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Charles Adlington was in the process of trying to drown his wife in the pool when Lyra Brazier walked into the walled garden behind the mansion.


At least that’s what it looked like.


Lyra froze, trying to process the surreal scene. Everything appeared so normal—the California sun dancing on the water, the umbrella-shaded lounge chairs, the pitcher of martinis on the table, the bag of golf clubs leaning against a garden bench. Just another postcard-perfect day in the seaside paradise that was Burning Cove.


Except that Adlington was attempting to murder his wife.


Lyra told herself the Adlingtons might be playing some kind of boisterous game. The violent splashing made it difficult to be sure what was going on. She couldn’t even be absolutely certain that Marcella and Charles Adlington were the two people in the pool. She had never met the couple. That seemed the most logical conclusion, however, given that the villa belonged to them and there was no one else around, not even a housekeeper or gardener.


But the husband was supposed to be playing golf. That left another horrifying possibility—that Marcella was being attacked by a stranger.


The woman in the pool managed to surface long enough to scream.


“Help me. My husband is trying to kill me.”


So much for the assaulted-by-a-stranger theory.


Charles looked up from his task of trying to hold Marcella’s head underwater, saw Lyra, and immediately released his victim. He splashed frantically toward the pool steps.


“You’re next, you interfering bitch. How dare you try to put me away? Do you know who I am?”


He moved with surprising speed for such a big man. He reached the top step just as Lyra overcame the shock that had bolted her to the ground. She was not imagining things. She really had walked in on a murder in progress. The smart thing to do was run. But Adlington was a strong, athletic man and he was wearing only a pair of belted swim shorts. He could move fast.


She, on the other hand, was dressed for what was supposed to have been an interview with a wealthy client. Her fashionable stacked-heel sandals, stockings, and snug-fitting, calf-length skirted suit were not designed for running.


There was another factor as well. She could not leave the woman in the pool alone to deal with a violent man who was apparently in a killing mood.


Adlington was closing in fast. There was madness and rage in his eyes.


She rushed toward the golf bag and grabbed an iron. Adlington was almost upon her now.


Using the proper two-handed grip, she swung the club with all the strength she could muster. The years of being captain of the golf team at the elite women’s college she had attended paid off. She aimed for Adlington’s head. The club slammed into the side of his skull with a stomach-churning thud. Blood spurted.


Adlington toppled to the side and went down hard. He landed on the tiled patio and did not move. A crimson lake began to form around his head.


Lyra stared at him, shocked at her own act of violence, unnerved by the possibility that she might have just killed a man, and light-headed with the certainty that she had almost been murdered. Her pulse was skittering and she could not catch her breath.


“Thank God you arrived when you did.” The woman in the pool staggered through the water to the steps. “Charles was trying to murder me. The doctors at the asylum told me they had cured him. I was a fool to believe them.”


Lyra finally managed to breathe. “Marcella Adlington?”


“Yes.” Marcella made it out of the pool and grabbed a towel from a nearby table. “I’m Marcella Adlington.”


She was in her late thirties or very early forties, an attractive blonde who had probably been nothing short of ravishing when she was in her twenties. She had the kind of bone structure that would ensure she aged well. Her fashionable frock was soaking wet and clung to her elegantly curved body like a second skin. Her shoulder-length hair hung in wet tendrils. Mascara ran down her cheeks. Her maroon red lipstick was smeared.


She blotted her face and peered at Lyra. “You’re not Raina Kirk, are you? I was told she was an older, more experienced woman.”


“Miss Kirk couldn’t make the appointment,” Lyra said. “She sent me instead. I’m Lyra Brazier.”


“I see.” Marcella collapsed onto a bench, clutching the towel. “Forgive me. I feel a little shaky.” She stared at the unmoving body of her husband. “Is he—”


Lyra glanced at the man crumpled on the patio. “I don’t know. We must call the police.”


“Yes, of course.” Marcella wrapped her arms around herself and started to rock gently back and forth. “I hope he’s dead. I was absolutely terrified of him.”


Lyra pulled herself together, dropped the golf club, and hurried around the edge of the pool. She stopped close to Marcella. The woman was trembling violently.


“Please let him be dead,” Marcella whispered. “He was going to kill me. They said he was cured, but he intended to murder me. He said it would look like an accidental drowning. He said the police would assume I got drunk on martinis, fell into the pool, and died. He had it all planned out, you see.”


Lyra grabbed two thick towels from the stack on a nearby bench. A heavy object that had been tucked between the towels tumbled out and landed on the tiles with a clatter. Startled, she looked down and saw a pistol.


Marcella stiffened. “I bought it a while ago. I was so afraid of him. But in the end it didn’t do me any good. He caught me by surprise. Said he knew I was waiting for a private investigator. He realized I intended to try to find evidence to have him committed again.”


