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A NOTE FROM JAYNE


Welcome to my Jayne Castle world—Harmony. If you’re new to this series, let me give you a quick tour.


Here’s how it went down: Late in the twenty-first century a vast energy curtain opened in the vicinity of Earth. It made interstellar travel not only possible but practical. In typical human fashion, thousands of eager colonists packed up their stuff and headed out to create new homes on the unexplored planets that were suddenly within reach. Harmony was one of those worlds.


The First Generation colonists who settled Harmony brought with them all the comforts of home—sophisticated technology, centuries of art and literature, and the latest fashions. Trade through the Curtain flourished and allowed people to stay in touch with families back on Earth. It also made it easy to keep the computers and other high-tech gadgets functioning in a psi-heavy atmosphere. Humans had no trouble adapting to the strong paranormal forces on the planet, but that kind of energy was murder on Old World tech.


Things went swell—for a while.


One day, without warning, the Curtain closed, vanishing as mysteriously as it had appeared. Cut off from Earth, no longer able to obtain the equipment and supplies needed to keep their modern, sophisticated lifestyle going, the colonists were abruptly thrown back to a far more rustic existence. Forget the latest fashions; just staying alive suddenly became a major problem.


But on Harmony, people did one of the things humans do well—they hunkered down, struggled, and survived. It’s now been two hundred years since the closing of the Curtain. It wasn’t easy, but the descendants of the First Generation colonists have succeeded in fighting their way back from the brink of disaster to a level of civilization that is roughly equivalent to the first half of the twenty-first century on Earth—with a few twists due to the aforementioned paranormal environment.


The four original colonies have grown into four large city-states united under the umbrella of a federal government. With no enemy nations to worry about, there is no standing army. But every society requires some form of policing. On Harmony those tasks are performed by three different agencies. Aboveground, the various police departments and the Federal Bureau of Psi Investigation (FBPI) take the lead. But in the ancient Alien ruins belowground, law enforcement and general security are handled by the powerful Ghost Hunters Guild.


Vast stretches of Harmony have yet to be explored and mapped, both aboveground and down below in the amazing, mysterious maze of green quartz tunnels that were constructed by the long-vanished Aliens who first colonized Harmony. No one knows why they disappeared, but they left the lights on, literally. The ruins belowground as well as on the surface were abandoned centuries ago, but they are still luminous (mostly), thanks to the paranormal radiation infused into the acid-green quartz used to construct them.


Interestingly, a wide variety of psychic powers have appeared in the population. Evidently the high levels of paranormal radiation in the environment are bringing out the latent paranormal talents in the descendants of the colonists.


Harmony holds many mysteries, wonders, and dangers. But, as usual, the real trouble is caused by humans.









CHAPTER ONE
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THE PAST …


“Higher,” Molly shouted, thrilling to the reckless sense of freedom she got on the swings. “I can almost see the sign.”


Leona obliged, pushing harder on the playground swing. The billboard on the other side of the brick wall came into view. It had been erected a few months earlier and had not yet had time to fade in the desert sun. GRIFFIN INVESTIGATIONS. WANT ANSWERS? WE’LL GET THEM FOR YOU. CALL NOW. NO WAITING. Beneath the words was a phone number printed in giant red letters. Molly and Leona had both spent so much time on the swings they had memorized it.


Molly’s full name was Molly No Middle Initial No Last Name. She was six and a half years old. Her sister’s name was Leona No Middle Initial No Last Name. Leona was also six and a half years old. Ms. Inskip, the director of the Inskip School for Orphan Girls, had explained that although they had been left on the doorstep of the school together when they were infants, Molly and Leona were not biological sisters. Molly and Leona had decided to ignore her. After a while Ms. Inskip had given up trying to explain the facts of DNA.


A few months earlier, Molly had found a couple small chunks of untuned amber in the orphanage garden. During arts and crafts class, she and Leona had figured out how to tie lengths of ribbon around the amber to create necklaces. They wore the pendants night and day, symbols of their sisterhood.


Molly and Leona had grown up together within the confines of the school. It was not a bad place like the orphanages in some of the stories they read. Ms. Inskip was stern but not mean. For the most part she hired trained, caring teachers and staff.


As the years went by, Molly and Leona had watched as the other girls who wound up in the orphanage were adopted. But no one had ever wanted the sisters with no last names. Ms. Inskip had told them that they were very special and that someday special parents would come to adopt them. They had stopped believing her.


