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SHE CAME OUT OF THE TRANCE ON A CRASHING WAVE OF ADRENALINE THAT FLOODED HER veins with a euphoric sense of relief. Once again, she had survived the treacherous crossing that separated the dreamstate from the waking state. For a wild, glorious moment she was a sorceress, a queen, a goddess. There would be a price to pay, but the ice fever would set in later. In this moment she could almost fly.


She took off her mirrored sunglasses and waited for the artist’s reaction.


He screamed.


She winced. “Please don’t do that. It’s very unnerving.”


It was midnight and the alley was heavily shadowed but in the light from his phone she could see the artist’s face. His handsome, dramatically sculpted features had been transformed into a slack-jawed, wide-eyed mask of horror.


“No,” he gasped. He stumbled back a few steps, both hands stretched out in front of him. “Stay away from me. I know what you are.”


“You said I was your Muse.”


“You’re a succubus.”


He whirled and fled to the mouth of the alley and disappeared into the foggy San Francisco night. She listened to his pounding footfalls until they faded away to nothing.


Another failed experiment. This serial dating project was becoming very depressing. She was starting to doubt Aunt Bea’s assurance that sooner or later the right man would come along.


She dropped the small set of chimes and the little mallet into one of the pockets of her long, puffy coat. The adrenaline would wear off soon. She needed to get back to her apartment and make herself a cup of Bea’s special herbal tisane. It would ward off the worst of the ice fever.


Clapping a gloved hand over her nose and mouth, she willed herself to ignore the stench of urine-soaked bricks and made her way toward the entrance of the alley. She sidestepped the dark psychic stain that marked the spot where the murder had occurred.


She heard the scurrying of small rodent claws in the dense shadows and picked up her pace, careful to avoid the detritus of used needles, empty liquor bottles, and garbage. She always wore a pair of sturdy leather boots when she went out on dates in dark alleys.


Safely back on the sidewalk, she moved into the glow of a streetlamp, took out her phone, and used the app to call a car service. She confirmed the booking and glanced up. At the edge of her vision she glimpsed the dark silhouette of a man. He emerged from the fog and came toward her, moving too quickly. She did not need to see the glint of the knife in his hand to know that his intentions were not good.


Irritated, she waited until he was closer and then she turned, locked eyes with him, and smiled.


“I’m not in the mood,” she said.


The would-be assailant froze. A heartbeat later he uttered a choked scream, turned, and ran.


At least he hadn’t called her a demon. Maybe he didn’t know fancy words like succubus.


At the intersection a car turned the corner and coasted slowly to a halt in front of her. She checked the license plate and confirmed that it was the vehicle she had booked. A woman on her own at midnight in the city could not be too careful.


She slipped on the mirrored sunglasses before she opened the door and got into the back seat. If the driver wondered why she was wearing shades in the middle of the night, he kept his curiosity to himself.


She fastened the seat belt, sat back, and concentrated on analyzing the disastrous evening. She was forced to admit that she had to take most of the responsibility for the failure. She had misread the artist. Live men were a lot harder to read than dead men.


Sometimes she was tempted to abandon the dating project altogether, but Bea insisted that she keep trying. “Harpers don’t give up.”


Bea had evidently given up, though. She was in her late forties now and, while she had plenty of friends in the small community of Mirror Lake, she had never found a life partner.


Perhaps the venue had been the problem tonight. Murder scenes were not particularly romantic. But there was no other way to run the test on potential lovers.


She would ponder that issue later. All she wanted to do now was get back to her snug little apartment and brew the tisane. Once she was sure the fever was under control she would enter the artist into her log of failed experiments. The list was growing uncomfortably long.


The first image of a demonic female figure wearing mirrored sunglasses and holding a set of chimes arrived by encrypted text three days later. The words YOU ARE MINE accompanied the sketch.










ONE
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE MY AUNT IS HAVING AN AFFAIR WITH YOUR UNCLE.” SOPHY HARPER stared at the rumpled bed, shocked to the core. “He’s a Wells.”


“So am I,” Luke Wells said. “We can discuss the feud between our families some other time. In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve got a situation here. There is every reason to think your aunt and my uncle are in serious trouble. Someone died out there in the front room of this cabin.”


He was right. She pulled herself together.