Lyra did not respond, for the simple reason that she could not sort out her own feelings. On the one hand, she hoped that Charles Adlington was never again going to be a threat. But the possibility that she might have killed a man, even in self-defense, was too much to deal with in that moment. She reminded herself that she was a professional. She had to remain calm, cool, and collected.


She wrapped a dry towel around Marcella’s shoulders. “Wait here.”


Skirting the pool, she went back across the patio and approached the body warily. The bleeding appeared to have slowed. She hoped that was a good sign. But when she got closer it occurred to her that it might indicate that Adlington’s heart had stopped beating.


She glanced at the golf club. There was blood and hair and possibly other matter on it. She did not want to examine it too closely. Adlington showed no obvious signs of life, but maybe he was faking unconsciousness. If she tried to check for a pulse, he might grab her and overpower her.


She turned to look at Marcella. “I’m going to call the police. Where’s the nearest phone?”


“What?” Marcella blinked a couple of times and jerked her attention away from the body. “Oh. The phone. Yes, of course. Inside the conservatory.”


“Keep an eye on him,” Lyra said. “I’ll be right back. Whatever you do, don’t get too close to him. He may still be conscious.”


“Wait.” Marcella sprang to her feet. “Don’t leave me out here with him. What if he’s not dead?”


“I have to call the police.”


“I’ll come with you.”


Marcella made her way around the pool. Lyra waited for her. Together they went into the glass-walled conservatory. The phone was on a small table. Lyra picked up the receiver and dialed the operator.


“Burning Cove police, please,” she said. “Homicide.” She tightened her grip on the phone to try to still the trembling in her fingers. She was a private investigator. She had to look good in front of the client. Competent.


“One moment, I’ll connect you,” the operator said.


A moment later a gruff, male voice came on the line. “Homicide. Brandon.”


“This is Lyra Brazier. I’m an investigator for Kirk Investigations.”


“Yeah? Didn’t know Miss Kirk had hired another investigator. Business is picking up, huh?”


Lyra decided this was not the time to explain that she was technically an apprentice investigator.


“I’m calling from the Adlington residence on Harborview Drive, Detective,” she said. “There’s been an incident involving Mrs. Adlington’s husband. We need the police and an ambulance.”


“Mrs. Adlington is hurt?” Brandon’s voice sharpened abruptly. “How bad?”


Lyra studied the unmoving figure on the patio. “Mrs. Adlington is fine. It’s Mr. Adlington who has been injured. I don’t know how badly. He appears to be … unconscious.” She cleared her throat. “Possibly dead.”


“Are you and Mrs. Adlington safe?”


“Yes.”


“Stay where you are. I’m on my way.”


There was a click on the other end of the line. Brandon had hung up. Lyra dropped the receiver into the cradle and looked at Marcella, who was staring at her husband through the glass panes of the conservatory.


“I knew he was becoming increasingly unbalanced again,” she said. “But I also knew no one would believe me. When there were other people around he always managed to appear perfectly normal. He even fooled the doctors at the asylum. I had to have proof.”


“You wanted to hire Kirk Investigations to try to find credible evidence that your husband was a danger to you and that he should be locked up in a mental hospital,” Lyra said.


There was a short pause before Marcella answered. Lyra got a ghostly frisson of intuitive awareness. Something was off. She was almost certain that Marcella was rapidly rewriting a script.


“Yes,” Marcella said, speaking a little too quickly now. “Yes, that was why I made an appointment with a private investigator today. But Charles showed up a short time ago. He was supposed to be playing golf. That’s his bag of clubs out there.”


Sirens sounded in the distance.


“I’ll go around to the front of the house and escort Detective Brandon and the ambulance crew back here,” Lyra said. She glanced at Charles, who still had not moved. “Do you want to come with me?”


“No.” Marcella took a deep breath. “I’ll stay in here. If he moves, I’ll lock the door. He’s not much of a threat now, is he? Not with that head wound. Assuming he’s even alive.”


“Assuming that,” Lyra said. “No, he’s not a threat. Not at the moment, at any rate.”


Lyra walked quickly out of the conservatory and followed the flagstone path around the big house. A police car and an ambulance were pulling into the circular driveway.


The passenger-side door of the car opened. A man in a rumpled suit and a battered fedora climbed out. She recognized him. She had met Brandon recently when her sister, Vivian, had become the target of an assassin.


The sight of his hat made her realize that the fashionably feminine version of a fedora she’d had on when she arrived at the villa was no longer perched at a smart angle on her carefully pinned-up hair. It had come off during the short, brutal fight with Adlington.


Detective Brandon had the tough, world-weary look of a good cop who has seen human nature at its worst but who is determined to do his job. He gave Lyra a short, crisp nod.


“Miss Brazier,” he said. “Where’s Adlington?”


“On the patio behind the house,” Lyra said. “I’ll show you.”


