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Work without Hope draws nectar in a sieve,
And Hope without an object cannot live.


—Samuel Taylor Coleridge









 


 


 


Hope and Love


“I don’t know who I am,” you say,


“Or why my hands deal dust,


As though the lot of cards I hold


Have crumbled as I play.”


“As if my sense of self,” you claim,


“Has drifted into air,


And nothing that I try to do


Brings credit to my name.”


Name and Game are not the way


To find the solid ground;


Hope and Love are better paths


For what ahead may lay.


Attend and listen deep within.


Though hard to hear the voice


Calling out to you alone


In such a world of din,


The voice is patient, and will sing


The notes that help you close the ring.


—Jared Curtis









CHAPTER 1


Why kill me?” Sierra Raines said. “I’m just the go-between.”


“I’m sorry, Ms. Raines,” Parker Keegan said. He aimed the pistol at her. The weapon shook a little in his hand. Keegan’s eyes were wild with lust—not the sexual kind; a different sort of madness, but just as dangerous. “I’m afraid this is the end of our business association.”


Another crazy, obsessive, paranoid collector, Sierra thought. Should have seen this coming. The problem was that most of her clients qualified as crazy, obsessive, or paranoid—usually some creepy combination of all three. If she avoided all the collectors and dealers in the hot artifacts trade who fit one or more of the three categories, she would be out of business in a day.


Keegan, however, was proving to be more of a problem than the majority of her clients. There was the gun, for one thing. Thankfully, very few of the collectors and dealers she did business with had gone so far as to pull out a pistol, although one or two had produced large knives, and there was the scary dude who had tried to lock her up in the trunk of a car that he intended to push off a pier on Lake Washington. Most collectors were thrilled to conclude a successful transaction and were eager to do more business with her. She was slowly but surely establishing a reputation as reliable and discreet.


It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that there were a few drawbacks in her new business. There had been glitches and major disasters in all of her previous attempts to discover her calling. She was starting to think of herself as a serial career killer.


They were standing in Keegan’s private gallery. Like the galleries of most collectors who were obsessed with artifacts that had an association with the paranormal, the room was a converted basement. There was no one else in the big house and the nearest neighbors were a mile down the road. If Keegan shot her, no one would hear the crack of the pistol.


“Don’t misunderstand, Ms. Raines,” Keegan said. “I am very grateful to you for locating the artifact and delivering it so promptly and so discreetly. The problem is that you now know far too much about my collection and my business affairs.”


Keegan was not particularly dangerous looking. Thin, short and middle-aged, he had the vibe of a fussy academic. But if there was one thing Sierra had discovered in the past few months, it was that when it came to collectors and dealers, looks were invariably deceiving.


Mirrors, however, never lied, not to someone with her talent. And there happened to be one—a large, elaborately framed nineteenth-century looking glass—hanging on the wall directly behind Keegan. When she jacked up her talent she could see the reflection of his energy field. Unstable was the only way to describe it.


Not that she had needed a mirror to arrive at that diagnosis, she thought.


“I’m a Vault agent, Mr. Keegan,” she said, keeping her tone polite but firm. “You know as well as I do that Mr. Jones is not going to be happy if one of his go-betweens gets murdered on this job.”


“I have considered the problem of Mr. Jones. Don’t worry, Ms. Raines, your body will never be found. I intend to tell Jones you failed to deliver the artifact. He will be convinced you stole it and disappeared with it.”


“No,” Sierra said. “He won’t believe it. You do not want to cross Mr. Jones.”


“I’m not afraid of Jones,” Keegan snapped.


But he sounded as if he were trying to convince himself rather than her.


“There is no reason to kill me,” she said gently. “You’ve got the artifact. Mr. Jones has built a reputation for confidentiality. As long as his clients don’t try to cheat him, he keeps their secrets. So do his agents.”


“Unfortunately, I have trust issues,” Keegan said.


“No kidding. As it happens, I have a few myself.” She gave him her flashiest smile and casually stripped off one of her sleek black leather gloves. “That is, of course, why I take precautions at every stage of the delivery.”


Keegan frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


Sierra raised her ungloved hand to the small locket she wore. She flipped it open to reveal the mirror inside. It was not a standard mirror, but rather a flat circle of highly reflective crystal.


“I won’t bore you with a lengthy explanation of how this works,” she said. “That would involve some complicated physics. All you really need to know is that you’re about to faint.”


“Faint? You’re crazy. Why would I faint? I’m in excellent health. I’m a vegan.”


She focused quickly and channeled a little heat through the mirror crystal, reflecting the currents of Keegan’s energy field straight back at him. The rebounding waves sent the equivalent of an electrical shock through his aura, effectively short-circuiting it.


Keegan stiffened. His eyes fluttered and closed. The gun fell from his hand and he sank to the floor without so much as a groan.


There was a sharp crack as the handsome nineteenth-century mirror on the wall fractured into a spiderweb of fissures.


