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One

Burn, witch, burn….
The voice was a dark, ghostly whisper in her head. Raine Tallentyre stopped at the top of the basement stairs. Gingerly she touched the banister with her fingertips. That was all the contact she needed. The voice, thick with bloodlust and an unholy excitement, murmured again.
…Only one way to kill a witch. Punish her. Make her suffer. Burn, witch, burn….
It was the same voice she had heard when she brushed against the counter in the kitchen a few minutes before. It whispered of darkness, fear and fire. The psychic traces were very fresh. A deeply disturbed individual had come through this house in the recent past. She could only pray that the freak was the type who limited himself to twisted fantasies played out in his head. But she’d had enough experience to know that probably wasn’t the case. This bastard was the real thing, a human monster.
She shuddered, snatched her hand off the banister and wiped her palm against her raincoat. The gesture was pure instinct, a reflex. The coat, long and black, was wet because it was pouring outside but no amount of water could wash away the memory of the foul energy she had just sensed.
She looked back at Doug Spicer and heard another voice, her aunt’s this time. The warning came straight out of her teenage memories. Never tell them about the whispers in your head, Raine. They’ll say you’re crazy, like me.
“I just want to take a quick look around the basement,” she said, dreading what lay ahead.
Doug peered uneasily down into the darkness at the foot of the stairs. “Do you really think that’s necessary, Miss Tallentyre? There will probably be mice or maybe even rats or snakes. Don’t worry, I can take the listing without a thorough examination of the basement.”
Doug was the proprietor of Spicer Properties, one of three real estate companies in the small town of Shelbyville, Washington. She had contacted him when she arrived that morning because he was the only agent who had bothered to get in touch with her after learning of Vella Tallentyre’s death. He had inquired delicately about taking the listing. She was more than happy to give it to him. It was not as if she had been besieged by enthusiastic agents. For his part, Doug was relatively new in town and struggling to establish his business. They needed each other.
Dressed in a crisply tailored dark gray suit and a pale blue tie, a handsome brown leather briefcase in one hand, Doug looked every inch the professional real estate agent. Sleek, designer glasses framed his pale eyes. His car, parked in the drive, was a Jaguar.
She guessed him to be in his late thirties. His hairline was starting to recede and he had the solid, well-fed look of a man who, while not yet overweight, had definitely started to put on extra pounds. He had warned her that the gloom-filled house with its aging plumbing and wiring would not be an easy sale.
“I’ll be right back,” she assured him.
She couldn’t tell him that she really had no choice now that she had picked up the psychic whispers of a man who fantasized about killing witches. She had to know the truth before she could leave the house.
“I did a little research and called Phil Brooks after I spoke with you,” Doug said. “He told me that your aunt cut off his pest control service shortly before she, uh, left town.”
Shortly before I took her away, Raine thought. She curled the hand that had just touched the railing very tightly around the strap of her purse. Shortly before I had to put her into a very private, very expensive sanitarium.
A month before, Vella Tallentyre had died in her small room at St. Damian’s Psychiatric Hospital back in Oriana on the shores of Lake Washington. The cause of death was a heart attack, according to the authorities. She was fifty-nine years old.
It dawned on her that Doug probably didn’t want to get his pristine suit and polished shoes dirty. She didn’t blame him.
“You don’t have to come with me,” she said. “I’ll just go to the foot of the stairs.”
Please be a gentleman and insist on coming with me.
“Well, if you’re sure,” Doug said, stepping back. “I don’t see a light switch up here.”
“It’s at the foot of the stairs.”
So much for the gentlemen’s code. What had she expected? This wasn’t the nineteenth century. The code, if it ever existed, no longer applied. After what she had just been through with Bradley, she should know that better than anyone.
The thought of Detective Bradley Mitchell proved bracing. The ensuing rush of feminine outrage unleashed a useful dose of adrenaline that was strong enough to propel her down the stairs.
Doug hovered at the top of the steps, filling the doorway. “If the light isn’t working, I’ve got a flashlight in my car.”
The ever helpful real estate agent.