“It wasn’t Bea or your uncle,” she said. “I’m sure of that. The energy of the stain is quite different from the energy in this room.” She shuddered and tried to ignore the evidence in front of her eyes. What on earth were you thinking, Aunt Bea? Seriously? You’ve been sleeping with a Wells?


The offending couple had disappeared, but the evidence of their intimate relationship was unmistakable. Sophy recognized the fluffy pink robe dangling from a wall hook as the one she had given Bea on her last birthday. The book on the nightstand was the novel Bea had raved about in a recent email. And the toothpaste tube next to the second toothbrush on the vanity in the small bathroom was neatly rolled up from the bottom—the way Bea always rolled toothpaste tubes. Sophy refused to open any drawers for fear of finding a vibrator or sex toys.


She pushed her black-and-crystal cat-eye glasses higher on her nose and gestured toward the tumbled sheets. “How long has this been going on?”


“I have no idea,” Luke said. An ominous impatience infused his dark voice. “Furthermore, I don’t give a damn. I thought I made it clear we need to move fast. I hired you to read and clean the murder scene in the front room, not take to your fainting couch because you’ve been scandalized by your aunt’s behavior.”


She turned away from the bed. “Don’t try to tell me you’re not more than a little stunned yourself. Aunt Bea is a Harper. I can’t believe she would allow herself to be seduced by a Wells.”


“Maybe you’ve got it backward. Maybe your aunt seduced my uncle.”


Sophy stared at him, momentarily too flabbergasted to respond.


“You said your aunt texted you that she had been called away on a psychic consultation?” Luke said.


She was sure she heard a sarcastic edge on the words psychic consultation, but under the circumstances she told herself she would rise above it.


“That’s right.” She composed herself. “It’s not the first time she’s traveled on short notice. She asked me if I would come up here to Mirror Lake to look after the shop while she was out of town.”


“So, you packed a suitcase, left San Francisco, and drove two hours into the northern California mountains to look after a shop that does very little business at this time of year?”


“If you’re implying that I know more about what happened here than I’m telling you, you can go jump in the lake. Yes, I agreed to keep an eye on the shop. As it happens, it was good timing. I needed a break.”


“From your library work?” he asked a little too smoothly.


“No, from the crime scene reading.” She winced. “I enjoy the library work, but the readings get to you after a while.”


And so did the failed experiments. She was still recovering from the succubus incident. A woman could only take so much.


“I understand,” Luke said quietly.


Startled because he sounded as if he did understand, she shot him a wary look. But his expression gave nothing away.


“Never mind,” Luke said. “You can wring your hands later.” He went through the doorway into the small front room. “We need to figure out what happened here. You confirmed we’ve got a murder scene. The Boss says you’re a housekeeper. You can read ’em and clean ’em. Time to go to work.”


She disliked the nickname. Not only was it an insult to real housekeepers everywhere, it did not begin to describe her psychic talent. But once again she reminded herself that she had to focus.


The Boss, she knew, was Harry Wells, Luke’s paternal grandfather. Harry was currently CEO of Wells, Inc., a sophisticated technology firm that specialized in cutting-edge security devices.


The alarming evidence in the bedroom aside, the Harpers and the Wellses hadn’t been known to socialize for four generations. They did, however, keep an eye on each other from a distance. Given the pact that bound the families and the decades of distrust between them, they did not have any choice. As a result, she was aware that the Wells family had settled on Luke as the heir to his grandfather’s position at the company. Evidently no one else in the clan wanted the job, including Luke’s father and his uncle, Deke.


She had first met Luke Wells about twenty minutes ago when he had arrived on the doorstep of the Shop on Hidden Lane. But in addition to his future role as the head of Wells, Inc., she knew a couple of other things about him. According to the rumor mill in the psychic community, insiders called him No-Talent Wells. It was said that every generation or so the family produced a member with no measurable psychic abilities. Evidently that individual got stuck with the job of running the highly profitable company.


No-Talent Wells. Talk about unpleasant nicknames. She could almost feel sorry for Luke. Almost.


Focus, woman. Like it or not, Wells is right. Bea might be in real trouble.


She followed Luke back out into the other room, where his hellhound companion, Bruce, was busy exploring various scents. Man and dog went together, she thought. They both looked dangerous.


Dark-haired, with a lean, sleekly muscled build, an austere profile, and amber eyes that gave new meaning to the term old soul, Luke had the vibe of a CIA assassin—cold-blooded, stern, and judgy.