Control was everything, Sierra reminded herself. She was pretty good when it came to channeling energy through the crystal, but when she got nervous, stuff sometimes happened. It was a pity in this case because the old mirror had definitely had a paranormal vibe. In good condition it would have been worth a lot of money on the underground market.


She had bigger problems, however. Her fingers burned. She flicked her hand several times in an instinctive but utterly futile attempt to cool the singed sensation. Hastily she pulled on the leather glove.


“Shit,” she muttered. “Shit, shit, shit.”


She took a few deep breaths and gritted her teeth until the burn began to fade. Using her talent at full throttle always gave her an unpleasant psychic jolt, but lately the experience was more painful than usual because she had not yet recovered from the severe burn she had received on the last job. Her senses tended to overreact to anything with a disturbing psychic vibe. She had never been comfortable coming into physical contact with strangers because she never knew what to expect from their energy fields, but these days the simple act of touch had become an extremely fraught experience.


Her mother had suggested the leather gloves. They had been made for her by a family friend who knew a lot about the physics of the paranormal. Leather was a reasonably good insulator. Not as good as steel or glass, of course, but definitely more fashionable. Walking around with chain-mail gloves or a pair made of glass would have drawn a lot of unwanted attention.


Sierra closed the locket and hurried across the gallery. She crouched beside Keegan, unwilling to take off a glove to touch his throat to check for a pulse. Luckily his chest was rising and falling in a normal fashion. He was alive but unconscious. There was no way to know how long he would remain in that state or what he would remember when he woke up.


It didn’t matter. The deal was off as far as she was concerned. She had done her job. The buyer had failed to hold up his end of the bargain. It was bad enough that he had tried to murder her. The bastard hadn’t paid his bill. Jones would not be happy about that. Keegan would not be able to purchase the services of a Vault agent in the future.


In addition, she would make sure the news that Keegan was both dangerous and a deadbeat went out on the rumor network that linked the freelance go-betweens who worked the Pacific Northwest market. Keegan would find it difficult if not impossible to hire another reliable transporter. He would be forced to deal with the raiders, who were far more dangerous than he was.


She moved to the display stand and winced when she picked up the vintage desk calendar she had just delivered. She could feel the vibe even through the leather glove. The thing was really hot. Definitely a lost lab artifact. It had absorbed some serious paranormal radiation from the office in which it had been used decades earlier. She detected a whisper of panic, too. Whoever had left the calendar behind had been terrified. It was not an uncommon kind of heat in the lost lab artifacts she transported. She had come to think of the residual emotions as a psychic signature of relics connected with the government’s secret Bluestone Project.


She inserted the desk calendar back into the leather bag she had used to transport it and headed for the door.


“I’ll see myself out,” she said to the unconscious Keegan. “And just to be clear, you and I will not be doing any more business in the future.”


She went up the basement steps to the ground floor of the big house and hurried along the darkened hall to the back door. When she had arrived she had deliberately parked behind the mansion to reduce the possibility of her car being noticed by a passerby. She had covered her license plates as an added precaution.


She had also driven a complicated, circuitous route to Keegan’s house, making certain she had not been followed. Raider crews sometimes tailed go-betweens like vultures, hoping to swoop in to grab the relic before it could be delivered to a client.


Outside she hurried through the light rain to her black SUV. The vehicle looked like a gazillion other SUVs on the road in the Pacific Northwest, but she was proud of it. The car represented her biggest investment to date in her new career. She would be making payments on it for a long time. It wasn’t as if she’d had a choice. A go-between couldn’t operate without a sturdy, reliable vehicle. The SUV was specially equipped with a steel lockbox in the cargo compartment. Steel was an effective insulator. It blocked most paranormal energy.


She vaulted up into the driver’s seat, dumped her backpack and the leather bag onto the passenger’s seat, fired up the engine and drove down the long, narrow driveway to the main road.


When she was well clear of the house, she stopped long enough to toss the pistol into the lake. There was no point leaving the gun around, because it was evidence that might lead to questions about her presence in the house. Worst-case scenario was that Keegan would go to the cops and accuse her of being an intruder, although that was unlikely. Collectors avoided the authorities for the same reason others in the artifacts trade did: no one wanted that kind of attention. But you never knew for sure how an irate collector would react. They were all unpredictable.


Once the gun had vanished into the lake, she uncovered the SUV’s license plates and got back on the road.


Satisfied that she did not have a tail, she motored sedately across the 520 Bridge, heading toward the bright lights of downtown Seattle. It was after midnight and there was very little traffic. Seattle was a boomtown these days thanks to the tech industry, but it was still a relatively quiet place in the wee hours of the morning. That worked out well for her because a lot of her business was conducted during those hours.


She drove straight to an alley in Pioneer Square, the old, historic section of the city. The narrow lane between two brick buildings was lit only by a weak yellow bulb over an unmarked door. It was the sort of location sensible people intuitively avoided, especially at night.