“Can you see it yet?” Leona demanded, giving the swing another strong shove.


“‘Want answers?’” Molly sang out. “‘We’ll get them for you. Call now. No waiting.’” She rattled off the phone number.


“My turn,” Leona announced.


Molly wanted to argue, but there were rules. They had agreed that when the sign came into view it was time to take turns on the swing. Besides, Ms. Inskip would soon call them back inside. The director believed in an orderly routine. She claimed it was the best way to ensure that the orphaned girls in her care developed what she called the life skills needed to take their place as respectable, responsible adults in society.


What Molly and Leona were gradually figuring out was that becoming a respectable, responsible adult in a society in which family and family connections were everything was not easy for orphans—and even more difficult for those whose last name was No Last Name.


A complete absence of basic personal information—no birth certificates, no sad notes from desperate unwed mothers, no ancestry records—was an extremely rare circumstance, but Ms. Inskip insisted that was the case for Molly and Leona.


Molly reluctantly jumped off the swing. Leona took her place.


“Make it go really high,” Leona ordered. She was inclined to tell others what to do and how to do it whether or not they wanted the instructions.


Molly pushed until Leona was flying high enough to read the Griffin Investigations sign. She was about to demand another turn on the swings when a man’s arm wrapped around her from behind, squeezing her so hard she couldn’t breathe. A big hand clamped across her mouth. Remembering Ms. Inskip’s rules for dealing with Stranger Danger, she struggled wildly. But in the next instant she felt a sharp sting on her upper shoulder. She got dizzy.


She was dimly aware that the stranger was carrying her out through the open gate. She wondered briefly how he had managed to steal the key from Ms. Inskip, and then she fell into darkness.


The last thing she heard before she went unconscious was Leona’s scream.









CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]


THE PAST …


She woke up in a radiant green chamber. There was a high, arched doorway but no windows. She was a fan of the rez-screen series Jake Carlisle, Underworld Explorer, so she recognized the setting immediately. She was in the maze of ancient underground tunnels that crisscrossed the planet.


Two metal tables sat in the center of the room. There were a notebook and a small pile of yellow crystals on one of the tables. The other table was covered with glass tubes and jars, some of which contained strangely colored liquids. The items reminded Molly of a scene in the video Ms. Inskip had made the girls watch the previous week, Do I Want to Be a Scientist When I Grow Up? She remembered that chambers like the one she was in were called laboratories.


Leona had been fascinated with the video. Molly had been bored.


At the thought of Leona, she reached up to take comfort from the amber pendant. But it was gone. She realized she must have lost it in the struggle with the stranger.


Out of nowhere, terror swept over her, closing her throat and making it almost impossible to breathe. There was no sign of the man who had taken her, but she was sure he was not far away. She was afraid to move, because every instinct warned her that doing so might draw his attention.


After a while she realized she could not stay motionless forever. She had to pee and then she had to escape. She scrambled to her feet, never taking her eyes off the doorway. When the stranger did not appear, she started to move out into the hall to search for a bathroom.


Without warning the doorway began to shiver with shadows. Another wave of fear lanced through her. Somehow she knew she must not touch the strange darkness that whispered in the opening.


Unable to come up with an alternative, she retreated to a corner to take care of the immediate problem.


When she was finished, she went back to the doorway again, hoping the scary shadows were gone. She was not sure what she would do if she did get out of the horrible chamber. Like every other kid on Harmony, she and the girls at the orphanage had been warned repeatedly about the risks of going down into the maze of ancient green quartz tunnels that crisscrossed the planet. Children who went into the Underworld alone never returned to the surface, according to Ms. Inskip. But anything was better than staying in the laboratory waiting for the stranger to come back.


She moved as cautiously as she could, trying to sneak up on the shadows, but when she was a couple of steps away, they flared in the doorway, blocking her path.


She looked around the small space. There was nowhere to hide. She stood in the center of the room, tears leaking from her eyes, unable to think of anything else to do.


She cried until she could not cry any more, and then she hunkered down against a wall, drew up her knees, and hugged her legs close, trying to make herself as small as possible.


She had no idea how much time passed before the first dust bunny showed up in the doorway. He stood on his hind paws and chortled. He looked just like the pictures of Newton, the Clever Dust Bunny, the hero of her favorite series of children’s books. He was a scruffy ball of gray fur with two small ears and six paws. He watched her with his bright blue eyes. She knew he had a second set that he used for hunting, but they were closed.