She ignored him and descended cautiously into the darkness. Maybe she wouldn’t give him the listing, after all. The problem was, neither of the other two agents in town was eager for it. It wasn’t just that the house was in such a neglected state. The truth was that it was unlikely any of the locals would be interested in purchasing it.
For the past couple of decades this house had been the property of a woman who was certifiably crazy, a woman who heard voices in her head. That kind of history tended to dampen the enthusiasm of prospective clients. As Doug had explained, they would have to lure an out-of-town prospect, someone interested in a real fixer-upper.
The old wooden steps creaked and groaned. She tried to avoid touching the railing on the way down, and she was careful to stay close to the edge of each tread so that she would be less likely to step in his footsteps. She had learned the hard way that human psychic energy was most easily transmitted onto a surface by direct skin contact but bloodlust this strong sometimes penetrated through the soles of shoes.
As careful as she tried to be, she couldn’t avoid all of it.
Make her suffer. Punish her the way Mother punished me.
The scent of damp and mildew intensified as she went down. The darkness at the foot of the steps yawned like a bottomless well.
She paused on the final step, groped for and found the switch. When she touched it she got a jolt that had nothing to do with electricity. Burn, witch, burn.
Mercifully, the naked bulb in the overhead fixture still worked, illuminating the windowless, low-ceilinged space in a weak, yellow glare.
The basement was crammed with the detritus of Vella Tallentyre’s unhappy life. Several pieces of discarded furniture, including a massive, mirrored armoire, a chrome dining table laminated with red plastic and four matching red vinyl chairs, were crowded together. Most of the rest of the space was filled with several large cardboard boxes and crates. They contained many of the innumerable paintings Vella had produced over the years. The pictures had one unifying theme: they were all dark, disturbing images of masks.
Her heart sank. So much for taking a quick look around and retreating back up the staircase. She would have to leave her perch at the foot of the stairs and tour the maze of boxes and crates if she wanted to be certain there were no terrible secrets buried down there.
She really did not need this. She had problems enough at the moment. Settling Aunt Vella’s small estate had proved remarkably time-consuming, not to mention depressing. In the middle of that sad process she had been forced to face the fact that the one man she thought could accept her, voices and all, found her a complete turn-off in the bedroom. On top of everything else, she had a business to run. Late October was a busy time of year for her costume design shop, Incognito. No, she did not need any more trouble, but she knew all too well that if she ignored the whispers, she would walk the floor until dawn for days or even weeks. For some reason she could never understand, finding the truth was the only antidote for the voices.
Stomach clenching, she stepped down onto the concrete floor and put out a hand to touch the nearest object, a dusty cardboard box. There was no help for it now. She had to follow the trail of psychic whispers left by the freak.
“What are you doing?” Doug called anxiously from the top of the staircase. “I thought you said you were just going to have a quick look around down there.”
“There’s a lot of stuff here. Sooner or later I’m going to have to clear it out. I need to get an idea of how big a job it will be.”
“Please be careful, Miss Tallentyre.”
She pretended not to hear him. If he couldn’t be bothered to accompany her into the darkness, she was not interested in his platitudes.
There was nothing on the cardboard box but when her fingertips skated across the laminated surface of the old table she got another vicious jolt.
The demon is stronger than the witch.
Gasping, she jerked her fingers away from the table and took a quick step back. No matter how she tried to prepare herself, she would never get used to the unnerving sensation that accompanied a brush with the really bad whispers.
She looked down at the floor, searching for footprints. If there were any, they were undetectable. In the poor light the gray dust that covered everything appeared to be the same color as the concrete. In addition, the deep shadows between the valleys of stacked boxes left much of the floor in pitch darkness.
She inched forward, touching the objects in her path in the same tentative way she would have tested the surface of a hot stove. Psychic static clinging to the dusty armoire mirror made her flinch.
She looked around and realized that she was following a narrow path that snaked through the jungle of crates and boxes. The trail led to the closed door of the old wooden storage locker. A heavy padlock secured the sturdy door.
A very shiny new padlock.
She knew before she even touched it that it would reek of the freak’s spore.
She came to a halt a step away from the locker, held her breath and put out her hand. The edge of her finger barely grazed the padlock but the shock was nerve-shattering, all the same.
Burn, witch, burn.