Brandon didn’t wait for her. He took off along the flagstone path. Two ambulance attendants hauled a stretcher out of their vehicle and followed. Lyra had to trot to keep up with them.


“Talk to me,” Brandon ordered over his shoulder.


“I had an appointment with Mrs. Adlington this afternoon,” Lyra said. “Well, Raina had the appointment, but she thought it would be good experience for me to interview the client, so I came here instead. Mrs. Adlington expressed interest in hiring Kirk Investigations, but she didn’t say why. When I got here I found Mr. and Mrs. Adlington in the pool. It looked like Mr. Adlington was trying to drown his wife. When he saw me he climbed out of the pool and came after me.”


“Yeah? What did you—” Brandon went through the garden gate, saw the body, the blood, and the three iron, and came to a sudden stop. “You hit him with a golf club?”


“It was the closest thing at hand.”


Brandon whistled appreciatively. “You must have a hell of a swing.”


“It’s actually a pretty boring game, but my parents both play and so did my ex-fiancé and, well, it was expected, if you know what I mean.”


Brandon shot her an unreadable look. “Right. We didn’t have any golf courses or country clubs in my neighborhood. We played baseball in the middle of the street.”


“Sounds more interesting than golf, but then, almost anything is.”


She wasn’t paying close attention to the conversation, because she was watching the ambulance attendants. They had positioned the stretcher beside Adlington’s unmoving form.


“Hold on,” Brandon called to the two men. “I want to take a look before you move him.”


He strode across the patio and crouched beside Adlington. Lyra stayed where she was. She had no desire to take a closer look.


“Is he alive?” she whispered.


Brandon looked surprised by the question. “Hell no. Several whacks to the head with a golf club would probably take down a small elephant.”


“Several whacks?” Lyra forgot to breathe. “But I only hit him once.”


Brandon shrugged. “It’s hard to keep track of stuff like that when you’re scared and fighting for your life.”


“I know exactly how many times I hit him,” Lyra said.


But the three iron was not on the patio where she had left it. The club had been moved. It was now a few feet from the original position. She looked at Marcella Adlington.


Marcella moved to stand next to her. She raked her fingers through her wet hair. There was a plea for understanding in her eyes. She lowered her voice.


“I had to be sure,” she said.
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Marcella Adlington set me up,” Lyra said. She walked to the window of the office and contemplated the view of the palm-shaded street through the wooden blinds. “I can’t prove it, but I’m certain of it. At the last minute everything went off script. She had to improvise.”


“She wanted to be certain her husband really was dead,” Raina Kirk said.


“Yes.”


Raina leaned back in the big chair and tapped one elegantly polished nail on the gleaming desk. She was not sure how to deal with the situation. She had no intention of telling Lyra that she understood Marcella Adlington’s panic and determination all too well.


Nevertheless, she got the nagging feeling that it was her responsibility to offer some words of comfort. Lyra was, after all, very new in the investigation business. She had been on the job for only three days.


But Raina had no idea what to say. Until now Kirk Investigations had been a one-woman business, her business. In her other life back in New York she had worked as a secretary for a couple of professional killers. Neither that role nor her new one here in Burning Cove had prepared her for dealing with an employee who had been subjected to a major emotional shock. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for management.


In hindsight it had probably been a mistake to take Lyra Brazier on as an apprentice. Was there even such a thing as an apprentice in the investigation business? That had been Lyra’s description of the position she sought at the firm when she had walked through the door and announced she wanted to work for Kirk Investigations.


One thing had quickly become clear: When Lyra started talking, it was astonishingly difficult to resist her. Raina had sat politely through the pitch, fully intending to say no, but somehow she had ended up agreeing to give Lyra a trial run as an apprentice.


Today it was starting to look as if she might not last long in the job she had so convincingly talked her way into. Lyra came from a wealthy, privileged background. Her father owned an international shipping company. She was smart, well-educated, stylish, and determined, but she had led a very sheltered life. She lacked experience of the real world.


Lyra had been born and raised to be a socialite—to marry an upper-class man from a good family, to host charity luncheons, to throw lavish parties and attend the opera. She had definitely not been brought up to risk her neck trying to uncover other people’s secrets. And now, three days into the job, she had nearly gotten herself murdered on her very first assignment.


I should let her go, Raina thought. For her own good. There was an unmistakable aura of naïveté and cheerful innocence about Lyra. The private investigation business was not a good career choice for the naïve and the innocent.


But one thing stopped her from firing Lyra on the spot. Yes, a madman had tried to murder her that day, but she had fought off her attacker with a golf club and she had saved herself and the client. She also understood that she had been used. She was no longer quite so naïve or so innocent. She was learning fast.


“You’re right,” Raina said. “Marcella Adlington was certainly very specific about the time of the appointment this afternoon. She was not dressed for swimming or sunbathing, yet she insisted you meet her poolside.”


