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The moment she removed one long black glove and touched the rim of the crystal bowl, Madame Ariadne knew the client on the other side of the table intended to murder her.


Damn. As if she didn’t have enough problems at the moment. She’d had it with the profession. If she survived the night, Madame Ariadne, Psychic Dream Consultant, was going to disappear forever.


Her real name was Prudence Ryland, but those who paid to have her interpret their dreams knew her only as Madame Ariadne. She had never really felt that the dream reading business was her true calling. Yes, there was very good money in it, and yes, she had a talent for it, but she had never liked the work. Tonight it might get her killed.


“This is the first time I have consulted a psychic about the meaning of my dreams,” Thomas Tapson said. In the shadows of the darkened room, his eyes glinted with the reflected light of the old-fashioned lamp in the center of the round table. “I look forward to the experience.”


He had walked into the reading room with an air of amused curiosity. He had stopped in the center of the shadowed, heavily draped surroundings and removed his expensive fedora with a gracious gesture. The perfect gentleman. His hand-tailored suit, elegantly knotted tie, and gold signet ring were the hallmarks of wealth and high social status.


On the surface, his voice carried the unmistakable accent of an upper-class boarding school education. It was the voice of a man who had been raised in the rarefied world of San Francisco society. But if you knew how to listen, you could detect the sick lust he was working hard to conceal.


She knew how to listen—it was a requisite skill in the psychic trade. The question was whether or not she knew how to survive the night.


“I will certainly do my best to interpret your dreams, Mr. Tapson,” she said, managing to keep her own voice cool and professional with just the right touch of mystery and drama.


The ability to put on a good performance was another skill essential to success in her profession. She had been raised in the dream reading business. She was an accomplished actress.


“I apologize again for my late arrival this evening,” Tapson continued. “I was unavoidably detained at a meeting with some business associates.”


“I understand,” she said.


Tapson had been her last appointment of the day. When he had failed to arrive on time, she had assumed he was a no-show. She had been about to put the Closed sign in the window when he had appeared out of the foggy twilight of the damp San Francisco night.


Obviously it had been a mistake to open the door to him, but when she tried to tell him he would have to book another appointment, he immediately offered to double her already sky-high fees—if she would agree to consult for him tonight.


She had allowed herself to be persuaded because she could not resist the prospect of the extra cash. She intended to close down the business soon, and her future looked uncertain. She needed a comfortable financial cushion to see her through until she could reestablish herself in a new career in Southern California.


This was what came of allowing oneself to be tempted by money, she thought. One accidentally opened the door to a murderer. Lesson learned, but perhaps too late.


“If you would please place your fingertips on the rim of the crystal bowl,” she continued, “I will begin the reading.”


She thought she had braced herself for the nerve-jarring jolt she knew was coming—even the most fleeting contact with the stuff of another person’s dreams was deeply disturbing—but there was no way she could have protected herself from the horror of Thomas Tapson’s dream storm. She knew then that she would not be his first kill. The euphoric thrills he had derived from the terror and pain of his previous victims were infused into the hellish energy that slammed through the crystal. Her chest tightened. She suddenly could not breathe.


“I hope you can help me,” Tapson said. “I’ve had a very strange recurring nightmare for some time now. At first I tried to forget it, but now I’m starting to wonder if it might have some significance.”


She studied him from behind the veil of her wide-brimmed black felt hat. Unlike many in the psychic profession who conducted readings and séances swathed in exotic robes and colorful turbans, she preferred modern, fashionable attire, and she stuck with one color—black. She thought it reinforced an aura of serious professionalism. She was not a fraud. There was no need to dress like Hollywood’s version of one.


Marketing required some drama. She had an intuitive talent for reading dreams, but she had learned the business side of things from her grandmother, who had always impressed upon her the importance of establishing a style that set one apart from the crowd. Selling psychic dream readings was no different from selling perfume or jewelry. Packaging was everything.


In addition to the veiled hat, she wore a sharply tailored black jacket, a slim black skirt, and black gloves. Her jewelry was limited to a small colorless crystal pendant, a family heirloom that had been given to her by her grandmother.


She had capitalized on the glamorous fashion for veiled hats because she thought the delicate netting covering her face added just the right touch of mystique and mystery without conjuring images of carnival fortune tellers.


“Our intuition often speaks to us in our dreams, Mr. Tapson,” she said. “It is always a wise idea to pay attention.”


“I don’t mind telling you I’ve developed insomnia because of this particular dream,” Tapson said. “It has become quite annoying.”


She forced herself to breathe with control while she fought to overcome her instinct to shield herself from the nerve-shattering intimacy of Tapson’s dreams. Using the crystal made it much easier to focus, but it also intensified her vulnerability to the psychic lightning that flashed in the heart of his dream storm. The only other means of achieving such clarity was with physical contact, but the thought of actually touching the monster on the other side of the table was more than enough to ignite an anxiety attack.


Tapson watched her across the rim of the crystal bowl with the glittering eyes of a large insect about to leap upon its prey. He tightened his grip on the rim of the bowl, his fingers like claws. The lamplight sparked on his signet ring, inexplicably drawing her attention. She glanced at it and saw that the front was engraved with a key.