Admittedly, she had never met an assassin. She had stumbled over the tracks of a few serial killers in her crime scene reading work, but no actual assassins, at least not that she was aware of. She didn’t know if the CIA employed professional assassins, but she had a good imagination, and she was pretty sure that if they did, Luke would fit the profile. The fact that he was wearing a lot of black—black leather bomber jacket, black pullover, black trousers, and black boots—enhanced the impression.


Bruce suited the part of an assassin’s dog. He was a dark-furred, lean, sleekly muscled beast of indeterminant breed. His amber-gold eyes were disturbingly similar to Luke’s—sharp, smart, and a little feral. He should have been named Anubis or Cerberus. Who called a dog like this one Bruce?


Yep, Luke and Bruce made a good pair. A couple of hellhounds. Luckily, she was good with dogs. Unfortunately she could not say the same about men.


“Give me a minute,” she snapped. “I need to get a sense of the atmosphere in this space before I can begin the reading.”


Walking with ghosts was always a grim business, and murder scenes were the worst, especially at night. She dreaded the work but she was stuck with a psychic talent for it. In addition, she felt a moral obligation to use her abilities when called upon to do so. It was, however, a hard way to make a living, because business was not brisk. Few police investigators took psychics seriously. Most cops assumed she and others like her were frauds. Investigators who did believe she was the real deal rarely had a budget that allowed for hiring psychic consultants.


She had vowed to cut back on the pro bono work but that was proving difficult. Turning down the handful of clients who trusted her to help solve horrible crimes sent her on a very unpleasant guilt trip.


She paid the rent with a real job, one she loved. She was a librarian who had found her niche consulting for private libraries and collectors who specialized in books and materials that dealt with the paranormal. Granted, that meant she often did business with what most people would call eccentric clients. But she and her sister, Chloe—also a librarian—had been raised by their aunt. Bea was a librarian and a professional psychic consultant who operated the Shop on Hidden Lane. Sophy and Chloe had grown up in a business that thrived on eccentric customers. They knew how to deal with them.


“The sooner you get started, the sooner you can go back to selling crystals, wind chimes, tarot cards, and the rest of that tourist junk in your aunt’s shop,” Luke prompted.


Sophy shoved her hands into the pockets of the ankle-length puffer coat and glared. “Pro tip, Wells. Insulting my aunt’s business is not a smart way to establish a professional working relationship based on mutual respect.”


“I’m not here to establish a relationship of any kind.”


“Oddly enough, I got that impression.”


“I want answers. I have one priority, and that is to find my uncle. My grandmother told me that you agreed to take the job. I’m paying you what I suspect is double the going rate for this kind of work.”


“Triple, actually. Special price for a Wells.”


“Figures. I expect results.”


“As if I had a choice,” Sophy grumbled. “Your grandmother said she thinks your uncle’s disappearance has something to do with that stupid pact between the families.”


“My grandmother has very, very good intuition,” Luke warned softly. “Psychic-grade intuition.”


“I’ve heard that.”


She kept her tone neutral this time because she really did not have any option. It had been annoying to get the phone call from Angela Wells, the matriarch of the clan, informing her that Luke was on his way to see her, but she knew her duty as a Harper. The pact had to be honored. Angela had made it clear she was convinced Deke’s disappearance was connected to the events of the past. So yes, there had been no choice but to agree to take the job.


Now that she knew Bea was involved with Deke and might be in danger, however, she could not simply read the scene for Luke and walk away. She had to make sure Bea was safe.


“Just to be clear,” she said, leaning into her most assured tones, “reading the scene is one thing. The kind of cleaning you have requested is … complicated.”


No one in the underworld of the psychic community had any serious objections to crime scene consultations. True, there were not that many talents who could do it for real. A lot of frauds worked these gigs. But whether or not the practitioner could be trusted was the client’s problem. There was nothing inherently unethical about the practice.


Cleaning up the paranormal evidence of a crime, however, while not technically illegal—after all, that kind of evidence could not be presented in a court of law—was severely frowned upon in a certain quarter of the paranormal community—namely the Agency for the Investigation of Atypical Phenomena, otherwise known as the Foundation.