She parked directly in front of the unmarked door. A burly figure dressed in a dark jacket and a knit cap detached itself from the shadows of the vestibule and ambled around to the driver’s side of the car. He opened the door.


“Valet parking, Ms. Raines?” he asked in a voice that had been dug out of a rock quarry.


“No thanks, Brick. I won’t be here long tonight.” Sierra grabbed her pack and the leather bag and jumped down to the pavement. “I just need to drop off a return and then I’m going home to get some sleep. It’s been a long night.”


She handed over her keys and a few bucks.


“No problem,” Brick said. “The car can sit right here until you get back.” He glanced at the black bag. “A return, huh? Mr. Jones won’t be happy.”


“Neither am I.”


She followed Brick up the three steps to the entrance. The door was clad in wood and covered in peeling paint. Looking at it, you would never know that under the veneer was a solid steel plate. Of course, looking at Brick, you wouldn’t know he was wearing a holstered gun under his jacket.


Okay, maybe you would have a hunch about the gun.


“How did the date with Deandra go?” she asked as she watched Brick open the door.


Brick lit up like an LED sign. “It went great. Did the old-fashioned thing like you suggested. Dinner and a show, and afterward we went somewhere and talked about the movie. Deandra knows a lot about films. Got another date lined up this weekend after we get off work here at the Vault.”


“That’s wonderful. I’m so glad things went well.”


“Thanks to you pushing me to ask her out,” Brick said. “It took all the nerve I had. When she said yes, I could hardly believe it.”


“I had a hunch the two of you would get along together. Good luck.”


“Thanks.”


Brick ushered her into the shadowed hall. The two men running the security scanner were lounging in a couple of folding chairs. One was middle-aged and bald. The other was much younger and on the twitchy side. They got to their feet and grinned in welcome.


“Good evening, gentlemen,” she said.


“Why do I have the feeling the delivery didn’t go well?” the bald guard asked.


“You must be psychic, Clyde,” Sierra said.


“Do you know how many times a night I have to listen to that joke?” Clyde snorted. Energy shifted in the atmosphere around him. He was a very high-level intuitive talent. It made him an ideal security guard. His brows rose when he saw the leather bag. “Well, well, well. Looks like the buyer is returning the purchase.”


“Unsatisfied customer?” Twitch asked with a knowing look.


“More like an unsatisfied go-between,” Sierra said. She put the leather bag and her backpack on the scanner belt. Next she stripped off her leather jacket, sat down on a handy stool and pulled off her leather boots.


Most go-betweens wore a lot of leather. It had become the unofficial uniform of the profession, but it wasn’t a fashion statement. Go-betweens wore leather for the same reason bikers did—protection. When you worked in a business that involved a lot of paranormal artifacts, you had to be prepared for the occasional supercharged surprise. Brushing up against the most innocent-looking relic could send a staggering shock across the senses. Leather muted the jolt.


She added the jacket and the boots to the other items on the belt and then she walked through the metal detector. “Among other things, the funds were never transferred to my account here at the Vault. I didn’t get paid.”


“If you didn’t get paid, then Mr. Jones doesn’t get his commission,” Clyde said. “The boss is not going to be happy.”


“He is not the only unhappy individual involved in this business tonight,” Sierra said.


“Don’t worry, Mr. Jones will eighty-six the deadbeat,” Twitch said.


“I certainly hope so.” Sierra collected the leather bag, her pack, her jacket and her boots from the other end of the scanner. “I will take some satisfaction from knowing Keegan won’t be doing any more business through the Vault. One thing Mr. Jones won’t tolerate is a customer who doesn’t pay his bills. Also, the creep pulled a gun on me.”


Clyde whistled softly. “That settles it, then. Mr. Jones really doesn’t like it when a client threatens an agent.”


“When word gets around that Jones kicked him out of the Vault, Keegan won’t be able to get any of the reliable go-between agencies to work with him,” Twitch said.


Clyde grunted. “Serves him right.”


Doing business in the underground trade of hot artifacts entailed a lot of risks for all parties involved. Obsessive collectors, con artists, fraudulent dealers, ruthless freelancers and raiders were all part of the dangerous ecosystem—to say nothing of the occasional psychic monster. To normal people who did not believe in the paranormal, such creatures were the stuff of legends and nightmares, but when you worked in the underworld, you took them seriously.


All of which explained the success of Ambrose Jones and his thriving delivery business. Go-betweens who worked for the Vault received several important benefits. Jones acted as a broker between buyers and sellers. He secured the hot relics in his own private vault until they were delivered. He arranged for the safe transfer of the very large sums of money involved in the deals. And if things went wrong, as they had tonight, he would punish the offender. In return for those perks, he took a hefty commission.


Worth every penny, Sierra thought.


A door opened midway down the hall. The rock music got a little louder but it was still muffled. Jones walked out of his office. Sierra noticed that the lights inside the office had been turned down low. She smiled. Mr. Jones was entertaining a lady friend this evening. She was pretty sure she knew the identity of the woman.