It was such a relief to see a nonthreatening creature that she almost cried again.


“Hi,” she whispered.


The dust bunny fluttered through the doorway, unconcerned about the dark shadows, and halted in front of her. She patted him gently on top of his furry head.


“You should leave before the stranger comes,” Molly said. “He’ll probably hurt you.”


The dust bunny made encouraging noises and zipped back and forth between her and the doorway. She shook her head.


“I can’t leave,” she said. “The shadows won’t let me.”


The dust bunny abandoned the attempt to coax her out of the chamber. He gave a farewell chortle and disappeared out into the hall. She wanted to cry again but she couldn’t. It was as if she could not feel anything at all now.


After a while she went to the table that held the yellow crystals. Curious, she picked one up. It felt good in her hand. She dropped it into the pocket of her blue Inskip School uniform. Then she chose a second stone for Leona and put it in her other pocket.


The dust bunny returned some time later. At first she thought she was dreaming. In her many lectures on the risks of wandering into the tunnels, Ms. Inskip had talked about something called hallucinations. She had explained that they were among the many terrible things that happened to little girls who took a notion to explore the Underworld. She had explained that experiencing hallucinations was a lot like falling into a bad dream while you were awake.


The dust bunny chortled and bustled through the doorway, once again ignoring the shadows. Molly decided she did not care if he was a hallucination.


“Thanks for coming back,” she whispered. “I’m glad to see you again, but it isn’t safe here. You should go.”


The dust bunny ignored the advice and bounced a little, clearly excited about something. She picked him up and hugged him close, taking comfort from his furry presence. But he immediately wriggled free and fluttered back toward the doorway. He chortled down the hallway.


A moment later she realized he had not returned alone. A half dozen dust bunnies scampered through the doorway and chortled at the sight of her. It was as if they had just played a game and won. They were beside themselves with glee.


Before Molly could understand what was going on, two women appeared in the opening. They had flamers in their hands and knives on their belts. Both wore small day packs, the kind adults carried when they went into the Underworld, but aside from the weapons and the packs, neither of them was dressed like Jake Carlisle, Underworld Explorer.


The shorter one had shoulder-length, silver-blond hair. She wore tight faded jeans, a crisp white shirt, a wide leather belt studded with amber, and boots. The taller woman had on a blue pantsuit and low-heeled dress shoes. There was a pretty scarf around her throat. Her dark hair was pinned up in a knot.


Both women wore matching wedding rings.


“Told you the dust bunnies were not playing a game,” the one with blond hair said. “Hang on while I de-rez the shadow trap.”


A moment later the strange darkness that had barred the doorway disappeared. The dust bunnies chortled approval.


Molly gazed at the two women. A part of her was thrilled, but she was also worried about hallucinations. “Are you angels?”


The one with blond hair chuckled as she strode through the opening. “Sorry, no. Charlotte and I were out partying at a bar the night the angel recruiter came around looking for talent.”


“What?” Molly said.


“Never mind, honey,” Charlotte said. “Eugenie here likes to make dumbass jokes at inappropriate times.”


“Ms. Inskip doesn’t like it if we say dumbass,” Molly said.


“Screw Ms. Inskip,” Eugenie said cheerfully. She surveyed the room. “On second thought, forget that idea. What the hell is this place?”


“It’s a laboratory,” Molly announced. “I saw one in the career video.”


“Good observation,” Charlotte said.


She went to the smaller table and scooped up the notebook.


“Here’s the deal, kid,” Eugenie said. “We’re no angels but we’re the next best thing. We’re the team from Griffin Investigations.”


Molly was dazzled. “‘Want answers? We’ll get them for you,’” she recited. “‘Call now. No waiting.’”


Charlotte glanced at Eugenie. “And you said those signs were a waste of money.” She turned back to Molly. “Your sister, Leona, called us. When we showed up at the Inskip School, she told us what had happened and gave us your necklace. Helen Inskip claimed you’d been adopted, but we didn’t believe her for a second, did we, Eugenie?”


“Nope.” Eugenie snorted. “It was pretty clear Inskip was lying. But we’ll let the authorities deal with her. Right now our job is to get out of here.”


The dust bunnies chortled and took off through the doorway.


“I guess they figured their work here was done,” Charlotte said.


“Ours isn’t,” Eugenie said. “You take Molly. I’ll handle security.”