The organization assumed it had the right to police the members of the psychic community. And, okay, maybe some entity had to take on the responsibility, because regular law enforcement could not be expected to deal with the bad guys who were amped up with paranormal talents—for the most part regular law enforcement didn’t even believe psychic criminals existed. The Foundation had a role to play, but it was a well-known fact that its agents were inclined to be extremely judgmental.


The Harpers, like many others who made their livings with their psychic talents, preferred to keep a low profile.


Wells, Inc., on the other hand, was said to take contracts with the Foundation. No surprise. It was just like the Wells family to work both sides of the street and get away with it, Sophy thought. The clan was powerful. It had nothing to fear from the Foundation.


“Let me worry about the complications of a housekeeping job,” Luke said.


“All right.” She took a deep breath. “I’m ready.”


She paced to the far end of the room and took off her black-and-crystal-framed glasses. She slipped them into a soft case and dropped the case into the depths of a coat pocket. Reaching into another pocket she took out the oversized mirrored sunglasses and put them on.


“Please turn off the light,” she said.


She could tell from his expression that Luke had some questions about the glasses, but he was smart enough not to ask them. Instead, he went to the wall switch and flipped it. The weak bulb in the overhead fixture winked out, plunging the room into the sort of absolute darkness that can only be found in an isolated mountain cabin—a cabin like this one.


She was braced for the familiar flash of acute claustrophobia—had trained herself to breathe through it—but that didn’t stop the panicky sparks that snapped across her senses. She wondered if Luke was experiencing a similar sensation. She hoped so. It would serve him right.


She reached into a third pocket and took out the small set of metal chimes and the little wooden mallet.


With the claustrophobia under control, she steeled herself and kicked up her talent. The darkness was slowly infused with an eerie gray radiance. The temperature in the already cold room seemed to drop a few more degrees.


In the gray fog, she could see Luke standing near the light switch. He did not look the least bit nervous, let alone claustrophobic, just very, very focused. That was irritating. It would have been satisfying to know that he had a shred of vulnerability. Instead, there was a hint of energy in his eyes.


She suddenly realized he was watching her intently. That answered one question. He might be a no-talent compared to the other members of his family, but he was not without a psychic vibe. He had some paranormal-grade night vision. A useful ability for an assassin.


Bruce the hellhound was watching her, too. But that was not surprising. Dogs have pretty good night vision.


She turned slowly, examining the room. There were no bloodstains, no body, and no obvious physical evidence, but the energy laid down by violent death had soaked into the well-worn wooden floorboards and permeated the walls. The currents of dark light came in a range of colors that her second sight had learned to interpret, at least to some extent.


“How does this work?” Luke asked.


“I’m going to go into a self-induced trance,” she said. “I will narrate what I see. I’ll do my best to observe details but don’t try to ask questions or direct me in any way. You’ll shatter the trance.”


Before he could say anything else, she gripped the handle of the chimes in one hand and lightly tapped a metal bar with the mallet. A crystalline note echoed in the room, sharp and clear. It seemed to linger endlessly. She rode it into her other vision, across the borderlands that separated the waking state from the dreaming state. As usual, the journey was surreal and disturbing. For a heartbeat or two the panic threatened to overwhelm her. No matter how many times she went into the trance she never overcame the fear of being trapped in the in-between world.


And just like that she was inside.


The first ghost materialized near the window, a dark, shadowy figure in the luminous gray light. He was smoking a cigarette.










TWO
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BRUCE ALERTED, EARS SHARPENING. SOPHY COULD HAVE SWORN THAT THERE WAS SOME serious energy in his amber eyes. He growled softly.


“It’s all right,” she said to the dog. “The ghosts aren’t real.”


She was in her trance voice now. She knew it sounded eerie, as if she was one of the ghosts. But the dog did not seem to care. Maybe he was accustomed to creepy voices.


He padded forward and stopped beside her. When he leaned against her right leg she realized he was shivering with battle-ready tension. She rested a hand on his head.


“I know the feeling,” she said. “But it’s not real. You need to think of this as an instant replay.”


When, as a teen, she had begun encountering the shadowy figures that hovered near scenes of violence and tragedy, she had been traumatized by the possibility that she was seeing ghosts. Aunt Bea had explained that the visions were her intuition’s way of making sense of the paranormal energy deposited in such places. Violence of any kind left a lot of residual radiation. The spectral shadows were just an example of metaphysics in action.