She sucked in a deep breath. “Oh, damn.”
“Miss Tallentyre?” Doug sounded genuinely alarmed now. “What’s wrong? Are you all right down there?”
She heard his footsteps on the stairs. Evidently her small yelp of pained surprise had activated some latent manly impulse to ride to the rescue. Better late than never.
“I’m all right but there is something very wrong down here.” She fished her cell phone out of her purse. “I’m going to call nine-one-one.”
“I don’t understand.” Doug halted on the last step, clutching his briefcase. He peered around and finally spotted her near the storage locker. “Why in the world do you want the police?”
“Because I think this basement is about to become a crime scene.”
The 911 operator came on the line before Doug could recover from the shock.
“Fire or police?” the woman said crisply.
“Police,” she responded, putting all the assurance she could muster into her voice in an effort to make certain the operator took her seriously. “I’m at fourteen Crescent Lane, the Tallentyre house. Tell whoever responds to bring a tool that can cut through a padlock. Hurry.”
The woman refused to be rushed. “What’s wrong, ma’am?”
“I just found a dead body.”
She hung up before the operator could ask any more questions. When she closed the phone she realized that Doug was still standing at the foot of the stairs. His features were partially obscured by the shadows but she was pretty sure his mouth was hanging open. The poor man was obviously starting to realize that there were reasons why the other local real estate agents hadn’t jumped on the Tallentyre listing. He must have heard the rumors about Aunt Vella. Maybe he was starting to wonder if the crazy streak ran in the family. It was a legitimate question.
Doug cleared his throat. “Are you sure you’re okay, Miss Tallentyre?”
She gave him the smile she saved for situations like this, the special smile her assistant, Pandora, labeled her screw you smile.
“No, but what else is new?” she said politely.

The officer’s name was Bob Fulton. He was the hard-faced, no-nonsense, ex-military type. He came down the basement stairs with a large flashlight and a wicked-looking bolt cutter.
“Where’s the body?” he asked, in a voice that said he had seen a number of them.
“I’m not certain there is one,” Raine admitted. “But I think you’d better check that storage locker.”
He looked at her with an expression she recognized immediately. It was the everyone-here-is-a-suspect-until-proven-otherwise expression that Bradley got when he was working a case.
“Who are you?” Fulton asked.
“Raine Tallentyre.”
“Related to the crazy lady—uh, I mean to Vella Tallentyre?”
“Her niece.”
“Mind if I ask what you’re doing here today?”
“I inherited this house,” she said coldly. He’d called Aunt Vella a crazy lady out loud. That meant she no longer had to be polite.
Clearly sensing the mounting tension in the atmosphere, Doug stepped forward. “Doug Spicer, Officer. Spicer Properties. I don’t believe we’ve met. I came here with Miss Tallentyre today to take a listing on the place.”
Fulton nodded. “Heard Vella Tallentyre had passed on. Sorry, ma’am.”
“Thank you,” Raine said stiffly. “About that storage locker—”
He studied the padlocked door and then glanced suspiciously at Raine. “What makes you think there’s a body in there?”
She crossed her arms and went into full defense mode. She had known this was going to be difficult. It was so much simpler when Bradley handled this part, shielding her from derision and disbelief.
“Just a feeling,” she said evenly.
Fulton exhaled slowly. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. You think you’re psychic, just like your aunt, right?”
She flashed him her special smile.
“My aunt was psychic,” she said.
Fulton’s bushy brows shot up. “Heard she ended up in a psychiatric hospital in Oriana.”
“She did, mostly because no one believed her. Please open the locker, Officer. If it’s empty, I will apologize for wasting your time.”
“You understand that if I do find a body in that locker, you’re going to have to answer a lot of questions down at the station.”
“Trust me, I am well aware of that.”
He searched her face. For a few seconds she thought he was going to argue further but whatever he saw in her expression silenced him. Without a word he turned to the storage locker and hoisted the bolt cutter.
There was a sharp, metallic crunch when the hasp of the padlock severed. Fulton put down the tool and gripped the flashlight in his left hand. He reached for the doorknob with gloved fingers.