“Right.” Charlotte stuffed the notebook into her pack. Flamer in one hand, she extended the other hand to Molly. “Ready to leave?”


“Yes, please,” Molly said.


When Charlotte’s fingers closed around her small hand, she knew everything was going to be all right. Eugenie went out into the hall, checked both ways, and then beckoned.


“All clear,” she announced.


Molly was so happy to be out of the green chamber she almost cried again. But she managed to avoid embarrassing herself in front of the brave team from Griffin Investigations.


Eugenie led the way. When they reached an intersection, she motioned for Charlotte and Molly to wait.


She moved out into the intersection.


“Well, shit,” she said.


Molly started to say that Ms. Inskip did not approve of the word shit, but there was not time, because Eugenie was diving back into the corridor where Charlotte and Molly waited. A bolt of fire flashed in the intersection. Thanks to two seasons of Jake Carlisle, Underworld Explorer, Molly knew that she had just seen a blast from a flamer.


“How many?” Charlotte asked.


“I only saw one. Not a pro. Bad beard. Bad hair. Bad glasses. He’s wearing a white lab coat.”


“That fits with the lab stuff we just saw,” Charlotte said. “He may have security working with him.”


“I don’t think so. Pros would have done a better job of guarding the kid.”


An outraged male voice thundered in the other hallway.


“You can’t take the child. She is a subject in a very important research project. She will be returned to the school unharmed when I have completed the exam.”


“This case just keeps getting weirder and weirder,” Charlotte said.


“The situation seems pretty straightforward to me.” Eugenie crouched at the entrance to the intersection and raised her voice. “You’re guilty of kidnapping. There are witnesses. I’m making a citizen’s arrest.”


“You stupid woman, you cannot interfere with my work. You don’t know what you’re doing.”


Two more bolts of flame flashed across the intersection. Eugenie leaned around the corner, fired once, and ducked back into the hallway.


Molly heard a muffled thud.


Eugenie risked a quick glance and then got to her feet. “He’s down. Stay here. I’ll take a look.”


She reappeared a short time later. “He’s alive but unconscious. I took his nav amber. He won’t be going anywhere even if he wakes up before the Guild gets down here to make the arrest.”


“Good,” Charlotte said. “Let’s get out of here.”


The next several minutes were a chaotic blur. Molly glimpsed a man in a lab coat lying on the quartz floor. The next thing she knew, she and the team from Griffin Investigations were climbing a green quartz staircase. At the top Eugenie opened a steel vault door. They entered a dark basement, climbed a few more steps, and emerged inside an old house.


There were two vehicles in the backyard—a dirty white van and a plain gray compact.


The three of them piled into the compact. Eugenie got behind the wheel and drove around the house, heading for the street.


“Why don’t you have a bigger car?” Molly asked. “Like the kind Jake Carlisle, Underworld Explorer, drives?”


“Big SUVs like that monster vehicle Jake Carlisle drives on the rez-screen series tend to be noticed,” Eugenie said. “Private investigators like to drive cars that don’t stand out.”


“Oh,” Molly said. She pondered that information for a moment, decided not to show her disappointment, and moved on to the next question. “How did you find me?”


“We used the Inskip School’s security camera footage to ID the owner of the van that took off with you in it,” Charlotte said. “I dug up the address online. His name is Nigel Willard.”


“Creeps like Willard tend to keep their activities close to home,” Eugenie added. “Probably a control thing. Sure enough, we found the van in his backyard and his hole-in-the-wall entrance to the tunnels in his basement.”


“Willard is not what you’d call a professional criminal,” Charlotte added. “Deranged, disorganized, and delusional would be better descriptors. We were on our way to you when the dust bunnies found us. Which reminds me—I’ve got something that belongs to you.”


She reached into the pocket of her suit jacket and took out a familiar amber necklace. “Leona gave this to us. She said it would help us find you.”


Molly took the amber and clutched it very tightly. Then she remembered her manners.


“Thank you for rescuing me,” she said.


Eugenie met her eyes in the rearview mirror. “You’re welcome, honey.”


“Are you going to take me back to the Inskip School?” Molly asked.


Charlotte turned in the passenger seat. Her eyes were very intent. “Do you want to go back?”


“No, but I have to go back because Leona is there,” Molly explained. “When we’re older we’re going to leave, though.”


“Where will you go?” Charlotte asked, sounding genuinely curious.


“We don’t know yet,” Molly admitted. “Somewhere.”