Jones had opened the Vault a couple of years ago. No one seemed to know much about him. He was somewhere in his early forties. His dark hair was turning silver at the temples but he kept himself in excellent condition. He looked very good in the sleek, tailored trousers, black turtleneck and slouchy black linen jacket that seemed to be his uniform. He had the face and the profile to go with the buff body—strong, and even handsome, if you liked the cold-eyed, gunfighter type.


Sierra found him intriguing, but that was as far as it went. He would probably make an interesting date but her intuition told her there would be no future with him. And since Jones never dated his own agents, even the possibility of an interesting date was out of the question.


Generally speaking, she was about ready to give up on dating altogether. It had become a depressing business. She longed to meet someone with whom a future at least looked possible, just as she wanted a career that centered her and gave her a sense of satisfaction. She was good at authenticating and transporting hot artifacts but it didn’t feel like something she wanted to do for the rest of her life.


Jones looked at her. “What went wrong?”


“Keegan tried to kill me,” Sierra said.


“Obviously he didn’t succeed. Congratulations on that, by the way. I wonder what made him think he could get away with murdering a Vault agent?”


“He’s a collector.” Sierra shrugged. “They’re not known for being an especially stable bunch. He’s got just enough talent to think he’s the smartest man in the room.”


“I will terminate his membership in the club immediately.” Jones examined her with a critical eye. “You look like you need a drink. On the house tonight.”


“Thanks, I do need a drink, but I’d rather go home and have one there.”


“I understand.” Jones picked up the black bag. “I’ll find another buyer for the artifact.”


He went back into his office. Just before the door closed, Sierra heard a sultry, feminine voice. She smiled, recognizing it. Molly Rosser was a high-end artifacts dealer.


“Something go wrong with a delivery?” Molly asked.


“One of my best agents was nearly murdered tonight,” Jones said. “As a result I have a few things to take care of. I’m afraid I’m going to have to say good night.”


“I understand,” Molly said.


Molly was an excellent match for Jones, Sierra thought. She handled his unusual business, his powerful talent and his dangerous edge with cool ease. But then, she was a strong talent herself.


The door to Jones’s private quarters closed.


Clyde leaned toward Sierra and spoke in low tones. “Between you and me and Twitch, here, I think our Mr. Jones has got it bad for Ms. Rosser.”


“I’m not surprised,” Sierra said. She pulled on her boots and jacket. “They’re perfect for each other.”


“Nice of you to introduce them,” Twitch said. He grinned. “The boss has been in a pretty good mood lately.”









CHAPTER 2


Ashort time later Sierra drove into the underground garage of one of the gleaming apartment towers in the South Lake Union neighborhood. She shut down the SUV’s big engine and sat quietly for a moment, checking the side mirrors and the extra-wide rear-view mirror for indications she might not be alone. There were no auras reflected in the glass.


Satisfied, she collected her pack, got out of the car and headed for the elevator lobby at a brisk pace. The fact that she could not detect any auras in the car mirrors was no guarantee there was no one hiding in the emergency stairwell or around the corner of a concrete wall. The mirror locket worked reasonably well in a one-on-one situation at close quarters, but it had some serious limitations.


She used her key fob to access the elevators, but she did not allow herself to relax until she reached the twelfth floor and was safely inside her small one-bedroom apartment.


Cozy was the term the leasing agent had used to describe the small space. Sierra had stuck with the term because it sounded more upbeat than cramped. It would have made more financial sense to go with one of the tiny studios but she knew she would not have been able to handle the claustrophobia. She had grown up on a rural island in the San Juans surrounded by a heavily wooded forest and a rugged landscape. City living had required some major adjustments.


She had worked as a Vault agent for less than four months. She was still struggling to recover from the financial hit that had struck when she had lost the job at Ecclestone’s Auction House in Portland. In the meantime she told herself she was okay with the small apartment. It wasn’t as if she spent a lot of time in it. Like the other agents who worked for Ambrose Jones, her “office” was a booth in the underground level of the Vault nightclub.


Out of habit, she made her way through the apartment, locket in hand, checking to make sure she truly was alone. Mirrors glittered on every wall. She thought they made the place look bigger. Also, she liked mirrors.


Satisfied there were no zombies hiding under the bed and no psychic monsters in the closets, she changed into pajamas and slippers and padded into the kitchen to pour herself a large, medicinal glass of wine. It had been a very long night—also a very unprofitable night.


She sat down at the dining counter and picked up her phone. She had deliberately left it behind when she set out to deliver the artifact. Vault protocol dictated that agents carry minimal tech when operational. It was a precaution that made it more difficult to be tracked.


She hesitated before turning on the phone. Adrenaline mingled with exhaustion was still charging her senses. She should probably wait until morning to check her messages. But Mr. Jones might have decided to throw another job her way to make up for the Keegan fiasco. If she didn’t jump on the opportunity, he would offer the delivery to another agent.