The door opened on a groan of rusty hinges. Raine stopped breathing, afraid to look and equally afraid not to. She made herself look.
A naked woman lay on the cold concrete floor. The one item of clothing in the vicinity was a heavy leather belt coiled like a snake beside her.
The woman was bound hand and foot. Duct tape sealed her mouth. She appeared to be young, no more than eighteen or nineteen, and painfully thin. Tangled dark hair partially obscured her features.
The only real surprise was that she was still alive.


Two

Knives were always the worst. People did unpleasant things with them, and they did those things close up and in a very personal way.
“I don’t like sharp objects,” Zack Jones said.
He did not take his attention off the ceremonial dagger in the glass case. Elaine Brownley, director of the museum, leaned closer to study the artifact.
“Probably all that early childhood advice you got about the dangers of running with scissors,” she suggested. “Leaves a lasting impression.”
“Yeah, that must be it,” Zack said.
This was not the first time he had found himself standing beside Elaine, looking at an unpleasant object housed in a glass case. His was a dual career path. Consulting for the Arcane Society’s curators was one of his businesses.
Elaine removed her glasses and fixed him with a direct look. She was in her mid-fifties. With her short, graying brown hair, round glasses, intelligent eyes and slightly rumpled navy blue skirted suit, she looked like the academic that she was. Zack knew she had a number of degrees in archaeology, anthropology and fine arts. She was also fluent in several languages, living and dead.
At various points in Elaine’s life her instructors, teachers and colleagues had labeled her “gifted.” Most of them had probably never even had a clue how right they were, Zack thought. What she had was a psychic talent for finding and identifying genuine antiquities of any kind. No one could slip a fake past her, whether it was a Renaissance painting or a piece of Roman glass.
When she had left the university world to accept a position with a museum, most of her colleagues expected her to end up at the head of one of the many prestigious institutions that had made jaw-dropping offers.
Instead, she became the director of the Arcane Society’s museum at the West Coast headquarters of the Arcane Society, USA. The museum was one of four the Society operated, three in the United States and one, the original Arcane House, in the United Kingdom.
The Society’s museums were little known and mostly ignored by the mainstream world of archaeology and academic research. The Society liked things that way. Its highly specialized museums collected and studied artifacts and relics that were associated with the paranormal. They were not open to the public.
Elaine peered up at him. “Well?”
“It’s old.” Zack turned back to the dagger. “Lot of static on it. I can feel it from here.”
“I know it’s old.” She made a soft, impatient sound. “I didn’t buy it yesterday at Wal-Mart. It cost me a huge chunk of the museum’s annual budget. Trust me, I wouldn’t have authorized the acquisition if I wasn’t certain that it was second century, A.D. That’s not what I’m asking.”
“I’ll have to handle it to know for sure. No gloves.”
Her mouth pursed at that. Elaine did not like anyone to handle any of the objects in the collection with ungloved hands. But she knew his requirements. If she wanted him to verify her theory about the dagger, she would have to let him have direct physical contact.
Without a word, Elaine punched in a code that opened the case.
Zack readied himself for the shock he knew was coming and deliberately jacked up his psychic senses. He reached down and closed his hand around the jeweled hilt of the dagger.
The current of psychic energy that still clung to the blade even after so many centuries was faint but it had been laid down in blood and it was still strong enough to sear his senses. He locked his teeth together and closed his eyes. Not that shutting his eyes had any effect on the ghostly images that flashed through his mind.
The scenes, layers of them in this instance because the dagger had been used many times for similar purposes, came to him in the hues of nightmares. He was never able to explain the colors of the paranormal visions. They had no equivalent in the normal world.
…He thrilled to the act of driving the dagger downward, savoring the anticipation of how it would feel when it cut into human flesh, sensed the unholy lust and exultation that came with the killing blow, knew the terror of the victim…
He dimmed his psychic senses swiftly and dropped the dagger back into the case.
“Hey,” Elaine yelped, outraged. “Careful with that thing.”
“Sorry.” He gave the hand he had used to grip the blade a little shake as if the small action could rid him of the remnants of the grim visions. He knew better. Luckily the dagger was very, very old.
Elaine raised her brows. “Tell me.”