There was another silence. Eugenie and Charlotte exchanged glances.


Charlotte turned back to Molly. “One thing is certain. You won’t be staying at the Inskip School for Girls.”


“Why not?” Molly asked.


“That orphanage won’t be in business after today. The authorities will shut it down. Do you think you and Leona might like to come home with Eugenie and me until you decide what you want to do?”


“Are you going to adopt us?” Molly said, hardly daring to believe. “That would be awesome.”


“Uh,” Eugenie said. She flicked a sidelong glance at Charlotte. “Well, we haven’t had a chance to discuss anything as serious as—” She broke off because she got tangled up in a cough.


“That would depend on whether you and Leona wanted to be adopted by Eugenie and me,” Charlotte said.


“We will,” Molly said. “This is so high-rez. Wait until I tell Leona we’re going to get a real last name.”









CHAPTER THREE
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PRESENT DAY …


The Funhouse was at its most dangerous after dark.


Joshua Knight went up the stairs to the third floor and opened the door of the old séance room. It was coming up on midnight. The lights had gone out, as usual, an hour earlier. He carried one of the old-fashioned amber lanterns to compensate.


The yellow glare of the lantern revealed the table and chairs in the center of the small room. Another lantern sat on the table, unlit. Presumably, the previous owner of the house, a medium, had used it for atmosphere when she held séances.


The uncovered mirrors on the walls seethed with hallucinations and visions. One of the looking glasses was draped in heavy black silk. He had found it that way when he moved in nearly three weeks ago. It hadn’t taken long to figure out why it had been covered.


It was not the only draped mirror in the mansion.


The covered mirrors were the most dangerous, but he took care not to focus for long on the uncovered mirrors, either. He was able to handle the energy in them, but he did not like what he saw in the glass.


He could have draped all of the mirrors in black silk—that probably would have been the wisest course of action, given his shattered senses. But that would have defeated his purpose for moving into the house. He needed answers, and his only hope of finding them lay within the walls of the mansion.


In addition to his burned-out talent, the doctors at Amber Dawn Para-Psychiatric Hospital had diagnosed him as paranoid and delusional. Yet another humiliation for the Knight family.


Fortunately his parents and siblings lived a thousand miles away in Resonance City. He had told them that he had gone into seclusion and was receiving therapy in a private clinic. They chose to believe him. It was easier for all of them that way, so much less stressful than dealing face-to-face with the member of the family who had sullied the proud reputation of a clan of explorers; a reputation established by four generations of Knights.


There were no answers to be found in the séance room. He turned and went out into the hall. The lantern light sparked on the mirrors that covered the walls. The looking glasses whispered to him, urging him to peer into them. They promised astonishing wonders, but he knew they lied. Unlike the medium, he did not believe that there were ghosts trapped in the glasses, but the mirrors were, nevertheless, dangerous.


He went down the stairs. The lights were off on the ground floor as well as everywhere else, but the first wisps of blue fog were starting to rise up from the basement. The mist came in every night. The stuff was infused with enough paranormal radiance to illuminate the old-fashioned furnishings and faded carpet. Unfortunately, it also generated hallucinations. The only way to keep them at bay was with the amber lantern.


He reached the ground floor and made his way through the living room, weaving a path between countless end tables and display stands. The tables and stands were cluttered with vases, ornaments, lamps, and figurines—all made of crystal. Mirrors hung on the walls on this floor, too. The largest ones were draped in black silk.


On the far side of the living room, he went down a short hall and opened the mag-steel vault door at the end. A river of glowing fog poured through the opening. The door kept out a lot of the mist, but there were small, hidden leaks throughout the house. He had located and blocked a few, but not enough to stop the nightly invasion.


He paused for a moment, readying his badly weakened senses for the descent into the sea of nightmarish fog. When he was ready, he went down the old concrete steps and into the radiant mist that seethed in the basement. In the nearly three weeks he had been living in the house, he had learned that the stuff dissipated just before dawn, only to return the following night. The fog was as relentless as the tides. Lately, it had grown stronger and heavier. If the trend persisted, it would soon engulf the whole house every night.


The lantern helped, but it was not a complete shield. In the old days—pre– Hollister Expedition disaster—he would have had very little trouble quashing the disturbing images. Now it took the lantern and some serious effort. He told himself the nightly exercise was building up his psychic stamina.


During the daylight hours he convinced himself that he was getting stronger. But every night when he went down into the basement, the doubts roared back.