Lyra swung around, her hazel eyes sharp and clear. “She had a gun hidden in a stack of towels. The fact that Charles Adlington was dressed for swimming indicates that his presence at the scene was not a surprise to his wife.”


“I agree.”


“I found out later that his car was parked in the garage. He had been there for a while. She must have told him she planned to hire a private investigator to try to get him committed again, because when he realized I was there, he stopped trying to drown her and came after me.”


“If Marcella had shot her husband without any obvious reason, she would have been arrested for murder. She needed a witness and a believable explanation for pulling the trigger. She told him she was expecting an investigator because she knew he would fly into a rage when he saw you. That would give her the excuse to kill him. She would be the heroine of the situation because she stopped her husband from murdering you. She certainly would not have been arrested in those circumstances, and her terrifying husband would be safely dead.”


Lyra began to pace the room. “But things went wrong. He turned on her first.”


“If you hadn’t arrived when you did, she would have died. You saved her life when you used that golf club on Adlington.”


Lyra stopped in the middle of the room. “But suddenly Marcella was faced with an unplanned scenario. The whole point was to make sure she got rid of her husband, but she wasn’t sure that Adlington was dead. Neither of us could tell if he was alive, and we didn’t dare get close enough to check for a pulse.”


“So when you went around the house to greet Detective Brandon, Marcella picked up the golf club and made certain that her husband would not survive.”


Lyra nodded slowly. “Yes, that is exactly what happened. I don’t believe Marcella ever intended to hire Kirk Investigations. She just wanted her husband dead.”


Raina sighed. “Welcome to my world. Rule number one is always assume the client is lying or, at the very least, not telling you the whole truth. Everyone has secrets to protect.”


“Right. I’ll remember that.”


Raina sat forward and clasped her hands on the desktop. “Are you sure you want to be a private investigator?”


“Please don’t fire me because of what happened today.”


Raina raised her brows. “I’m not going to let you go because of that. After all, you saved the client—”


“Non-client.”


“You saved the non-client and yourself. You exhibited remarkably sharp thinking under extraordinarily dangerous circumstances. I am very impressed with your golf swing, by the way.”


Lyra’s jaw tightened. Shadows veiled her eyes. She turned away and went back to the window.


“What bothers me is that I’ll never know,” she said quietly.


“Never know what?” Raina asked.


“If I’m the one who killed Charles Adlington. I only struck him once, Raina, but I hit him very hard. There was a lot of blood. But Marcella Adlington hit him several more times.”


Raina tried and failed to come up with a comforting response. She said the only words she knew to be true.


“You did what you had to do to save yourself and Marcella Adlington,” she said. “That’s all that matters. There are always unanswered questions in this business. Fact of life. You have the makings of a good investigator, but I believe you should give your career plans some serious thought before you decide if you want to stay with this firm.”


Lyra folded her arms. “Okay.”


“And now we are going to follow a long-standing tradition in this business.”


Lyra gave her a wan smile. “What’s that?”


“We’re going to celebrate.”


Lyra looked bemused. “What are we celebrating?”


“How about the fact that you and Marcella Adlington both survived?”


Lyra took a deep breath. “You’re right. That is definitely something worth celebrating.”


“This evening you and I will go out on the town. We will start with cocktails and dinner at the Burning Cove Hotel and then we will catch a cab to the hottest nightclub in town, the Paradise.”
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I’m afraid you have become a problem, Mr. Cage.” Erling Lennox took a pistol out from inside his hand-tailored coat. “You have served your purpose. I am delighted with the Milton you found for me. But I’m afraid that in the process of tracking it down you learned too much about my collection and my business. I regret I won’t have the opportunity to make use of your expertise in the future. You came highly recommended.”


“I appreciate the compliment,” Simon Cage said, “but I won’t be able to return it. In the course of my work I have encountered any number of murderers, blackmailers, and embezzlers who were a hell of a lot smarter than you are. On a scale of one to ten, I’d put you at about a three.”


It took a couple of beats for the insult to register. When it did, Lennox reddened with fury. Like so many men born into a world of wealth, privilege, and power, he assumed he was vastly more intelligent than those he considered his social inferiors. Simon never ceased to be amazed by the fact that people who got away with blackmail or murder once or twice came to the conclusion they were superior beings. Men like Lennox experienced an intoxicating sense of power when they discovered they could manipulate others or take a human life.


“Who are you, Simon Cage?” Lennox asked. “You aren’t a real book dealer, are you?” The flash of rage was fading from his eyes now. A trace of wariness, perhaps even outright alarm, was taking its place. “What is going on here?”


“I’m exactly who it says I am on my business card. Simon Cage, Antiquarian Book Dealer. The Milton is a forgery, by the way. You were conned. Nothing personal. Just part of the job.”


Lennox moved out from behind his desk. He kept the pistol leveled at Simon’s chest.


“Who are you working for?” he rasped.