“It was definitely used to kill people, not animals,” he said. Calling on years of practice and sheer willpower, he managed to repress the visions. It was a temporary fix. They would be back, probably in his dreams that night. “A human-sacrifice scenario.”
“You’re sure it was a sacrifice, not just the killing of an enemy or a routine murder?”
He looked at her. “Routine murder?”
She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”
“The energy on the hilt was tinged with that special rush of sanctimonious power that goes with a blood sacrifice. The bastard liked his work and he got off on it. There’s a reason they call it bloodlust, Elaine.”
She remained skeptical but there was a sparkle in her eye that could only be described as a form of lust.
Archaeologists, he thought. Gotta love ’em.
“An execution, perhaps?” she suggested.
“No. Ritual sacrifice. There was an altar, and the killer felt he had a license to kill.”
Elaine relaxed, smiling with intense satisfaction.
“I was right,” she said, all but rubbing her hands together with glee. “This is the dagger used by the priests of the cult of Brackon.”
He had never understood how collectors and curators could get so excited about objects and devices designed to kill and maim. But then, they didn’t have to deal with the psychic visions left behind on those objects and devices.
“What’s so special about that dagger?” he asked.
Elaine chuckled. “The director of the Sedona branch of the museum has been after it for years. He needs it to complete his collection of Brackon cult artifacts.”
“A little friendly competition between curators?”
“Not so friendly.” Elaine lowered the glass lid and relocked the case. “Milo has an Egyptian ring that I want very badly. I’ve begged him for years to consider a trade. He has always refused. But now I’ve got a bargaining chip. He’ll have to deal on my terms.”
“Got it.” He surveyed the cases in the gallery. “You’ve built this into a fine museum, Elaine. I’m no archaeologist but I’ve spent enough time consulting in all four of the Society’s museums to know that this is a world-class collection.”
She laughed. “I am living proof that an obsessive personality and a keen sense of professional rivalry are the essential traits of a successful curator.”
“Probably useful traits in any profession.” He’d been on the obsessed path himself, most of his life. Until Jenna.
Elaine fixed him with a speculative look. He knew what was coming and readied his exit strategy. He liked Elaine and admired her professional skills. But she was a friend of the family and the family had been applying a lot of pressure lately.
On the surface, the invitation was smooth enough.
“Do you have time for a cup of coffee before you leave for the airport?” she asked.
“I was planning to spend a couple of hours in the museum library,” he hedged.
“That was your excuse last time.”
He considered his options and didn’t like any of them. Elaine was a good client and a very smart woman. He liked the company of smart women. If she stuck to business, he wouldn’t mind having coffee with her. It wasn’t as if there was any great rush to return to his home in the Northern California wine country. There was no one waiting for him.
For the most part he was okay with his new existence as a duo-job workaholic. The problem was that family and friends were becoming increasingly aggressive, pushing him to resume what they considered his destined career path. He knew damn well that they weren’t applying pressure just because they were concerned about him, although that was part of it. The reality was that they had an agenda, and that agenda no longer coincided with his own.
He glanced at his watch. “My flight leaves at five-thirty. That gives me some time.”
“Your enthusiasm is underwhelming.”
He felt himself redden. “I’ve been a little distracted lately.”
“By what?”
“Work.”
“Ah, yes, the all-purpose excuse.” She lightly patted his arm. “And there’s no denying that it is excellent therapy after one has suffered a loss like yours. But it has been almost a year now, Zack. Time to move on.”
He said nothing.
They walked toward the far end of the gallery. Moving down the aisle between the glass cases was like walking a gauntlet. The combined psychic energy buzz given off by the artifacts stirred his senses in an unpleasant way. He knew Elaine felt something, too, but she seemed to thrive on the sensation.
He had to exert a lot of raw willpower to keep the psychic side of his nature suppressed. He could never dampen it entirely; no level-ten sensitive was capable of shutting off his or her paranormal senses altogether. It would have been the equivalent of deliberately going deaf or losing his sense of taste. But it was possible to minimize one’s parasenses.
“What are you working on?” Elaine asked.
“At the moment I’m finishing a paper for the Journal.”