She swallowed some of the wine, took a deep breath and turned on the phone. There were not a lot of messages. That was directly attributable to the fact that she did not have a lot of friends at the moment. Her former colleagues at Ecclestone’s had ghosted her in the wake of the scandal that had shaken the exclusive auction house to its foundations.


Someone had to take the fall for the fraudulent art and antiques that had been evaluated and authenticated by the experts in the house. The clients who had been scammed wanted blood. The firm’s reputation had been on the line. When rumors surfaced that the con artist was the new associate in the American Antiques Department, the CEO had leaped on the opportunity to throw Sierra under the bus. Julian Mather, the man she had been dating, was the first to disappear. The colleagues she had considered friends had vanished shortly thereafter.


Sierra told herself she understood. No one with a viable career in the world of fine arts and antiques could afford to maintain a relationship with someone who was rumored to deal in frauds and fakes. Reputation was everything. So, sure, she understood. Nevertheless, it hurt.


It didn’t help that losing the job had proven her parents right. Again. She was not cut out to live in the normal world, a world where those who claimed to have psychic talents were viewed with deep suspicion or, equally unsettling, a scary fascination. She had done her best to conceal her abilities during her tenure at Ecclestone’s, but the need to hide that part of herself was stressful, and it was a huge barrier when it came to establishing personal relationships. One of the quickest ways to lose a date, it turned out, was to tell him you could make him faint by using your psychic powers on him. A lot of people in the so-called normal world were not exactly open-minded when it came to the paranormal.


There was another issue that had made passing for normal difficult. She had been raised in what sociologists called an intentional community. Quest had been founded by an eclectic group of artists, misfits, neohippies, psychics—fake and real—and others seeking an alternate path. The thing about growing up in Quest was that none of her friends and neighbors had a problem with the concept of the paranormal.


That was because a number of residents, including her parents and grandparents, had come from Fogg Lake, the rural town deep in the mountains of Washington State that had the unique distinction of being a community in which psychic phenomena were accepted as normal. There was a reason for that attitude—in Fogg Lake, the paranormal was normal.


Decades earlier, in the latter half of the twentieth century, Fogg Lake had been the unwitting subject of a government experiment gone very wrong. An explosion in a secret laboratory concealed in the nearby caves had shrouded the entire area in a strange fog laced with unknown paranormal radiation. The locals had slept for a couple of days, and when they woke up they discovered that things were different—they were different. The ability to see auras was suddenly commonplace in Fogg Lake. Many people began to experience visions. Others heard strange voices or perceived colors that had no names.


The range of paranormal talents varied widely, and it wasn’t long before it became apparent that the changes had gone all the way down to the DNA level. The result was that Sierra and the other descendants of those who had been living in Fogg Lake at the time of what came to be known as the Incident were also endowed with paranormal abilities.


The first message on the phone was from her grandmother, reminding her that her grandfather’s birthday was coming up in three weeks during the Moontide celebration. Sierra dutifully responded that she was looking forward to the event and reminded herself that she had yet to find the right gift. She needed to focus on the problem. It wasn’t easy coming up with the ideal birthday present for a man who prided himself on a life of reflection, meditation and the study of philosophy. She would probably end up taking her usual gift—a bottle of good wine.


The second message was from Gwendolyn Swan, the proprietor of Swan Antiques in Pioneer Square. Interested in hiring you to authenticate an artifact rumored to be of unusual provenance . . .


In the underground market, unusual provenance was code for an object that was believed to have a paranormal vibe. Swan’s shop specialized in such artifacts. When Sierra had first entered the competitive go-between business, Gwendolyn Swan had helped her establish her reputation as a true talent by asking her opinion on a couple of relics. Sierra had identified one as a fraud and the other as an item that had probably come from a Bluestone Project lab. Swan, a strong talent herself, had been pleased. That, in turn, had convinced Ambrose Jones to give Sierra a chance.


Gwendolyn Swan paid well and Sierra appreciated the additional income. The money she made as a go-between for the Vault was good, but Jones couldn’t keep her busy all the time. Agents were free to take outside contracts. She could certainly use one to make up for the lost commission tonight.


The last message was from her father. She hit Call Back. Byron Raines answered on the first ring.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


She smiled. Her father had the voice of a poet—probably because he was one.


“How did you know?” she asked. “A delivery went bad.”


“How bad?”


“The client tried to kill me. I had to use my locket to escape.”


“Honey, I know you can take care of yourself. But your mother and I really don’t think this go-between business is your calling.”


“I know, Dad, but I’m good at it. Usually. And after what happened at Ecclestone’s, I agree with you—the normal business world isn’t a good fit for me, either.”


There was a short silence.


“Need a poem?” Byron asked.


“Yep. I could use one.”


Some kids were raised with bedtime stories. She had been brought up on bedtime songs from her mother and bedtime poems from her father.


