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Where your nightmares become reality …
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EXTREME ZONE


#1 Night Terrors


#2 Dark Lies


#3 Unseen Powers (coming in mid-February)


#4 Deadly Secrets(coming in mid-March)





Haven’t we met someplace before?


Noah knelt down beside the girl he’d just hit with his car. “Are you hurt?” he asked. “Can you move?”


“Yes,” she said. “I mean, no, I don’t think I’m hurt. I can move.” Then she opened her eyes. They were an astounding turquoise color, so bright they seemed lit from inside.


As soon as she looked at Noah, her mouth dropped open. “You’re him,” she breathed in an excited whisper. The girl threw her arms around Noah’s neck. “I thought I’d never find you!” she cried. “I thought you were a dream.”


“It’s all right,” Noah said awkwardly. “It’ll all be okay.”


The girl sniffed. She pulled back from him and looked up. Tears rolled down from her incredible turquoise eyes. “I’ve been looking for you for so long,” she said, her voice raw with emotion. “I know you’re the only one who can stop them.”


“Who can I stop?” asked Noah, bewildered.


The girl pointed to the woods to the left of the road. “Them,” she whispered.
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PROLOGUE


The dark man waited at the street corner for the last lights of the town to die.


Gradually the stores closed. The neon signs clicked off. Cars rolled past on their way home as the town emptied. Even then the dark man waited, hanging back, invisible in the shadows. He waited until the last car was gone and the towns single stoplight had begun to blink yellow and red. Waited for the clock on the old courthouse to chime midnight.


Then he moved.


In a larger city, there would have been more light. Someone there might have seen that the man’s coat was old and tattered, that his hat was stained and beaten, and that his face was as dark as the night—darker. Within the camouflage of a shabby coat and a downturned hat brim, his features were a vague outline of obsidian blackness.


But this was not a large city, this was Stone Harbor. No one was there to see the dark man as he stalked up the empty street with a slow, halting gait. His feet, invisible below the flapping hem of his coat, scratched along the sidewalk with a sound like steel wool rasping metal. The singular hiss echoed among the empty buildings and narrow alleys of the town.


When the dark man reached a small grocery store, he stopped in midstep. Turning slowly, he put a gloved hand against the front of the store and let it rest there for a long moment. He stood as still as a statue, his hand on the glass, holding his pose until a white mist of frost formed around his outstretched fingers. Then he stepped back from the door and raised his unseen face to the raw November wind, breathing in the air like a hound after a scent. The figure walked on.


At the front of the library he stopped again. Here the dark man pressed both hands against the door. Then he crushed his body, and finally even his face, against the library entranceway. Crystals of frost spread over wood and glass, silhouetting his black form. A long sigh escaped his unseen lips, a sound as dry as autumn leaves.


When he began to move again, he did so quickly. He was making other noises now. Grunting and panting with excitement, he turned east out of the business district, heading up a hill between old brick houses that had weathered more than a hundred harsh East Coast winters. Unable to restrain his eagerness, the dark man broke into a lopsided run for a few steps before slowing back to his hissing walk.


He paused at the next corner. There, one of the few streetlights still burning in Stone Harbor cast a yellow circle over the sidewalk and into the street. The dark figure reached his hand into the circle of light, then drew it back quickly, like a man sticking his toe into water and finding it far too cold. For a moment the black form was stone still.


Slowly the streetlight dimmed. Its yellow-white light faded to a fitful red glow. It buzzed and hummed like a bee caught in a jar. With a final snap, the light went out. A faint, deep noise rolled out over the dark street. It might have been laughter, but it was laughter as dark as the bottom of a well. The man moved on.


Finally his walk carried him through the older neighborhood and into an area of new construction. A hard wind blew in from the nearby ocean, sending his dirty, rat-gnawed coat flying out behind him. His feet hissed along, leaving their trail of frost.


A large two-story home dominated the area. The dark man lumbered up the sidewalk and leaned against the wide front door. Again frost rimmed his shape, but this time he rested against the wood for only a moment, then he went through the door. He didn’t open it, he simply went through, entering the barrier of wood and metal as easily as if it were fog.


The dark man reappeared at the door, emerging slowly from the wood. He stepped out onto the sidewalk. The wind rose to a shriek as the man swept his hands over his sleeves, as if he were brushing away dust. Flakes of ice tumbled to the ground.