Among the curators and consultants associated with the Arcane Society’s museums there was only one journal, The Journal of Paranormal and Psychical Research. Like the Society’s museums, neither the print nor the online edition was available to the general public.
“I feel like a detective trying to interrogate a suspect who is waiting for his lawyer to arrive,” Elaine said drily. “But I will persevere. What’s the topic of this paper you’re finishing?”
“The Tarasov camera.”
She tilted her head slightly to look at him, her attention caught. “Never heard of it.”
“According to the records, it was acquired in the 1950s during the Cold War. It was discovered in a Russian lab and brought back to the States by a member of the Society.”
“Discovered?” she repeated, amused.
He smiled faintly. “A polite euphemism for stolen. That was back in the days when the former USSR was doing a lot of paranormal research and experimentation. Someone inside the CIA got nervous and wanted to find out what was going on. J&J was quietly asked to see if it could get an agent inside one of the Russian labs.”
There was no need to explain what J&J stood for. Every member of the Arcane Society was aware that Jones & Jones was the Society’s very private, very low-profile psychic investigation firm.
“J&J was successful, I take it?” Elaine said.
“The agent managed to get the camera out of the country. Brought it back and turned it over to the CIA. Their technicians examined it but concluded that it was bogus. They couldn’t make it work.”
“Why not?”
“Evidently it requires an operator who possesses a unique type of psychic talent. The Society wound up with the camera after the CIA decided it was a fraud. Our techs weren’t able to make it function, either, so it went into a vault. That’s where it’s been sitting all these years.”
“What made the camera unusual?” Elaine asked.
“The Tarasov camera was supposed to be able to photograph human auras.”
“Nonsense.” Elaine gave a disdainful sniff. “Human auras have never been successfully photographed, not even by the experts in the Society’s labs. Something to do with the location of aura energy on the spectrum, I think. Auras can be measured and analyzed in oblique ways and some people can see them naturally, but you can’t take pictures of them. The technology just isn’t available yet.”
“It gets better,” Zack said. “According to the notes of the agent who brought the camera out from behind the Iron Curtain, the Russian researchers believed that a unique type of psychic photographer could not only take pictures of auras, he could use the camera to disrupt them in ways that would cause severe psychic trauma or death.”
Elaine frowned. “In other words, it was meant to be some sort of psychic weapon?”
“Yes.”
“But the experts say that no modern technology can interface successfully with human psychic energy. That’s why no one has ever been able to build a machine or a weapon that can be activated by paranormal powers or one that can produce that kind of energy.”
“True.”
“In other words, the camera really is a fraud?” She sighed. “That’s a relief. The world is already armed to the teeth. The last thing we want to do is introduce a new psychic technology designed to kill people.”
“Uh-huh.”
She beetled her brows at him. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“I was able to determine that the Tarasov camera had been used to kill at least once, possibly twice. The vibes from the first murder were murky, though.”
Elaine’s eyes widened a little. “In other words, the Russians had at least one sensitive who could operate the camera?”
“Looks like it.”
She moved one hand in a small arc. “How is that possible?”
“The J&J agent speculated in his private notes that the Russian operator was probably a one-of-a-kind exotic. Some type of unusual level-ten talent that has never been classified by the Society.”
Exotic was the Society’s slang for those endowed with rare, extremely high-level psychic talents. It was not, generally speaking, a complimentary term. The truth was, people with exceptionally strong paranormal abilities often made other members of the Society uneasy. In fact, it was not uncommon for folks outside the Society—people who scoffed at the very idea of the paranormal—to find themselves unaccountably nervous or wary when they were in the presence of an individual endowed with powerful parasensitive abilities.
Power of any kind, including psychic power, was a form of energy. Most people, whether they were aware of it or not—whether they even wanted to acknowledge it or not—were capable of sensing it when there was a lot of it in the room.
“Wonder what happened to the exotic who could operate the camera,” Elaine mused.
“She’s dead.”
Elaine gave him a quick, startled look. “Killed by the Jones & Jones agent who appropriated the camera?”
“Yes. It was close. She almost took him out first with the damned thing.”
“Fascinating. Which one of the Society’s museums got the device?”