They were in Lennox’s private library, an elegantly paneled room in an impressively furnished mansion located on a hillside overlooking Los Angeles.


Simon was standing in the narrow aisle formed by two long wooden bookcases that reached almost to the ceiling. He gripped his heavy leather briefcase in one hand, aware that he was an easy target for Lennox, who had moved to stand at the front of the aisle. Simon could move backward or forward but he could not dodge left or right.


They were the only two people in the big house. Lennox’s wife was visiting friends on the East Coast. The housekeeper and butler-chauffeur had been given the evening off. The realization that neither of them was present had been Simon’s first indication that he was not meant to leave the mansion alive that night.


He leaned one shoulder against a bookcase and used his free hand to push his gold-rimmed spectacles higher on his nose. “What makes you think I’m working for anyone other than myself?”


“You conned me into hiring you,” Lennox said, jaw clenching. “You wanted access to my library because you were hoping to discover certain information.”


“I wasn’t hoping to find the records of the transactions involving your embezzlement activities. It would be more accurate to say I was sure the evidence that you have been systematically defrauding your investors would be here in your library.” Simon plucked a book off the shelf. “And here it is.”


Lennox stared at the book in Simon’s hand. For a few seconds he was speechless.


“Impossible,” he finally blurted out. “How in hell did you find that one book among the hundreds in this room? Someone must have told you it was here. Who betrayed me? Was it my housekeeper? My wife? I can’t believe either of them knows anything about my business affairs. I’ve been so damned careful.”


“What you’ve been is damned careless.” Simon dropped the book into the open briefcase. “Your mistake was in murdering your business associate. You staged that fatal crash on Mulholland to get rid of Haywood because you wanted to control the whole business. But you left your prints all over that Bugatti of his.”


Lennox’s mouth fell open. “That’s impossible. There was a fire.”


“The kind of prints you left behind aren’t erased by fire.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“I don’t have time for this. It’s getting late and I’ve got a long drive ahead of me tomorrow.”


“You’re right. You don’t have much time left at all. I can guarantee that you won’t be driving anywhere tomorrow.” Lennox hesitated. “Tell me who you’re working for, damn it. Is it one of my investors?”


“My client is only concerned with the blackmail materials.” Simon patted the heavy briefcase. “I’ve got those, too. It’s the FBI that’s interested in the embezzlement and fraud side of your business. Ever since they took down Al Capone on tax evasion charges, the Bureau has had a lot of respect for financial records. The special agents are waiting in the garden, by the way. I’ll give them your very informative ledger on my way out.”


Lennox’s eyes narrowed. “Do you really think I’m going to fall for that story?”


“Why not? I used to work for one of the slickest con men in the business, and if there’s one thing I learned, it’s that the easiest person to con is another con artist.”


Lennox’s eyes tightened at the corners. “Tell me how you know that I sabotaged Haywood’s Bugatti.”


“Now, why would I give you that information if it’s the only thing that’s keeping me alive?”


“Because I will put a bullet in your guts, Mr. Cage. I’m told it takes a long time to die that way and that the process is exceedingly painful. Sooner or later you will beg me to end the agony.”


“I should apologize for implying you aren’t very intelligent. Hiding your files in your library was a sound idea. After all, who would ever think to search for them here?” Simon gestured to indicate the large collection of books. “Any serious thief would look for a hidden safe before he thought about these shelves. After all, it would take days to go through every volume in this room.”


“And yet you found my records after a single walk-through of my collection?”


Simon smiled. “While you accompanied me. It’s the prints you left behind, you see.”


“That makes no sense. Every book in here has my prints on it. I handled all of them at one time or another.”


“I’m talking about a different kind of prints—like those on the Bugatti,” Simon said. “The kind you leave when you get very excited. Nervous. Enraged. Prints like that are very, very hot.”


“Stop lying. Someone talked. Who was it?”


“I doubt if you would believe me if I tried to explain. People rarely do. Now, I would appreciate it if you would get out of the way. It’s late, and as I said, I’ve got a long drive ahead of me in the morning. I’d like to get some sleep.”


“Don’t move.”


Simon raised the large briefcase and cradled it in front of his chest. At the same time he leaned one shoulder against a big bookcase, putting his body weight into it.


The heavy bookcase rocked a little. Simon leaned harder.


“Stop,” Lennox shouted. “What are you doing?”


He took a hasty step back, trying to get out of the aisle. He raised his pistol and fired.


Simon was braced for the impact; nevertheless, the bullet struck the steel-lined briefcase with enough force to spin him backward and sideways. He came up hard against the rocking bookshelf. His glasses flew off.


The long bookshelf shuddered and slowly toppled into the neighboring aisle. Rows of heavy volumes were jarred loose and tumbled to the floor.


Startled, confused, and distracted, Lennox hastily retreated a couple of steps.


“You should be dead,” he shouted.