He lifted his invisible face to the wind. In the gloom that covered his features, there was the momentary gleam of something oily and smooth, like light shining against a black pearl.


Another form appeared in the shadows at the corner of the house. “This is the right house?” asked a voice that was quiet but commanding.


The dark man nodded slowly.


“And Templer is here?”


Another nod.


“Good. That’s good.” The second figure stepped forward. Dim light from a house down the street showed a slim silhouette against the night. “Come along,” said the soft voice. “We have a lot of work to do.”


The smaller form turned away and strolled off among the houses. The dark man stood in his circle of frost for a moment, then moved to follow. As his black form merged with the night, the sound of deep midnight laughter floated among the sleeping houses. Soon even that was lost in the voice of the wind.





ONE


Kathleen “Harley” Davisidaro stood at the end of a ragged point of land A storm was coming. Below her the gray sea pounded against dark cliffs of weathered stone, crashing into foam with a noise like constant thunder. Harley leaned out over the water, her long black hair fluttering in the wind that blew up the rocks. Cold spray splashed against her face.


Harley leaned back from the edge. She shivered and closed the front of her jacket as tightly as she could. The jacket was a poor fit. She would have given a lot to have her old leather biking jacket. But the leather jacket was long gone. Most of Harleys clothing had been lost—along with her furniture, her books, her father, and anything that represented a normal life—when Unit 17 had abandoned the mysterious Tulley Hill Research Facility. Dee Janes and her family had given Harley a place to live. Dee had also passed along a few things to wear, but she was nowhere near Harleys size. Harley had purchased a few things on her own, but her supply of cash was small and dwindling fast.


The wind grew stronger, whipping Harleys hair against her face. She looked along the stony bluffs and frowned. This is getting ridiculous, she thought. She looked down at her watch. It was already an hour past the time.


Ten more minutes, she decided. Ten more minutes, and I’m leaving.


Then she spotted movement around the curve of the harbor. Down on the stony beach, a figure was heading her way.


Harley crossed her arms and waited as the man climbed up the slope of broken rocks. The newcomer wore a tan trench coat over a well-cut black suit. On his head was an old-fashioned fedora with the brim turned down over his eyes. He stopped twenty feet away and stood with his hands shoved into the deep pockets of his coat.


“You’re late,” called Harley.


“I was detained,” said the man. “I apologize, but it was an unavoidable delay.”


Harley took a step toward him across the rough ground. “All right, Cain,” she said. “I’m here. You’re here. Now where’s my father?”


A smile came to the man’s long, sharp-chinned face. “I’m glad to see you decided to meet me, Ms. Davisidaro. And you came alone, as I instructed. Good. I was afraid that after our last encounter you might choose not to meet me again.”


Harley shrugged. She didn’t know how far she could trust this man. Cain had come to Harley and Noah claiming to be an FBI agent investigating Unit 17. Harley now knew that was a lie. Still, Cain had helped them out of a tough situation—and possibly saved their lives.


“You already knew where I was,” said Harley. “I got your note.” She raised a hand to push her windblown hair back from her face. “I figured if you knew where to find me, the rest of them would, too.”


Cain nodded. “That’s healthy paranoia. But I hope you are incorrect.” His gaze shifted past Harley, and he turned his head to look up the long, empty stretch of shoreline. “So far as I am aware, your location is not widely known. Even your identity is something of a secret.”


“Unit Seventeen knows who I am,” Harley replied.


“Yes,” agreed Cain. “But there are others who do not. Just as there are some who know Mr. Templers identity and some who do not. I have done my best to hide you both from prying eyes.”


“Thanks,” Harley said bitterly, “but don’t do me any favors.”


Cain shook his head. His sharp gaze returned to Harley. “It seems you don’t appreciate my efforts on your behalf.”


“How do I know you’ve made any efforts?” asked Harley. “You lied to me about being an FBI agent. You’ve been hiding the truth from me all along.”


“I promise you,” Cain replied, “I am as open as I can be.”


“Then why didn’t you want me to bring Noah along today?” Harley demanded. “He’s just as involved in this thing as I am.”