“It’s not in any of the museums. It’s in the Jones family vault.”
Elaine glowered. “I should have known. No offense, Zack, but your family’s penchant for keeping secrets is extremely annoying to those of us who are in the business of encouraging research. That camera, if it has any historical significance at all, should be in the collection of one of the Society’s museums.”
“Hey, give me some credit here. I persuaded my grandfather to let me study the camera and write up the results for the Journal, didn’t I? That was a major accomplishment. You know how he is when it comes to the family’s and the Society’s secrets.”
“Bancroft Jones spent far too much time in the intelligence world before he accepted the Master’s Chair, if you ask me,” Elaine said, grimly disapproving. “If he had his way, he’d probably classify the guest list for the annual Spring Ball as Top Secret, Council Eyes Only.”
Zack smiled slightly.
Elaine stopped in mid-stride, rounding on him. “Good lord. Don’t tell me he actually tried to do it?”
“Grandmother told me he mentioned the idea over breakfast one morning a few months ago. Don’t worry, she talked him out of it.”
Elaine made a tut-tutting sound. “Talk about old school. Just another example of why we need new blood at the top. In fact, if you ask me, the entire internal organizational structure of the Society requires serious reform and modernization.”
“It’s not that bad. The changes that Gabriel Jones made in the late 1800s served the Society very well throughout the twentieth century.”
“This happens to be the twenty-first century, although I sometimes think that certain members on the Council haven’t noticed.”
“Uh-huh.” He resigned himself to the lecture. He’d heard it often enough.
“I predict that within the next twenty or thirty years, research and study of the paranormal will come out of the closet,” Elaine continued forcefully. “It will move into the realm of mainstream science. When that happens, it’s quite possible there will be some risks for those who possess any sort of psychic sensitivity. We need to start preparing now.”
“Uh-huh.”
“In the long term, it is the Society’s fundamental duty to help move the study of the paranormal into the mainstream, to make the scientific establishment take it seriously. The last thing we want is another round of witch burning if and when that happens.”
“Doubt if there’s much chance of that,” he said. Agreeing to have coffee had definitely been a mistake. He glanced covertly at his watch. Maybe he could get an earlier flight. “Today, people who claim to possess psychic powers don’t go to the stake. They go on talk shows.”
“Being treated as a carnival act or an exhibit in a sideshow is hardly an example of mainstreaming, and that’s exactly what those silly talk shows are, if you ask me, modern carnival acts and sideshows.”
“Right.”
“To say nothing of all those poor people who end up in psychiatric institutions or on the streets because they’ve been driven mad by the psychic side of their nature or because someone decided they were crazy.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Take me, for example. Why, if I told any of my professional colleagues outside the Society that I could determine the age and authenticity of an object by the use of my psychic sensitivity, I’d become a laughingstock among my peers.”
“Right.” It was definitely time to invent a belatedly remembered appointment.
But Elaine was in full flight now.
“It will take decades to prepare the scientific establishment and the outside world for the reality of the paranormal,” she said. “It’s the Council’s job to guide the Society and its members during the transition period.”
“The Council is pretty big on tradition, Elaine,” he reminded her.
“Tradition is all well and good, but survival is the most important imperative. I’m telling you, Zack, the Society’s antiquated ways could well come back to haunt us in the next few decades. People quite naturally fear secret societies. One can hardly blame them.”
“I agree with you,” he said.
And then, just as if he actually did possess a genuinely useful psychic talent for escaping from awkward social situations, his phone rang.
He unclipped it from his belt and glanced at the coded number. The hair stirred on the back of his neck. There was no such thing as precognition. No one could predict the future. The best you could do was a probability analysis. But it didn’t take any keen paranormal talent to know that when Fallon Jones called, something interesting was about to happen.
“Sorry, Elaine,” he said, “I’m going to have to take this. J&J business.”
She gestured toward an empty conference room. “You can talk privately in there. I’ll meet you in the coffee shop.”
“Thanks.” He walked into the room, shut the door and punched a button on the phone.
“Hello, Fallon.”
“Where the hell are you?” Fallon demanded.
The head of Jones & Jones always sounded as if he were calling to inform you that the sky was falling, but today Fallon seemed even more grim and impatient than usual.