“Not yet.”


Simon charged forward down the aisle, using the briefcase as a shield.


Lennox got off another shot but was scrambling backward so quickly he lost his balance. This time the bullet thudded into a bookcase.


In the next instant Simon slammed into him with the briefcase. Both men went down, but Lennox was on the bottom. He lay still, mouth opening and closing, the breath knocked out of him.


Meanwhile the rows of bookcases fell in a cascading wave. There was a dull rumble. Volumes flew off the shelves.


Simon leaped to his feet, thought briefly about trying to retrieve his glasses, and immediately concluded it was a lost cause.


He kicked Lennox’s pistol under the desk and headed for the door of the library. Behind him the roar of the toppling bookcases ceased.


The special agents from the Bureau pounded down the hall.


“Sounded like gunshots and an explosion,” one of the agents said. “You okay?”


“I’m fine,” Simon said. Automatically he started to adjust his glasses and then realized he was no longer wearing them. “The bookcases weren’t anchored to the floor. You’d think Lennox would have known better. This is earthquake country, after all.”


“He’s from back East.” The agent shrugged. “Probably never considered earthquakes when he furnished this place. Is he alive in there?”


“Yes. I left him on the floor. Pistol is under the desk.”


“We’ll take it from here.” The agent waved the other agents toward the library. “What about the fraud evidence?”


Simon set the briefcase on the floor and reached down to unlatch it. He took out the book and handed it to the agent. “It’s all in there. The details of every fraudulent transaction. Lennox was very, very thorough when it came to keeping two sets of books. This one has all the evidence you’ll need to get a conviction.”


The agent examined the cover of the book, mystified. And then he chuckled. “Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People. Well, what do you know? My wife gave me a copy of this book a couple of months ago. She said it would help me advance in the Bureau. Never got around to reading it.”


“Trust me, the details inside that particular copy will guarantee you a promotion,” Simon said.


He went on down the hall and out into the night. The custom-built Cord was parked in the drive. He got behind the wheel and opened the glove box to take out his spare pair of eyeglasses. His vision was excellent, but he had learned early on that people expected antiquarian book dealers to wear spectacles.


He tucked the glasses into the pocket of his jacket. The scars on the back of his right hand burned a little. The doctor had warned him he might experience some itching or irritation from time to time. Acid burns often took a long time to heal. He was told it had something to do with nerve damage. But he suspected that his other senses had been affected, too. He was more acutely aware of the energy laid down in objects than he had been before the McGruder case.


He massaged the roughened skin for a moment and then fired up the powerful engine. A glass of whiskey would calm things down.


He drove away from the mansion and headed toward Santa Monica. The familiar rush of energy that came with the successful closing of a case hit his veins like a powerful drug. It would inevitably be followed by the crash, but for now he could savor the satisfaction.


It would have been nice to share the victory with someone, preferably an interesting woman, but there was no one waiting for him at the house. He was well aware that was his own fault.


He enjoyed the company of women but he had learned the hard way to keep things superficial. His relationships always ended badly. Either the lady realized there was no future with him and left to pursue other options or she discovered his secrets and fled.


It occurred to him that he was reflecting on the past. That was not good. The thrill of success was wearing off already, and he hadn’t even had a chance to enjoy some whiskey. Maybe he needed a vacation.


In the morning he had to drive to Burning Cove to deliver the contents of the briefcase to Luther Pell. Why not stay there for a while? He would book a room at a nice hotel. Spend his mornings relaxing in a lounge chair while reading the latest Cooper Boone mystery. In the afternoons he would take long walks on the beach. In the evenings he would drink ice-cold martinis in Pell’s nightclub.


And maybe, with a little luck, he would meet the perfect woman—a sophisticated, reckless, experienced divorcée who was fresh off the train from Reno and eager to celebrate her newfound freedom, no strings attached. The kind of woman high-minded people labeled fast. He got a pleasant little frisson of anticipation at the thought.


A short time later he pulled into the garage attached to the house that served as his home and his business. There was no sign out front. He worked by referral only.


He would have a drink and get some sleep. In the morning he would pack and head for Burning Cove.


He collected the mail from the box, used his key to open the front door, and let himself into the darkened house. He turned on the hall light and paused to drop the contents of the mailbox onto the small table. There were the usual assortment of advertising circulars and bills. There was also a letter.


Most of the letters he received were from potential clients requesting his assistance in tracking down and authenticating a rare volume. Occasionally he got complaints because he had not provided the answers that the client wanted. It wasn’t his fault there were a lot of forgeries in the world of antiquarian books.


But the letter on the table tonight was different. The stationery was cheap, for one thing. Most clients used good-quality paper. If they couldn’t afford quality paper, they couldn’t afford him.


He picked up the letter. There was no return address. Cautiously he heightened his senses.


A whisper of anxiety. Desperation. Excitement.