Her logical side accepted the scientific explanation for the manifestations but that did not change the fact that when she was in the zone the phantoms seemed all too real. Nor did it alter her emotional and physical responses. Those she had to suppress with raw willpower.


She studied the smoking ghost.


“The curtains are closed but I can tell that it is night,” she said in her otherworldly voice. “A figure is pacing back and forth. I can’t make out a face or give you a description but something about the way he moves tells me I’m watching a man. He’s excited. Sweating. Smoking a cigarette. Working himself up to do something … intense. Thrilling. There’s a vibe of madness. It’s as if he can barely hang on to his control.”


She watched the shadowy figure stalk around the small space for a moment, trying to pick up more insights, but nothing else about the apparition stood out. She resumed the narration.


“He’s got something in his right hand. A gun, I think. He hears a sound that makes him go to the window. He peeks through the curtains. Now he’s even more excited but in a very sick way. I can sense the anticipation of violence in the energy he left behind. I think he hears a knock on the door because he suddenly heads back across the room. His energy field is suddenly spiking. He’s hot. On fire.”


“What do you mean by on fire?” Luke asked.


His question slipped into the dream in the most casual manner. For a second or two she wondered if it was her imagination. No one had ever been able to communicate with her while she was in the zone, not without breaking the trance. The awareness of just how alone she was when she employed her talent at full strength was one of the many reasons she hated doing crime scene work.


“Are you referring to his talent?” Luke continued when she did not respond.


She had not imagined it. He was communicating with her even though she was deep in the trance. For once she wasn’t alone in the ghost zone. But why did Luke Wells have to be the one person who could reach her?


She took a deep breath and reminded herself that she was a professional. She concentrated on Smoking Ghost. Fierce, erratic waves of energy crackled in the air around the figure.


“He’s got a powerful talent of some kind,” she said, aware that she was still in her trance voice. “I think he intends to use his psychic ability to murder whoever is at the door.” She hesitated, trying to read the energy around the ghost. “It won’t be his first time. He knows it will give him a rush.”


“So he’s the killer,” Luke said on a note of cold satisfaction. “And we know he smokes. With luck he will have left some cigarette butts here in the cabin. I’ll look for them later. Try to get a read on his talent.”


“Will you please shut up?” she said in her other voice. “I’m about to witness a murder. Do you realize how much I hate watching someone get killed knowing there’s nothing I can do to stop it?”


“The murder has already happened. You’re just reconstructing the scene. This is what you do. You told Bruce it was a kind of instant replay.”


“One more word out of you, Wells, and I’ll come out of the trance before the killer opens the door. If that happens you won’t get any more answers.”


Bruce whined. Apparently Luke got the message. At least he stopped talking. Sophy fought the fear and frustration that sluiced through her veins as she waited to witness a murder. She absolutely hated this part.


“The ghost is watching the door, waiting for it to open,” she said, so consumed with dread and so off-balance from the knowledge that Luke had invaded the trance that she did not realize she had used the word ghost until it was too late. Shit. That was not good. But at least Luke didn’t question it.


A spectral shadow loomed in the doorway.


“I see the victim. He’s about to enter the cabin.”


“Just one person?” Luke asked.


She decided to ignore the interruption because it dawned on her that his voice was like a chain or a rope—a lifeline she could use to pull herself out of the trance if her worst nightmares came true and she got trapped.


She wanted to scream a warning to the individual who was about to be murdered by Smoking Ghost but that would be pointless. She wasn’t watching the unfolding horror in real time. It’s over, she thought. There’s nothing you can do now.


She went very still and waited, her throat tight, her breathing shallow, her pulse racing. The ghosts aren’t real. Not real.


The victim walked into the room.


“Smoking Ghost raises the gun,” she said. “No, not a gun, but it’s a weapon of some kind.”


The brilliant flashes of fierce energy slammed into the victim. Her first thought was that the killer had unleashed a lethal paranormal talent. The ability to kill with psychic energy was rare but there were rumored to be a few monster talents who could do it. The fact that such individuals existed was one of the excuses the Foundation used to justify its quasi police force and Halcyon Manor, the private prison disguised as a psychiatric hospital.


The victim froze as if struck by lightning, mouth open on a silent scream. He convulsed, clutched at his chest, and crumpled to the floor.


The killer stopped firing the weapon. For a moment he seemed overcome with the thrill of the kill. And then he lurched into action.