He was a strong psychic like almost everyone else in the Jones family tree but his talent was an unusual one. He could perceive patterns and connections where others saw only a bunch of dots or dangling strings, a natural born chaos theorist.
He was a descendant of Caleb Jones, who, together with his wife, established Jones & Jones in the late Victorian era. The firm still had an office in the United Kingdom. There were currently four in the United States, each responsible for a region. Fallon was in charge of the branch that handled the West Coast and the Southwest.
His base of operations consisted of a one-man storefront in tiny Scargill Cove on the Northern California coast. During normal times he and his web of loosely connected agents were kept busy handling a wide range of security and investigative work for members of the Society. It was understood, however, that J&J’s primary client was the Governing Council of the Arcane Society.
On rare occasions, someone who was not affiliated with the Society stumbled onto the existence of J&J and came looking for the services of a psychic detective agency. Once in a while—rarely—such clients were accepted. They included certain trusted investigators who worked for a handful of police departments and a highly classified, unnamed government security agency.
“I’m in LA,” Zack said.
“The museum?”
“Right.”
“You’re supposed to be home.” Fallon sounded deeply aggrieved.
“I know this is going to come as a shock to you,” Zack said, “but strangely enough, I don’t sit around the house twenty-four hours a day waiting for the phone to ring in the faint hope that you might call with a job for me. I have another business to operate, remember?”
As usual, the sarcasm went straight over Fallon’s head, probably without even ruffling his hair.
“I need you in Washington ASAP,” he announced.
“State or city?” It was sometimes necessary to be patient when one worked with Fallon Jones. He was always several moves ahead on an invisible chessboard that no one else could see. For some reason he expected those in his loosely knit network of contract agents to follow his unfathomable logic.
“State,” Fallon snapped. “Town called Oriana. It’s about twenty miles east and a little north of Seattle. Know it?”
“No, but I can probably find it.”
“How soon?”
“Depends on whether or not I can get an earlier flight out of LAX, how bad the traffic is on the drive home, how long it takes to pack a few things and then get a flight out of Oakland or San Francisco to Seattle,” Zack said.
“Forget commercial. Head for the airport now. I’ll have one of the company jets waiting when you get there. After you pick up your stuff from home, it will take you on to Seattle.”
Company jet meant one of the Society’s private, unmarked corporate planes. Fallon commandeered one only on those rare occasions when he had a very hot situation on his hands.
“I’m on my way,” Zack said.
“That reminds me, when you pack?”
“Yes?”
“Be sure to add some hardware.”
So Fallon thought he might need to be armed for the assignment. This was getting more interesting by the moment.
“Understood.” Zack headed for the door.
“Why the hell do you sound so cheerful?” Fallon asked, immediately suspicious. “You haven’t been in such a good mood in damn near a year. You smokin’ something, Jones?”
“No. Let’s just say your timing is better than usual.” He lowered his voice. “You saved me from what was turning into a very long and extremely boring lecture on the future of the Society.”
“Huh.” With his usual preternatural ability to connect the dots, Fallon put it together instantly. “Elaine Brownley on your case?”
“Damn, Fallon, you must be psychic.”
Fallon ignored that.
“I just e-mailed you a file with some background on the Oriana case,” he said. “The data is sketchy. Sorry about that. You’ll understand why when you read it. By the way, the file is encryption grade three.”
Zack felt another little rush of adrenaline. An encryption grade three explained the company jet and the urgency in Fallon’s voice. Lately he pulled out all the stops only when the matter involved the dangerous organization he had recently dubbed Nightshade.
Until the Stone Canyon case, Fallon had referred to the shadowy group of powerful psychic criminals as a cabal. But Stone Canyon changed all that. In the wake of the affair it became obvious that the group was not composed of a small number of closely linked conspirators. It was, instead, a highly disciplined mob-like organization run by a ruthless inner circle and a director. Nightshade had proven that it was willing to kill to achieve its objectives.
“I’ve got my computer with me,” Zack said. “I’ll read the file in flight.”
“I wish you didn’t sound so damn cheerful,” Fallon muttered. “Makes me nervous.”
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