He reached the bottom of the steps. Holding the lantern aloft, he walked through the glowing fog and stopped in front of another mag-steel vault door. He rezzed the lock. There was a muffled clang as the bolt slid aside.


He wrapped one hand around the steel handle, pulled the door open, and looked into the sea of darkness on the other side.


Every other sector of the ancient catacombs that had been discovered to date glowed with the acid-green energy of the nearly indestructible quartz the Aliens had favored for construction material. But the Funhouse had been built above a tunnel filled with a strange darkness that could not be penetrated by flashlights, amber lanterns, or flamers. The darkness did not extinguish light but somehow absorbed it, rendering it useless for visual navigation.


He was limited to fire and basic amber-powered technology. More sophisticated devices, such as cell phones and quartz-powered light sources, did not function in the currents of paranormal energy that flowed throughout the Underworld.


The tuned amber used to navigate the rest of the catacombs went dead in the tunnel of night. To cross the threshold was to step into a wildly disorienting storm of energy that blinded all of his senses. He knew that because on two occasions he had tried to force his way into the darkness. He was well aware that he had been lucky to survive.


Each attempt to find a means of navigating the dark tunnel had resulted in failure. Yet less than a month ago he had survived the Hollister Expedition disaster and somehow managed to walk through the tunnel of night. Not only that, he had found the basement door of the Funhouse, gotten it open, and made his way to the surface.


Afterward he had hiked through the desert night, following the river, until he had reached the small, rural community of Outpost. He had collapsed in front of the general store. When he woke up, the only things that he remembered clearly were the dark mansion and the mirrors.


He had voluntarily committed himself to the para-psychiatric hospital, but once he was inside, the doctors had confined him to a locked ward on the grounds that he might be a danger to himself and others. A week later he had escaped the hospital and returned to the house of mirrors.


The mansion was as off-the-grid as it was possible to get without losing all connection to the basic amenities of civilization. The two things he required—groceries and a public library that had rez-net service—were available a few miles away in Outpost. In the two and a half weeks he had been in residence in the Funhouse, he had made the trip twice to stock up on High-Rez Energy Bars, heavily caffeinated Hot Quartz Cola, and a few basics for easy-to-prepare meals. He had also picked up a couple of boxes of wine for medicinal purposes.


He had used the forays to drop in to the library to check the online media for news of the Hollister Expedition disaster. On his last trip he had learned the search had been called off. The members of the expedition had been declared lost and presumed dead.


He went back up the steps and into the living room. He paused to close the basement door and then he headed for the stairs. He desperately needed sleep. He was halfway across the cluttered space when he made the mistake of glancing into the mirror over the sofa. For a beat he was unable to look away, once again forced to acknowledge the full horror of what was happening.


Back at the start, when he had looked into the mirrors, he had seen the man the press had portrayed—a washed-up Underworld navigator who had abandoned the team he had been assigned to protect. A man hiding from his employer, the media, his family, and the rest of the world.


A man who had brought the hammer of dishonor down on his family. A man who had escaped a para-psych clinic and set up housekeeping in the middle of nowhere. A man who walked the halls of the mansion from hell most nights because nightmares haunted his sleep.


Those early reflections had been depressing, but at least he knew them to be real.


The far more troubling visions had begun appearing a week ago. The dreamscapes came straight out of his nightmares. That was bad enough.


The truly terrifying thing was that he could no longer see his own reflection in the mirrors. It was as if he had disappeared.









CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]


“Is this going to be seriously creepy?” the client asked.


His name was Rick, he was fourteen years old, and he had been on the streets since arriving in Illusion Town two months earlier. That was the only information he had provided to the staff at the Lost Lane Youth Shelter.


According to Margaret Barnes, the night manager, Rick had checked in shortly before six that evening, as usual. He’d had dinner and played some video games with the other kids before going to bed around midnight. The nightmares had struck at one a.m.


Margaret and her assistant had found Rick fighting a desperate battle with an unseen demon on the floor beside the bunk bed. Margaret had immediately diagnosed the cause—Emergent Senses Dream Disorder. ESDD.


The condition was not uncommon in the teen years when the paranormal senses began to develop. Most parents knew to anticipate the problem and how to get professional help if needed. But young people living on the streets—and there were some, even in a culture that was founded on the importance of Covenant Marriages and family connections—lacked access to proper therapy. The result was that they became frightened and anxious. That often led to dangerous attempts to self-medicate.