“The killer is dragging the dead man out of the cabin,” Sophy said. “Now they are both gone.” She paused. “Does your uncle smoke?”


“No.”


“Are you sure?”


It was weird to be able to communicate like this from the trance but it gave her a newfound sense of normalcy. That was even more weird. She was not accustomed to feeling any version of normal when she was on the other side like this.


“Deke wasn’t the killer, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Luke stated with unflinching authority.


Well, of course he would protect a family member, she thought. In his place, she would have cheerfully lied through her teeth if necessary.


“How can you be certain?” she asked, curious to see if he had a logical response.


“Uncle Deke would not have gotten worked up to a sick fever pitch by the thought of murdering someone. I’m not saying he wouldn’t kill in a life or death situation. But he would not have gotten off on the prospect of ending a life. And by the way, I am offended by the suggestion that my uncle is a sociopathic murderer.”


“I am, of course, relieved to hear that my aunt isn’t dating a sociopath.”


“I’m aware that the Harpers don’t think too highly of the Wellses.”


“What a coincidence. I’m aware that the members of the Wells clan believe all Harpers are cat burglars, safecrackers, and low-rent con artists.”


“After what I paid you for the reading tonight, I’m willing to testify that whatever else you are, you are not low-rent,” Luke said. “I suggest we forget ancient history, at least for now. We don’t need the distraction.”


He had a point. Also, she needed to get out of the trance. She was pushing her limits. Time seemed to flow differently when she was in the waking dreamstate. It was easy to lose track. But she had learned a few things over the years and one was that the longer she remained in the trance, the faster and harder the ice fever would strike when she emerged.


“So, we’ve got an unidentified dead man and a deranged killer who smokes,” Luke said. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”


She thought about the strange gun the killer had used. “The weapon is very odd. It fires some kind of energy. It reminded me of a strobe light.”


There was a brief moment of silence while Luke processed that.


“A paranormal weapon?” he asked finally.


“Maybe, but I can’t be certain. It definitely isn’t a regular pistol.” She paused. “You don’t sound surprised by the possibility that the device might be based on paranormal tech.”


“There are a few psi-based weapons out there,” he said. “They date from the days of the old Bluestone Project. The one thing they have in common is that they are extremely dangerous to use.”


“Because they fire paranormal radiation of some kind?”


“Well, that and the fact that most people can’t handle them, at least not for long. According to my great-grandfather’s journal, that was the main reason the program tasked with developing psi-guns was forced to abandon the project. They were as dangerous to the shooter as they were to the target.”


Her librarian’s curiosity kicked in.


“Why?”


“Because the act of firing the weapons produced a psychic recoil that, over time, damaged the shooter’s aura. Continued use resulted in insanity and death.”


“I see. Well, this killer certainly seems unstable.”


The novelty of being able to communicate with someone while in the trance had caused her to stay too long. She could not risk another minute. She was no Cinderella and Luke was not her idea of Prince Charming, but it might as well have been midnight in the ballroom.


She prepared to strike another note on the chimes, the one she would use to ride out of the trance and back into the waking state.


A shadow in the doorway made her hesitate.


“Oh, shit,” she whispered in her trance voice. “This isn’t over yet.”


“What’s happening?” Luke asked.


“There’s a figure in the doorway. A man. He enters the room. There is no hesitation. He knows his way around. He stops near the sofa.”


“Deke,” Luke said. “It must be.”


“He’s got something in his hand.”


“A gun?”


“I don’t think so. I can’t see the object, but whatever it is, it’s important to him. Now he’s returning to the door.”


“When did this go down? Before or after the murder?”


“Good question. The visions are not connected. I’m viewing two separate incidents. Both are very recent but there’s no way to know which happened first. This one is much weaker and fainter than the murder scene. That indicates no violence is involved, thank goodness.”


“But it’s important?”


“Very. There’s a lot of tension around the man.”


Another ghostly silhouette appeared on the threshold, evidently waiting for Deke. She could not make out the figure’s face but she would know that energy field anywhere.


She struck the chimes, got a note, and rode it out of the trance and into the heavy darkness inside the cabin.


“Sorry,” she said, safely back in her normal voice. “That’s it. That’s all I can tell you. Please turn on the light.”


Luke flipped the switch and studied her with his CIA assassin eyes. She knew he didn’t believe her. That was his problem.


“Can you track the energy prints outside the cabin?” he asked.