“I think I know of one you might find helpful,” Byron said. “One of yours?”


“No, the poem I’m thinking of was written by someone else. Give me a few minutes to find it. I’ll e-mail it to you.”


“Thanks, Dad. Love you. Love to Mom.”


“Love you, too, kiddo. See you soon when you come home for the Moontide celebration. Oh, and don’t forget your grandfather’s birthday.”


“I won’t. Looking forward to seeing everyone.”


Sierra ended the call and sat quietly, drinking the wine and trying to decompress.


The poem popped into her inbox a short time later. She read the first few lines and smiled. Her father had a gift for finding or crafting a poem that went straight to the heart of the problem.




“I don’t know who I am,” you say,


“Or why my hands deal dust,


As though the lot of cards I hold


Have crumbled as I play.”





She finished the poem and then she finished the wine.


“Message received, Dad,” she said to the empty room. “I’ll keep listening for my calling.”









CHAPTER 3


The Fogg Club was not the most exclusive nightclub in Las Vegas—far from it. Anyone willing to pay the reasonable cover charge was welcome. However, the location, a couple of blocks off the Strip in a dimly lit alley between two massive hotel and casino parking garages, guaranteed that very few tourists stumbled into the place.


From the outside the club looked like a typical low-end Vegas venue, complete with an acid-green LED sign that spelled out the name of the establishment and the slogan Get Lost in the Fogg. It was something of an inside joke. The owner, Hank Sheffield, was from Fogg Lake, Washington.


North Chastain pushed open the door, nodded a greeting to the beefy bouncer and went to stand at the railing, surveying the crowd on the lower level. He tried to make it appear that he was just checking out the scene, searching for friends and acquaintances on the dance floor. But the truth was he had to give his eyes a moment to adjust to the low light and the flashing strobes. The damned glasses he was forced to wear prevented him from accessing his preternatural night vision.


The glasses had been designed to look like mirrored, wraparound sunglasses, but the lenses were unique—high-tech crystals that had come out of a Foundation lab. According to the doctors, they were all that stood between him and the hellish hallucinations. The lenses might save his sanity but they could not halt the steady deterioration of his talent. The experts had warned him that eventually, probably within a month or so, he would be psi-blind.


Until a few weeks ago he had taken his special vision for granted. For him the world at midnight had been a dazzling place, one he could navigate with the same ease he used to move around in daylight. His talent had enabled him to see the energy that was only visible after dark. Paranormal auroras flooded the skies. Currents and waves of light illuminated the world in an array of hues and shades and shadows that had no names. The colors of night were magic, the real deal.


It wasn’t just the thrill he got from the experience of viewing the world after dark that he would miss for the rest of his life. His ability had made him a damn good cleaner, one of the best. He could track the psychic monsters through the darkest night. When he was in his other vision, the tracks of the bad guys seethed with violent heat.


Going psi-blind would soon cost him his job, the one thing he had been good at—hunting monsters. It had been his way of proving to everyone associated with the Foundation that the Chastains were trustworthy, honorable and loyal; his way of living down his grandfather’s reputation as a traitor.


When he lost his talent completely he would not belong here at the Fogg Club. Hell, he wouldn’t be any good to the Foundation. He would be looking for a new path out in the normal world.


Okay, time to stop feeling sorry for yourself.


The lenses in his glasses had adjusted to the low light level of the club. He made his way along the mezzanine to the bar. Hank Sheffield was pouring drinks. When he saw North he grabbed a bottle of whiskey off the top shelf and a glass.


“I was wondering when you’d get here,” Hank said. He put the glass on the gleaming bar top and poured some of the expensive whiskey into it. “The rest of the team rolled in a couple of hours ago.”


“I stopped off at Area Fifty-One to play some blackjack,” North said. He picked up the whiskey and took a healthy swallow.


“Any luck?”


“Some,” North said. He had pocketed a few hundred bucks. He probably could have won more but he never played for high stakes. Gambling was just a game, after all. Winning was certainly better than losing but he never got a genuine rush out of the experience.


Hank got a shrewd look. “Good crowd at Area Fifty-One?”


For the first time that evening, North felt a spark of amusement. Hank’s ex-wife, Jeanie, owned the Area 51 club. It was no secret that the two were still sharing the same house and, no doubt, the same bed, but they had concluded they did not make good business partners. After the divorce, Jeanie had opened Area 51 and become Hank’s chief competitor. They both catered to the same clientele—the employees, consultants, museum staff and researchers associated with the Foundation. The secretive organization devoted to all things paranormal was headquartered in Las Vegas.


“The place was busy,” North said, determined to remain neutral. “Jeanie said to give you her best, by the way.”


Hank snorted. “Bullshit. Jeanie has never once in her entire life told anyone to give me her best.”


“Okay, what she actually said was that if you ever decide to give up running this hotdog stand she will consider hiring you to tend bar.”