Molly was the volunteer dream therapist on call that night. The rez-rock ringtone of her phone had pulled her out of a fractured sleep and an ominous dream of her own. She had welcomed the distraction. Now she and Rick were sitting in a couple of plastic chairs in the otherwise empty cafeteria.


“It will seem weird to have me show up in your dreams,” she said. “But after you get used to the feeling, you’ll be more comfortable with the process. Remember, this is a form of lucid dreaming. You’ll be in a kind of trance, but you’ll also be awake and aware that you’re dreaming.”


“Okay, I guess.”


“Don’t worry, as soon as you are in control of the dream, I’ll let you take over and then I’ll step out.”


What she did not add was that the last thing she wanted to do was hang around in his dreamscape. The dream-walking experience was usually more disturbing and disorienting for her than it was for her clients, although she tried to hide that detail. The worst part was that scraps of Rick’s nightmare were likely to show up in her own dreams when she finally returned to her apartment tonight—assuming she could sleep.


Maybe she wouldn’t bother going back to bed. It wasn’t as if she had been sleeping much lately. She knew the moms were not sleeping, either. Leona’s disappearance into the Underworld had traumatized all of them. The authorities had called off the search for the Hollister Expedition, but the Griffin family refused to give up.


Eugenie and Charlotte spent their days and most of their nights working the computers and phones, running down leads, searching for the one person who might be able to help them find Leona and the team: the missing navigator. Joshua Knight was the only member of the expedition who had made it back to the surface. He had vanished, too, first into the locked ward of a para-psychiatric hospital and then into thin air.


The speculation in the media had ranged from bizarre conspiracy theories to the possibility that Knight had been driven insane by whatever had happened down in the tunnels. Many were convinced that, unable to live with the shame he had brought upon himself and his family, he had walked into the catacombs minus the tuned amber needed to navigate the heavy psi environment. If that was true, there was no point looking for him. He had effectively taken his own life.


“I’m ready to try anything that will stop the nightmares,” Rick said.


“I understand, believe me.” Molly smiled. “It was like that for me, too, when I came into my talent.”


But she’d had the moms to comfort and support her while she wrestled with the dream demons the year her psychic senses emerged. All Rick had was a part-time volunteer therapist at a youth shelter. The good news for him was that she had a talent for dream-walking.


It was not an ability she wanted to turn into a full-time career. Dream-walking didn’t provide the rush of delight and satisfaction she got from her work as a crystal artist. Tuning crystals that could sing to the senses was her true passion.


Nevertheless, she saw her therapy work as a personal mission. Helping young street people like Rick learn how to handle their psychic senses was her way of giving back.


“How does this work?” Rick asked.


“I can’t make the bad dreams go away,” Molly said. “What I’m going to do is show you how to rewrite the script of a nightmare so that you are in charge. Are you ready?”


“I guess.”


She reached into the black satchel she had brought with her and briefly considered the assortment of transparent viewing crystals inside. Each crystal was round, six inches in diameter, framed in a thin metal band, and fitted with an amber handle. The crystals resembled magnifying glasses, but they had not been ground for magnification. Instead, she had tuned them in ways that allowed her to step into someone else’s dreamscape with the least amount of psychic dissonance for both her and the client.


She selected the viewing crystal she thought would work best with Rick and took it out of the satchel. Gripping the amber handle, she reached for Rick’s hand.


She steadied her nerves and focused her senses.


“Now, let’s walk through your nightmare,” she said.


Cautiously she generated a little pulse of psychic energy. The storm of Rick’s ominous dreamscape appeared in the crystal.


“Wow,” Rick whispered, fascinated. “That is so high-rez. It’s like I’m watching a movie of my dream.”


That was why her version of dream-walking worked. It allowed the client to take a step back and view the nightmare from outside the dreamscape. Unfortunately, she got to see it, too.


“How come I can’t see myself?” Rick asked.


She smiled. “Good question. Do you ever see yourself in your dreams?”


He gave that some thought. “Huh. No, I don’t think so.”


“That’s because you experience a dream. It’s like walking down a street. You see the shops and cars and people around you, but you don’t see yourself.”


“Got it.”


“But here’s the weird part,” she continued. “I am about to enter your dream, and you will see me.”


“Okay. Let’s do this.”


Easy for him to say, she thought. Rick was standing safely outside his dreamscape—a viewer, not a participant. That allowed him to detach emotionally to a great extent. She was the one who had to walk through his nightmare.