“Across the porch maybe but that’s about it. The ground absorbs the paranormal currents very quickly.”


She was talking fast now because she was flying on adrenaline. The mirrored sunglasses concealed her eyes but she knew that she had stayed too long in the trance. The ice fever would strike very soon and it would be bad. She had to get back to the shop. She needed to dose herself with the tea and then she had to come up with a plan to find Bea.


Luke, however, suddenly seemed to be in no great rush to leave the cabin.


“Where would you go to hide a body around here?” he asked.


“Pick a spot, any spot.” She swept out a hand to indicate the thick woods that surrounded the cabin. “We’re in the middle of a forest, in case you haven’t noticed. We lose a hiker or two every summer. Sometimes the bodies are never found. There’s also the lake. It’s very deep.”


Her teeth were starting to chatter. Damn. This was not good. Bruce was watching her in an attentive, concerned way. Or maybe that was how a hellhound looked just before he went for the throat.


“I asked where you would hide a body,” Luke said.


A jolt of anger flashed through her. “Are you implying that I had something to do with what went down in this cabin?”


“No, I’m trying to use some logic. Connect a few dots. It’s what I do. If you kill someone, you have to deal with the body. We know it wasn’t left here. You grew up in Mirror Lake. You know the territory. It seems reasonable to ask you where someone might dump a—” Luke broke off, frowning. “Are you all right?”


“Yes. No.” She wrapped her arms around herself but she knew nothing would stop the shivering. “I always go through this after I do a reading. It doesn’t usually happen so fast, that’s all. I spent too much time in the trance. I’ll be okay.” She managed a steely smile. “I’m a professional. Don’t try this at home.”


“Do you need medical attention?”


“A … a … absolutely not,” she bit out through clamped teeth. “A doctor would diagnose my symptoms as a panic attack.”


“Is that what’s going on?”


“No. Please take me home. I’ll make myself a nice cup of tea and I’ll be fine.”


“You’re shivering,” Luke said.


“One of the side effects of my stupid talent. Don’t worry about it. I’ll live.”


He started to strip off his jacket. “Here, put this on.”


“It won’t help. I’m already wearing a coat.”


“What does help?”


“A cup of tea, like I said. Take me back to the shop.”


“Looks like you’ve got all the symptoms of para-hypothermia,” Luke said.


She couldn’t tell if he was genuinely concerned for her health or if he was alarmed because her traumatized aura meant she might not be of any more use to him. He was a Wells, so probably the latter.


“Don’t worry,” she said. “Just a few chills. I’ve been through this before.”


Okay, not quite like this, but she knew what to do. She needed the tea.


“How long until you recover?” Luke asked.


“Not long.” She gave him another sharp smile. “About a half hour after I get my tea.”


“We can probably speed up the recovery process if I use my energy field to help stabilize your shocked wavelengths. You know the old rule—two auras are stronger than one.”


Bad idea, she thought. A really, really bad idea. Also potentially dangerous. What he was suggesting required physical contact. In her shaky state, there was no way to know how her rattled senses would react to an attempt to calm her energy field.


“It’s too risky,” she said, trying to sound like she knew what she was talking about.


“Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you.”


There was no point trying to hide the truth. So what if she scared the living daylights out of him? It wasn’t like they had a personal relationship. He wasn’t another experiment.


“You don’t understand,” she said evenly. “If you attempt to manipulate my aura you’re the one who most likely will be damaged.” She paused for emphasis. “Seriously damaged.”


“Yeah? How?”


He sounded interested, not scared. Maybe he considered her a challenge. She was getting more annoyed by the minute.


“I could pull you straight into a nightmare,” she said. “I might even shatter part of your aura.” She paused and then added politely, “Accidentally, of course.”


“Sounds like you’ve had some experience.”


“Yes.” She was not about to go into an in-depth discussion of her list of failed experiments. Not now.


Luke moved closer. “Don’t worry, you won’t damage me. What’s the deal with the shades? Are they for dramatic effect? No need to impress this client.”


Before she realized his intention, he reached out with both hands and deftly slipped off the mirrored sunglasses.










THREE
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“NO, WAIT, STOP,” SHE YELPED. SHE TOOK A STEP BACK BUT CAME UP AGAINST THE OLD sofa. She was trapped. “You don’t understand.”