He opened the envelope and took out the single sheet inside. The note was short.




Dear Simon:


I write with wonderful news. A prestigious academic institution in California is offering me a position in its new parapsychology laboratory. It is a fully equipped and well-funded facility designed to rival the parapsychology lab that Rhine and McDougall established a few years ago at Duke University. There is one small condition that must be satisfied before the appointment is final, namely a demonstration of my paranormal energy– sensing machine. A simple matter, of course, but I would appreciate your assistance. I promise you it will not take much of your time.


I am currently finishing my East Coast tour. As soon as I am free I will take the train to Los Angeles.


I look forward to seeing you soon.


Yours truly,


Otto





Simon crushed the letter in his fist and tossed it into the waste basket. He had been struggling to close the door on his past for nearly five years, ever since he had walked away from Dr. Otto Tinsley and his Institute of Parapsychology road show.


The memory of learning a hard truth while standing in the pouring rain in a Seattle graveyard rose up to haunt him, as it always did when he thought about Tinsley. Predictably, it was accompanied by another memory.


He was twelve years old and he was in the hallway outside the office of the director of the orphanage. He was straining to overhear the conversation taking place on the other side of the closed door because he knew his future hinged on the outcome.


It was not the first time he had eavesdropped on Elaine Marsden’s conversation with a doctor. Marsden was the director of the orphanage, and this was not the first consultation she had sought. There had been two previous occasions. Each one had ended with a terrifying recommendation: “The boy is hopelessly delusional. He should be committed to an asylum for the insane.”


Director Marsden had insisted on obtaining one more opinion. Dr. Otto Tinsley was now about to deliver it. If this ended with the same diagnosis, Simon had plans to run away that night.


“I am convinced that I can cure the boy’s delusions, but it will take time,” Tinsley said. “He will have to accompany me.”


“The only way I can allow him to leave with you is if you adopt him.”


“Certainly,” Tinsley said.


“Sign here,” Marsden said.


There was relief and hope in her voice. She did not know what the future held for Simon, but she had managed to save him from an asylum. She had given him a chance.


Out in the hall Simon decided he would not be running away that night after all. He was going home with Dr. Otto Tinsley, who had promised to cure him of the delusions; make him normal.


Things hadn’t quite worked out that way, of course. Home had turned out to be a life on the road and Tinsley hadn’t even tried to cure him of his delusions, but the two of them had formed a family of sorts.


Until Seattle.


He went into the bathroom, took out the cream he kept in a drawer, and massaged it into the scars on his right hand. Then he headed into the kitchen, opened a cupboard, and took down the whiskey bottle.


No question about it—a vacation in Burning Cove and some long, hot nights with a fast, reckless divorcée who wouldn’t ask a lot of questions were exactly what he needed.
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Raina took a sip of her martini and set the stemmed glass on the pristine white tablecloth. “I didn’t know what else to say to her.”


“You told her the truth,” Luther Pell said. “She did what she had to do to survive and now she will have to learn to live with that knowledge.”


Raina looked at the man she had never expected to meet, the one man in the world who knew some of her secrets and understood that she concealed others, but who accepted her without judgment. In the flickering light of the candle that sat in the middle of the table, Luther’s eyes were as cold and unflinching as those of a leopard. You had to look deeper to see the wounded artist under the sleek and rather dangerous exterior.


Luther Pell played the part he had crafted for himself with cool ease and a great deal of style. Raina suspected that was because on one level it was the truth. He actually was the sophisticated, successful owner of a glamorous nightclub. He really did have connections in the criminal underworld and equally murky links to a certain clandestine government agency. He allowed very few people to get close enough to him to catch glimpses of the complicated man beneath the surface.


Luther Pell had secrets. So did she. Over the course of the past couple of months they had begun to share some of those secrets, but in many ways they were still mysteries to each other. Lately she had allowed a little flame of hope to ignite. For the first time in a very long while she was beginning to imagine a future that involved love, a future with Luther.


At the moment they were seated in one of the star booths that ringed the dance floor. Normally, she and Luther occupied the private booth on the mezzanine. The discreetly concealed table upstairs provided Luther with a full view of his nightclub. But tonight Raina had requested a booth near the dance floor for herself and Lyra because she had concluded that the best tonic for her new apprentice investigator was a night of champagne and dancing. Luther had joined them at the table, which had made certain that everyone in the Paradise was aware of his guests.


“Your plan is working,” Luther said. He angled his head toward Lyra, who was whirling around the floor with the well-dressed scion of a wealthy family that was vacationing at the Burning Cove Hotel. “Your apprentice has been dancing ever since the two of you arrived.”


Raina watched Lyra for a moment. Luther was right; the plan to take Lyra’s mind off the events at the Adlington house was working—maybe a little too well. Tonight Lyra radiated a nervy, glamorous energy that struck Raina as almost feverish.