Hank nodded. “That sounds like my Jeanie. I talked to some of the other cleaners on your team tonight. They said the takedown went well today.”


“We found the guy we were looking for,” North said. “A serial killer who was using his psychic vibe to attract his victims.”


No need to mention that the case was probably the last time he would go out into the field with the team. If he stayed with the Foundation, he would end up behind a desk. That wouldn’t go well, not for him.


“So you took down one of the monsters. Good job.” Hank folded his arms on the bar. “In that case, why aren’t you out on the dance floor or buying drinks for one of the nice ladies who come in here to have a little fun?”


“Give me time,” North said. “The evening is still young.”


“It’s one o’clock in the morning.”


“I thought it was always midnight here at the Fogg.”


The atmosphere inside the Fogg was mostly the same as it was at any other Vegas nightclub—a lot of intimate shadows, high energy, pulsating music and a dance floor lit with dazzling strobes. There was also some fake fog that glowed a fluorescent green. But the real vibe, the one that brought in the regulars, was created by the array of paranormal artifacts displayed in a floor-to-ceiling clear plastic vault in the center of the room.


The objects inside appeared ordinary enough. Mid-century office chairs, ashtrays, a metal filing cabinet and a couple of old-fashioned, black landline telephones were arranged on the tiered glass shelves and illuminated with the glowing green fog. All the artifacts were standard-issue vintage government surplus. But at some point in its history, each antique had been associated with one of the lost labs of the Bluestone Project. Each had absorbed some kind of paranormal radiation, enough so that someone with a degree of psychic awareness could sense the energy.


He might be losing his unique night vision but the rest of his senses were still working. The fact that he was wired from what he suspected was his last field op made him especially aware of the heat in the atmosphere. He was restless, on edge and, okay, maybe depressed. He needed something to take the edge off. Sex might offer a temporary fix, but he knew most of the people in the room tonight. They were colleagues, coworkers and friends. Sex with someone you worked with was usually a mistake, although everyone knew that particular mistake happened a lot within the Foundation. He had made it himself on more than one occasion, although he had been careful to get together with women who worked in the labs or the museum, not someone on his own cleaner team.


Sex with someone who had heard the rumors about his prognosis, however, would be a full-on disaster. It was a good bet everyone in the Fogg tonight knew what was happening to him. The last thing he wanted was a pity fuck.


And when you got right down to it, he wasn’t especially interested in sex these days anyway. He was living under a sword of Damocles, waiting for the last of his night vision to disappear entirely. It didn’t help that he didn’t dare let himself fall into a deep sleep. He was getting by on short naps, setting alarms so that he woke up frequently to make sure the glasses hadn’t fallen off.


There were other reasons why he didn’t want to sleep soundly. Deep sleep brought dreams, and in his dreams he was always on the verge of falling into the absolute darkness of an abyss.


He did not dare remove the glasses for more than a few seconds at a time. He even wore them in the shower. The doctors had warned him that every minute he spent with his eyes unshielded, the greater the risk of getting lost in the ghostly hallucinations.


“About time you got here. Where have you been?”


North turned and saw Jake Martindale. They were both on the same team of cleaners. They were more than colleagues; they were friends. He trusted Jake and he was certain Jake trusted him. Jake didn’t give a damn that North was the grandson of the notorious Griffin Chastain, a man believed to have betrayed his country. Sure, everyone else at the Foundation pretended the past didn’t matter. The sins of the fathers were not supposed to be visited on the sons and grandsons. But North knew the reality was that there were a number of people affiliated with the Foundation who questioned the integrity of Griffin’s descendants.


“Spent a little time at Area Fifty-One first,” North said. “Looks like the party is just getting started.”


“It is. Most of these folks will be here until dawn.” Jake raised his bottle of beer in a toast. “We did good work today, pal.”


“Yes, we did.” North clinked his glass against Jake’s beer. “So why are you drinking alone here at the bar? What’s the matter? Won’t anyone dance with you?”


Jake looked across the room. “I don’t feel like dancing.”


North lounged against the bar and followed Jake’s gaze to a booth that was occupied by a man and a woman. The two sat very close together, sipping cocktails. Grant Wallbrook and Kimberly Tolland were scientists who worked in one of the Foundation labs. Wallbrook was a smart, ambitious researcher with a lot of degrees after his name. North was pretty sure Kimberly was every bit as intelligent as Wallbrook—she had a few degrees herself—but she lacked the charismatic energy of the man sitting beside her. She was an attractive woman with serious glasses and a quiet, studious air. Jake had been secretly lusting after her for months.


“Okay,” North said. “Now I understand why you’re drowning your sorrows here at the bar.”


“Wallbrook is using her for some purpose,” Jake muttered. “I know it. He doesn’t care about her. He’s a self-centered narcissist.”


“Give it time. She’s a smart woman. She’ll figure it out.”