CHAPTER FIVE
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He had a legal name, but in his business, professionals with a lot of street cred earned sobriquets. He was the finest cat burglar in Illusion Town, a local legend the press had named Mr. Invisible.


He could not really make himself disappear, but he had a psychic talent for breaking and entering that was almost as good as a magic cloak.


He had never encountered a lock he could not get past or a safe he could not crack. The amber mechanism that had secured the alley door of the shop was of respectable quality, but it had required less than thirty seconds to crack it. A hooded jacket had been all it took to evade the camera.


If the rest of the security in the shop was the same grade of technology, he would be on his way in a few minutes. Later there would be plenty of time to change back into his civilian clothes and hit the card tables at the Lucky Quartz casino. He could already envision the headlines in the morning papers. Guild Wedding Crystals Stolen. Mr. Invisible?


He gave himself a moment to absorb the energy in the atmosphere. The place had a pleasant buzz—the shop sold art crystals, after all—but he did not detect the unique vibe of serious, quartz-based tech that indicated a high-end security system. Understandable. Singing Crystals was a small business that had been open for only a few months. It was operating on a shoestring. What money was available no doubt went into the raw materials. Quality crystal suitable for artistic tuning was expensive.


He had cased the shop a day ago, pretending to be a browsing customer. It hadn’t taken long to realize that there was no safe, hidden or otherwise, on the ground floor. Vaults and safes absorbed a lot of the emotions of the people who relied on them to protect their valuables.


His intuition combined with past experience assured him that the objects he was after were probably stored in the personal quarters of the owner’s apartment on the upper floor. And the owner had conveniently left the shop for some unknown reason a short time ago. Things could not get any easier.


He glided up the stairs. Maybe he would leave a note advising the artist to invest in better security. The thought amused him. Too bad he was not here to steal some of the flowers on the sales floor tonight. He knew a fence across town in the Shadow Zone who would pay big bucks for beautifully tuned crystals, no questions asked.


He stopped on the landing and surveyed the entryway in front of the apartment door. An amber wall sconce glowed warmly, illuminating the tasteful arrangement of three crystal flowers in a glass vase on a red lacquer table. The tuning was subtle, but exquisite. The effect on his senses was similar to the lift he got when he heard his favorite music or drank a fine wine.


He hesitated. He knew true artistry when he came across it. Even a couple of the tuned flowers would constitute a good night’s haul.


Some other time, he promised himself. He was a professional. Business first. Tonight he was here to steal the crystals that had been tuned to create the traditional energy circle at the wedding of the new Guild boss, Gabriel Jones, and his bride, Lucy Bell. Time to focus.


He examined the lock on the apartment door. Another bit of standard-issue hardware. He reached for his lock pick but froze when the flowers in the vase beside the door started to glow.


“Fuck.”


So much for concluding that all the security was unsophisticated. The crystals in the shop downstairs were vulnerable, but the apartment had a very exotic alarm system, one that he could not disarm. He recognized a signature tuning job when he ran into one. The only person who could get past it without triggering the alarm was the individual whose personal psychic signature had been locked into the crystals.


He was getting paid a lot to grab the energy crystals, but not enough to risk getting caught. He had survived as long as he had in a high-risk, high-reward line of work precisely because he knew when to walk away from a job. He would inform the broker that he had been unable to complete the project tonight. The client would then have two options—instruct the broker to commission a second attempt or cancel altogether.


With a sigh of regret, Mr. Invisible headed back downstairs. When he reached the ground floor he stopped, enthralled by the delightful energy that whispered from the sales floor. It would be a shame to walk away empty-handed tonight.


He went around the sales counter and stopped at a display of crystal orchids. After a moment’s consideration he selected two delicate sculptures. Each radiated a gentle energy that sang to his senses. He would keep them for his personal collection.


Flowers in hand, he turned to leave through the same door he had used to enter the shop. Shock jolted through him when he saw the shadowy figure looming in the doorway.


He dropped the flowers and reached for the flamer. It was set to stun for the same reason he never carried a mag-rez pistol. Going down on a burglary charge was one thing. Murder was something else altogether.


He never got a chance to rez the trigger. The mag-rez bullet slammed into him, propelling him backward. He was briefly aware of a terrible chill, heard crystal flowers shatter on the floor as his flailing arm swept them off the shelves, and then the darkness took him.
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