Lyra was attractive but she was certainly not the most beautiful woman in the room. The competition was always stiff at the Paradise because the nightclub drew every Hollywood star and aspiring actor and actress who happened to be in town. Nevertheless, Lyra could hold her own. She was endowed with a natural presence that would make most people—male and female—look twice. But it was her spirited enthusiasm, her curiosity, and her interest in other people that gave her that magic ingredient—charm. People were attracted to her. They wanted to talk to her. They wanted to tell her their secrets. That ability would make her an excellent investigator if she chose to remain in the profession.


Tonight Lyra was a blaze of shimmering moonlight in a silver lamé gown. The bias-cut skirt flared out around her ankles whenever she went into a turn. Her amber-brown hair was caught back behind her ears with a pair of silver clips and fell in deep waves to her shoulders. Her lipstick was the latest shade of red. The young man she was dancing with was enchanted. Maybe it was the way she looked at him—as if he were the only man in the room. Raina smiled. The next man would get the same treatment.


“I agreed to take her on as an apprentice because she was so determined to become an investigator,” Raina said. “She told me she feels she has a calling for the work.”


Luther raised his brows. “A calling? For the private investigation business?”


“Don’t laugh. I realize it’s not exactly a religious vocation, but I know what she means, and so do you.”


Luther shrugged. “A need to find answers?”


“For people who need those answers. Kirk Investigations may have to do some divorce work to pay the bills, but my goal is to attract clients who are desperate to close a hole in their lives. I think Lyra has the heart for the job, and the right instincts, too. She certainly handled herself well this afternoon.”


Luther’s mouth kicked up a little with approval. “I read about her impressive golf swing in the evening edition of the Burning Cove Herald.”


“Lyra only took one swing. It knocked him down and out, but he wasn’t necessarily dead at that point. Marcella Adlington was evidently afraid that her husband might survive. She took a few extra whacks at his head with the golf club while Lyra and the police were out of sight at the front of the house.”


“Interesting.” Luther’s brows rose. “That wasn’t mentioned in the paper.”


“Only because Lyra kept quiet about it. She knew it might have gone badly for Mrs. Adlington.”


“Juries frown on wives who murder their husbands, regardless of the justification.”


“Exactly. As it stands, Lyra was simply defending herself from a homicidal maniac.”


“And protecting her client at the same time,” Luther mused.


“Mrs. Adlington never got the opportunity to become a client of Kirk Investigations. You could say the firm took care of her problem pro bono. Not a habit I want to encourage.”


“Understandable.”


“Unfortunately, the upshot of what happened today is that Lyra will never know if she killed a man or not.”


Luther stopped smiling. “That will be hard to get past.”


“Yes, and it gets worse. It became obvious afterward that Marcella Adlington planned the whole thing.”


“Meaning?”


“She set up the appointment with Kirk Investigations knowing that her husband would fly into a rage and attack whoever showed up at the house. Marcella had a gun ready to shoot him and play the heroine. But things did not go exactly according to plan.”


“So she improvised with the golf club.”


“Yes.” Raina took another sip of her martini and lowered the glass. “I expect Lyra will have a few nightmares for a while. Cocktails, champagne, and a night of dancing won’t prevent the bad dreams.”


“No,” Luther said. “They won’t.”


He spoke with the certainty of a man who had already experimented with that particular therapy.


“I’m going to have a few nightmares, myself,” Raina said.


Luther’s eyes were shadowed with grim understanding. “Because you sent her into harm’s way.”


Raina knew he understood those kinds of nightmares, too. He had sent people into harm’s way. He had also been in deadly danger himself on more than one occasion. He had run a clandestine government intelligence agency in the Great War and for several years afterward. Now, in addition to his nightclub, which provided excellent cover, he operated a very discreet private consulting firm, Failure Analysis, Inc. It handled delicate, off-the-books investigations for a certain government agency, the FBI, and the occasional private client.


“I assumed the Adlington case was just another take-some-photos-that-will-prove-my-husband-is-cheating-so-I-will-have-grounds-for-a-divorce job,” Raina said. “I thought it would be a good way to introduce Lyra to the business. She actually knows a lot about photography, because she has frequently assisted her sister, Vivian, with her studio photography. Next time I’ll insist the potential client come into the office for the first interview.”


“Don’t set any hard-and-fast rules,” Luther advised. “In the future there may be clients who desperately need your help who can’t risk being seen in a private investigator’s office.”


Raina contemplated that for a moment. “I suppose you’re right. I told Lyra to think long and hard about whether she really wants to be a private investigator. I wonder if she will show up at the office tomorrow morning?”


“It will be her choice. She has a right to make it. Don’t try to decide her future for her.”


Raina sighed. “I’m afraid she may have based her career decision on Nancy Drew and Nick and Nora Charles. If nothing else, today’s experience will teach her not to romanticize the investigation business.”
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