Too late. Luke went very still and gazed into her eyes as if mesmerized. She held her breath, waiting for what she knew was coming next. He would experience a flash of primal fear. He probably wouldn’t panic—he was too strong—but at the very least he would be shocked. While he might not run, he would definitely want to put some distance between them. So much for his plan to calm her aura.


She straightened her shoulders. She was a Harper. She had her pride. “Don’t say you weren’t warned.”


Luke set the sunglasses on a nearby table. “This,” he said, “is going to be interesting.”


That was when she realized that his own eyes were burning—but not with horror or shock or even mild alarm. The heat was intimate and intense. Part of the energy was sexual but there was something else going on, too, something she was afraid to define.


He took one of her hands in his, pulling her close. To her amazement, nothing awful happened. She did not know what she had expected but it wasn’t this incredibly thrilling warmth, this sense of rightness. He released her fingers to cradle the back of her neck with his palm. Her frazzled nerves responded instantly, seeking and luxuriating in the heat of his body. The ice fever began to recede.


It wasn’t just the inviting intimacy that was tugging at all her senses. There was a sensuality about the experience that was unique. Fascinating. She had never felt anything like it.


“I don’t understand,” she whispered.


Luke’s mouth kicked up a little at one corner. “Neither do I, but I think you can stop worrying that you’ll traumatize my aura beyond repair.”


She decided not to argue or offer any more warnings. Things were going too well.


She was letting herself sink deeper into his heat when the hurricane of his aura swept over her, threatening to envelope her. Her intuition shot into the red zone. Her instincts took control in a desperate attempt to repel the invasion.


The result was a clash of energy fields that sent shock waves through all of her senses. Disoriented, she lost her balance and grabbed the front of Luke’s leather jacket with both hands to keep from falling. She would have collapsed if he hadn’t tightened his grip to steady her.


But he, too, was swept up in the storm they had ignited.


“Too late,” he said.


He did not sound alarmed. The opposite. Masculine anticipation infused the words. He should have been worried. Why wasn’t he worried? She was worried. Their auras were locked in the most intimate kind of combat. It was unlike anything she had ever experienced. Enthralling.


What was happening?


She came out of the strange trance with a jarring jolt to her knees.


“Ouch,” she muttered. “That hurt.”


“Yeah, that could have been better managed,” Luke said. “In my own defense, all I can tell you is that I didn’t see it coming. Well, I did, but only in a vague way. No details were provided.”


She realized they were both on their knees on the hard wooden floor, face-to-face, clinging together as if trying to save each other from drowning.


“What are you talking about?” she managed.


Luke did not get a chance to answer because they were collapsing together in slow motion. He ended up on his back. She found herself sprawled on top of him in an undignified tangle of arms and legs. Her mouth was very close to his.


For a moment it was as if a silent treaty had been established between their warring auras, and the currents of their energy fields settled into an exhilarating resonance and a glorious sense of discovery. Where have you been all my life, Luke Wells?


In the next instant the elation gave way to confusion and disbelief.


“You’re okay,” she said, amazed.


“I’m not sure that’s the right word to describe my current condition, but I guess it works,” Luke said. A wicked amusement lit his eyes. “You look shocked.”


“I was expecting a different outcome.”


“You were anticipating disaster, weren’t you?”


“Well, yes, to be honest.”


“Based on prior experience?”


“There have been a couple of failed experiments, you see. I suppose you could say I’m gun-shy about physical contact when I’m coming out of a trance.”


“Can I assume the failed experiments are now exes?”


She flushed. “You could say that.”


“On the plus side, I can’t help but notice that you are no longer shivering.”


“No. I’m not.” She took a breath. “What about my eyes?”


“You have very nice eyes.”


“That’s not what I meant. Do they look weird?”


“Define weird.”


“Never mind.” Bewildered, she pushed herself up off his chest. That proved embarrassing because now she was sitting astride his hips and very aware of his heavy erection.


She lurched upright and grabbed the back of the sofa to steady herself. She looked down and got another jolt. The front edges of Luke’s leather jacket had fallen open. For the first time she saw that he had a small case attached to his belt. It was the kind of case people with severe allergies use to carry emergency auto-injectors filled with epinephrine.


Luke sat up slowly and uncoiled to his feet. The jacket fell back into place, covering the auto-injector case. “I knew it would be hot,” he said. “But not that hot.”
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