors for a living.


When he had been forced to vanish three months ago he had worried initially that his two years as a college professor had robbed him of his edge. He had been relieved to discover how quickly the old skills came back.









CHAPTER FIVE


TALIA PARKED ON a side street as the instructions had stipulated. She checked the time again, hitched the small pack over one shoulder, and got out of the car. Extracting the pepper spray from the pocket of her puffy, thigh-length down coat, she locked up and went briskly toward the unlit house. There were no sidewalks and no streetlights in the semirural neighborhood on the outskirts of the city. The only illumination came from a cold moon.


It was early morning—not yet six o’clock—but this was the Pacific Northwest and it was late fall, so there was no sign of dawn. She was running on adrenaline and nerves and very little sleep. The fact that there was a thousand dollars in cash in the pack put her even more on edge.


The text from the anonymous informant had come in at three thirty a.m., yanking her out of a dream involving a dead man staring up at her from the bottom of an industrial-sized recycling bin. The meeting was to take place at precisely six o’clock. The address had been sent thirty minutes ago. She had been behind the wheel of her car, waiting, when it arrived.


There was no porch light over the front door. She used her cell phone flashlight to make sure she had the right address. Her pulse was racing and she could feel a cold sweat trickling down her sides.


Following instructions, she walked along a weedy path to the rear of the small house. She was relieved to see that a light glowed weakly over the back door, as promised in the text. She went up the two porch steps and knocked twice. Hardly able to breathe, she listened intently, expecting—hoping—to hear footsteps in the front hall.


There was no response.


A crushing disappointment slammed through her. It was followed by a surge of anger. She had been conned. Okay, so it wasn’t the first time a determined podcast listener had suckered a member of the team into checking out what proved to be a phony lead, but that didn’t make it any less infuriating. The rush of emotions kicked up all of her senses. She was suddenly at full throttle. Currents of icy-hot anger swept through her. She wanted to scream at the trickster. This is my life and the lives of my friends you are screwing with, you sadist.


Damn it, she would not succumb to pointless rage. She fought a silent battle on the back porch and managed to regain control. It was her own fault. She had allowed herself to believe that this lead would pan out. It had looked so promising. After over six months of false tips she should have known better than to think this one would be any different.


And here she was standing on a stranger’s back porch in the dark with a thousand dollars in her pack. A belated attack of common sense struck. She started to turn away and go back down the steps. But something stopped her—a whisper of panic, not her own. It shaded rapidly into … unconsciousness? Sleep? It did not feel like the echo of a recent death, but it wasn’t good.


Something terrible had happened inside the little house at the end of the street. Yet another reason to get out of there. Now.


Instead, she took a breath, braced herself, and gingerly touched the door handle …


… The burn seared her senses. She yelped and yanked her fingers off the metal knob. The sudden move caused the unlatched door to swing inward on squeaking hinges. The gloom of a deeply shadowed kitchen loomed.


For a tense moment she just stood there, trying to decide what to do. There were answers to be had inside the house, she was certain of that. She needed those answers and she was willing to take risks to get them, but there were limits. She had pushed the envelope far enough this morning. She needed backup and she knew who to call. Roger Gossard owed her a few favors.


An icy frisson flickered across the back of her neck. She was suddenly, intensely aware of an unnerving chill. She knew that feeling. Someone was watching her.


It was way past time to exit the scene.


She turned quickly, intending to go down the steps and back to the car. But she froze when she saw the man blocking her path a few feet away.


For an instant shock locked her muscles and sent her senses into a chaotic tailspin. Then adrenaline splashed through her. She raised the can of pepper spray.


“Please don’t use that stuff,” the stranger said. “I’ve got enough trouble as it is. I’m not going to hurt you.”


His voice settled on her like a warm summer night, soothing her senses, calming her panic. Clearly she was overreacting. The man blocking her path had made no attempt to grab her and there was no sign of a weapon. He was harmless. She lowered the pepper spray.


In the glow of the weak light over the door she could see that he was dressed in a battered leather bomber jacket, a dark T-shirt, jeans, and running shoes. A day pack similar to her own was slung casually over one shoulder. Given the deep shadows his eyes should have been unreadable. Instead they seemed to burn. Just a reflection, she told herself.


“Who are you?” she said.


“Another would-be buyer, like you. Evidently we were not the only customers for the list. Looks like someone else got here first and decided to make sure there were no more sales.”









CHAPTER SIX


HIS VOICE WHISPERED to her senses, reassuring her. She was feeling very calm now. That was not right. She ought to be terrified. She should be working the pepper spray for all it was worth and running for the car. What the hell was happening here?


And suddenly she understood.


She pulled hard on her senses, shook off the mesmerizing effect of his voice, and raised the can of pepper spray.


“Stop that or I will use this stuff,” she said.


There was a beat of silence. She got the feeling she had surprised him.


“Okay, let’s try this again,” he said. “My name is Luke Rand. Who are you?”


She drew a deep breath. His voice still gave her a bit of a rush, but it was no longer hitting her senses like a riptide threatening to draw her under the surface.
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