“Sure. But probably not before she gets hurt. And even if she does see him for what he is, she’s not going to turn to a guy like me. She’ll go for someone else with a PhD after his name. I’m just a college dropout who hunts bad guys for a living.”


“You really are in a mood tonight, aren’t you? Have another beer.”


“Good idea.” Jake raised his hand to signal Hank.


“Look on the bright side,” North said.


“What side would that be?”


“Got a feeling Victor Arganbright is going to put you in charge of a cleaner team one of these days. You’re good, and he knows it.”


Jake narrowed his eyes. “You’re talking about me taking over your job, aren’t you? That’s not the way I want to advance my career.”


“We both know it’s not going to be long before Arganbright removes me from the team. I won’t be any good to him once I’m totally psi-blind.”


“Shit, man. I can’t believe this is happening to you.”


“If you had to wear these damn glasses day and night, you’d believe it.”


“I think we both need another drink.”


“A brilliant plan,” North said.


Being pulled from the one job he was good at was going to be bad enough. He had not told anyone—not even the doctors or his parents—his deepest fear. He was terrified he was losing his sanity as well as his talent. He worried that even the special lenses in his glasses could not save him. The hallucinations were getting worse.


No one wanted to work with a talent of any kind who might be mentally and psychically unstable. That went double if the talent in question happened to be the grandson of Griffin Chastain, the man who was believed to have sold some of the secrets of the Bluestone Project to the former Soviet Union. The fact that Griffin had disappeared altogether after betraying his country had convinced everyone that he had been quietly executed by the Soviet spy who had recruited him.


Griffin Chastain had vanished not long after North’s father, Chandler, was born. North knew that his dad had carried the burden of the dishonor that Griffin had brought upon the family name all of his life. North had also understood from a very young age that the weight of that dishonor had fallen on him as well.


“Some good news headed your way, at least,” Jake said.


North watched a long-legged brunette in a snug red dress emerge from the crowd. She stopped in front of him and gave him an inviting smile.


“How about a dance?” she said.


Her name was Larissa Whittier. She worked in the Foundation museum. She was smart, talented and ambitious. They had dated a couple of times but it had quickly become obvious to both of them they were doomed to remain friends.


North managed a smile. “Thanks, Larissa, but I’m beat. Long day.”


And an even longer night lay ahead. He knew he was seriously sleep deprived. Relying on his psychic senses to supply the energy he needed to maintain the inner balance required to keep from falling into the abyss was weakening him on several fronts. He had a hunch that when he finally went down, he would go down hard. And when he woke up, he would be psi-blind. Or insane. Or both.


“I heard you and the team took down that serial killer they called the Spider,” Larissa said. “Congratulations. You cleaners are usually ready to party after a successful case.”


“Hate to admit it but there is the faint possibility that I’m getting too old to party after a takedown,” North said.


He kept his tone light and easy but Larissa gave him a knowing look.


“Everything okay?” she said gently.


Shit. This was not good. If the people who knew him were starting to notice a change in his mood or behavior, he was sailing into real trouble.


“Just tired, that’s all,” he said. “Rain check on the dance?”


“Of course.” Larissa grinned and patted his arm. “Go home and get some sleep, old dude.”


“I’m going to do that.”


Larissa started to turn away but she paused. “I forgot to tell you my good news.”


He smiled. “Let me guess. You got assigned to the Fogg Lake project.”


The recent discovery of one of the lost labs in the caves near the rural town of Fogg Lake had sent a shock wave of excitement through the Foundation. Every ambitious researcher wanted in on the excavations.


“I’m so excited. I leave tomorrow with one of the museum teams. We’ll be there for a couple of months. This is the biggest find in the history of the Foundation. There’s so much waiting to be recovered in that old lost lab. I can’t wait to get started.”


“Congratulations,” North said. He meant it. “You deserve to be on that team.”


“Thanks.” Larissa laughed. “I hear conditions at the site are a little Spartan. No nightclubs, cell phones don’t work and there’s only one restaurant in town. Most of the Foundation crew is being housed in trailers.”


“You’ll love it,” North assured her. “You’re going to be uncovering incredible secrets. So much history was lost when they shut down the Bluestone Project. There’s no telling what’s waiting for you in those caves.”


“I know. I really am thrilled. Take care, and I’ll see you in a couple of months when my assignment ends.”


“Right.”


Larissa went up on tiptoe and gave him an affectionate little kiss on the side of his jaw. Then she slipped away into the crowd.


North watched her join a group of people on the far side of the room. He knew all of them. They were friends. Colleagues. Teammates. A couple of months ago he would have been with them, sharing the rush of a successful takedown.


It occurred to him that he was seriously flirting with depression.


Maybe it hadn’t been a good idea to drop in at the Fogg after all. He had hoped it would distract him but it was having the opposite effect.


“I’ll see you tomorrow, Jake,” he said.


“You’re leaving?” Jake asked. “So soon?”


Not soon enough, North thought.


“Yeah,” he said. “I’m going home.”


Alone.
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