Instead of replying, the agent adjusted the position of his hat and once again looked around the empty expanse of bluffs and beach. If Harley didn’t know better, she would have thought that the unflappable Agent Cain was actually nervous. Seeing him jumpy didn’t do anything for Harleys own nerves. If he was afraid, there was probably a good reason.


From his pocket Cain drew a black pen, which he began to tumble back and forth among his long fingers. “This meeting is more dangerous than you realize. Adding Mr. Templer to the mix would have been … imprudent.”


“Says who?” Nervousness made Harleys reply sound harsher than she had intended.


The pen stopped moving. “Me,” replied Cain.


“I trust Noah a lot more than I trust you.”


Cain suddenly shoved the pen back into his pocket, turned, and began to walk away.


“Where are you going?” called Harley. “We haven’t talked about anything yet.”


“Come with me,” Cain said without looking back. “I want to show you something.”


He led the way along the top of the bluff Harley followed, being careful not to step too close to the edge. Her sneakers were not the best kind pf shoes for walking over rocks. The damp stones were slippery, and the water was a long, long way down.


After they had walked more than a hundred yards along the top of the cliff, Cain abruptly stopped. “There,” he said, pointing at the ground.


Harley looked down. There was nothing to see but a small hole in the dark stone near the edge of the cliff. “What’s in there?”


Cain again shoved his hands in the pockets of his coat. The man’s lean features were tight, and with the coat flying out behind him he suddenly reminded Harley of a hawk. “Just wait,” he said solemnly. “You’ll see.”


“See what?” asked Harley. When the agent didn’t reply, she felt a tint of anger mixing with her nervousness. “This is all nonsense,” she said through gritted teeth. “You got me out here today because you told me you knew something about my father. I only want my father back. Nothing else.”


“Of course.” Cain’s voice was surprisingly gentle. For several seconds the man neither moved nor spoke. Finally he shifted his head slightly toward Harley. “I have information,” he said softly.


“That’s what you said in the note,” replied Harley. She folded her arms across her chest. She felt anxious to hear what Cain had to say, but she was trying not to get too excited, which probably would lead only to crushing disappointment. “Let’s hear it.”


“Before I can tell you what I know,” said Cain, “I need you to perform a task.”


“No,” Harley answered immediately “I knew it would be something like this. I knew you couldn’t just tell me a simple piece of information.” She shook her head sharply. “I’m not doing anything for you until I know where to find my father.”


Cain looked at her, his deep-set eyes almost lost in the shadow of his hat. “This is a job that must be done.” he told her. “If you aren’t willing, then we have nothing further to discuss.”


Harley clenched her fists. She wanted to scream. She wanted to knock Cain down and kick him until he told her what she wanted to know. But Harley swallowed her anger. “This is blackmail,” she said in a cold voice.


“Call it what you will,” said Cain with a shrug. His expression was flat, displaying no more emotion than if he were talking about the price of milk. “I’ll reveal my information only if you’ll agree to complete this task.”


Harley bit her lip. Cain was the one remaining link that might lead to her father. Harley’s mother had died when Harley was only five, leaving her father to raise her on his own. She had a little-seen aunt on the other side of the country, but Harley’s father had been her only real family. In the three weeks since his disappearance, Harley hadn’t turned up a single clue about where her father had gone. Dee Janes’s father was the local police chief, and he had been checking every available source, but nothing had turned up. Harley hadn’t learned the first thing about where her father was or about the mysterious Unit 17 that had taken him. If Harley didn’t deal with Cain, she might never find him again.


“All right,” she agreed. “What do you want me to do?”


Cain smiled again. He reached into the folds of his coat and produced a pale blue envelope. “You’ll find directions inside,” he said.


Harley stepped over to him and took the envelope from his hand. It was thick, packed with papers. She pulled out the top sheet and found herself looking at a map of city streets. “New York?” She looked up, puzzled. “I’ve never been to New York.”


Cain turned and stared out over the waves. “Unit Seventeen has established a presence in the city,” he said. “We need to know what they’re planning.”


Harley looked at the stack of papers and slowly shook her head. “I can’t go that far away from Stone Harbor. Unit Seventeen has erased my identity from all the government records. They’ve put together a fake identity that’s wanted by the police. My face is on posters in every post office in the country.”


“Then maybe you should change your face,” suggested Cain. He stretched out his hand and tapped the envelope. “In the meantime, take a look at what else is inside.”


Harley reached in and drew out another sheet. When she saw what was printed on the page, she blinked in surprise. “It’s somebody’s birth certificate.”


Cain took the piece of paper from her hands. “It’s your birth certificate, Kathleen Elise Vincent.” He glanced at the paper, nodded, and handed it back. “Also in the envelope you’ll find a driver’s license, a social security card, and a brief summary to help you learn a few relevant details of Ms. Vincent’s life. High-school transcript. Parents. The name of your third-grade teacher.” Cain gave a satisfied smile. “All the little details that make a person real.”


Harley dug into the envelope and came out with a plastic-coated driver’s license. To her surprise, the card didn’t look new. The edges were tattered and the plastic was yellowed, as though the card had been in someone’s pocket for at least a year. There was a smiling face in the corner.


“It’s me,” Harley said in wonder.


“Of course it is.” He pointed at the birth certificate in Harley’s hand. “In fact, if someone checks the little footprints on this certificate, they’ll find they’re a match. They can check anything about Kathy Vincent that they like. Everything is in place.”


Harley shoved the birth certificate back in the envelope and ran a finger over the smooth surface of the driver’s license. “My hair’s short in this picture.”


“Just a suggestion,” replied Cain. “Your hair is one of your most distinctive features. Change it, and you’ll go a long way toward changing your appearance.”


Unconsciously Harley twisted a lock of hair between her fingers. She had kept her thick black hair long and straight for as long as she could remember. It was often a pain to take care of it, but she had never really thought about changing the style. “You seem awfully good at this false-identity business,” she told Cain.


The agent turned away again, watching the waves roll toward the shore. “It is a skill that I have practiced many times. A most necessary skill. By the way, if you look in the bottom of that envelope, I believe you’ll find a considerable sum of cash—two thousand dollars.”


Harley felt her heart skip a beat. “Two thousand dollars?” She pulled open the mouth of the envelope and saw a dark green bundle of bills. Ever since her father had disappeared, Harley had been getting along on handouts from Dee and her family. Two thousand dollars seemed like a lot more money than it had when her father was bringing home a paycheck every week.


“The money should cover any expenses you encounter,” said Cain. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”


“I won’t.” Harley looked up and studied the man’s sharp-chinned profile. “Who are you?” she asked. “Who do you really work for?”


Instead of answering, Cain spun around and clamped his big hands on Harleys shoulders. “Stand very still.”


Fear swept over Harley. “What—?”


“Shhh,” hissed Cain. “Listen.”


At first Harley heard nothing. Then she noticed a low moaning, a note so deep she felt it more with her stomach than her ears. The sound grew rapidly louder, and as it swelled in volume it also rose in pitch. It became a bass howl. Then a steamship whistle. Then an overwhelming shriek.


From the dark hole in the stone a column of water shot into the air. It rose twenty feet above the hole, spouting like a geyser.


Harley tried to step back, but Cain’s grip was like an iron clamp. He held her still while the fountaining water reached a peak, soaring over their heads. Then, almost as suddenly as it had started, it disappeared. The column of water splashed against the stones. The shriek abruptly stopped. The opening in the rocks was again only a dark hole.


Cain relaxed his grip on Harley’s shoulders. “There,” he said. “You see?”


Harley nodded, her heart pounding in her ears. “What was that? Another high-tech trick?”


The agent smiled again, and for the first time Harley thought his expression was almost compassionate. “I assure you,” he said, “that what you just witnessed was a purely natural phenomenon.” Cain leaned out over the edge of the cliff and pointed toward the water. “There’s a small sea cave down there that connects to this opening. Most of the time nothing happens. But on rare days, when a storm is at hand and the waves are just right, you get a spectacular result.”


“I’ll say,” agreed Harley. “And this is what you wanted me to see?”


Cain nodded. “Yes.” He leaned down, md his angular face was cast in shadow. “Somsá mes the world is just like this waterspout. Everything goes along quietly for a very long time-. Everything stays in balance. But then a stcrm draws close.” He paused again to stare out over the water.


“Is a storm coming now?” asked Harley.


“Yes,” whispered Cain.


“What kind of storm?”


“Asymmetry,” Cain replied. “An imbalance that leads to chaos.”
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