“How does this work?” Tapson asked.


“Crystal is an excellent conductor for psychic energy,” she explained. In spite of her incipient panic, she managed to slip effortlessly into the glib explanation. Clients always wanted to know the secrets of a reading. She told them the truth because there was no reason not to. It wasn’t as if they could do what she did, not without her kind of talent. “I cannot visualize your dreams, of course, but when you describe them, the crystal will transmit impressions of what your intuition is trying to tell you. My task is to interpret those impressions for you.”


“That sounds very scientific,” Tapson said. He smiled, displaying teeth yellowed by cigarette smoke. Here and there gold fillings gleamed in his mouth. “I was expecting a Ouija board.”


“That is a very old-fashioned technique.”


She met his eyes and held them while she painstakingly began to thread her way into the hurricane of his dream energy. Her goal was the center of the storm, the dark pit where his primal impulses and desires seethed. The process took time. She needed to buy some of that precious commodity.


“I take it you are not a believer in the paranormal,” she said, anxious to keep the conversation going.


“Let’s just say I have my doubts, like a lot of other people. I am, however, desperate to discover the meaning of this particular dream. I didn’t know where else to turn.”


“Who referred you to me?” she asked.


She was closer now, slipping through the roiling waves of dark energy.


“An acquaintance.” Tapson frowned, impatient. “I’m paying a great deal to hear your interpretation of my dream, Madame Ariadne. Get on with it.”


“Of course. Very well, I am ready to conduct the reading, Mr. Tapson.”


It was all she could do to maintain her grip on the crystal bowl. With most clients, she cheated, not quite touching her fingertips to the rim. After all, in the majority of cases there was no need to make contact and subject herself to the nightmarish energy of another person’s dreams because, in general, the stories told in dreams were not that hard to analyze. They tended to fall neatly into one of several broad categories. She usually got all the information she needed during the conversation that took place before the actual reading. It was just a matter of paying attention.


She had memorized a list of useful interpretations designed to satisfy most clients.


Your dreamscape indicates that you are under a great deal of stress. I recommend that you drink a cup of chamomile tea before bedtime to calm your nerves.


It is obvious that you are facing a difficult decision. You should take a step back emotionally, drink a cup of chamomile tea, and then make a list of reasons for and against this project.


She also had a couple of specialty interpretations on hand for specific categories of clients. Your intuition is telling you that the nice gentleman you are expecting for tea this afternoon is not your new best friend. Whatever you do, don’t take his investment advice and do not entrust him with your money was reserved for lonely, wealthy widows and single women who had come into an inheritance.


She kept You say you wake up in a nightmare that involves being buried alive under a mountain of white satin? These dreams strike every night on the days that you go for a fitting for your wedding gown? The meaning is obvious. You should call off the wedding. You are marrying the wrong man. Trust me on this available for women on the brink of marriage who were clearly having doubts.


She knew that when it came to wedding nightmares, most clients would not take her advice because it was not what they wanted to hear. She could not blame them. How many times had she awakened with similar nightmares before her own disastrous marriage? And yet she had gone through with the runaway wedding in Reno.


Her intuition had been warning her for months that it was time to get out of the dream reading business. But here she was, sitting across the table from a maniac who planned to kill her—all because she had ignored what her psychic senses had been trying to tell her. She had decided to keep the doors open just a little while longer. A fresh start in Southern California was going to be a risky venture. She had wanted to put more money aside.


She tightened her fingers on the rim of the crystal bowl and succeeded in slipping through the last of the storm that swirled around the dark pit of energy that fueled Tapson’s dreams.


It was all she could do not to scream. She had known that getting so close to the well of primal energy and raw emotions at the center of the hurricane was going to be an appalling, terrifyingly intimate experience that would no doubt give her nightmares far into the foreseeable future. Nevertheless, she was unprepared for the sheer horror that awaited her in the darkness.


Her grandmother had explained to her that her version of the family talent was unusual. She did not merely catch fleeting sensations generated by a client’s dreamscape, as most dream readers did. She could ride the currents of that energy to the source. She had been told time and again that there was considerable risk involved. Invading another person’s dreams and attempting to manipulate them could destroy a reader. There was always the possibility, Grandma had said, that the client would prove to be more powerful than the reader.


It was not as if she had ever wanted to do what she was going to attempt tonight, she thought. She hated the sensations she was experiencing. She was literally in a waking nightmare—someone else’s nightmare, which made it so much more awful. When she got out of this—if she got out alive and with her sanity—she would probably have panic attacks for the rest of her life. But she dared not retreat. Not yet.


“Tell me your dream, Mr. Tapson,” she said.


“It always begins the same way,” he said, his voice deepening into a husky whisper. “I see a pure, virginal bride draped in white satin and lace. She waits for me near the bridal bed. She pretends to be perfect. Innocent. Flawless. But I know the truth. She is a succubus. She seduces men in their sleep, draining their life energy. The only way to control her is to kill her before she can destroy another man. When I am finished with her tonight, her wedding gown and the bed will be drenched in her blood.”


No doubt about it, Prudence thought. It was past time to find a new career.


On the other side of the table, Tapson watched her with eyes hot with a ghastly desire. The currents of dream energy pulsing through the crystal confirmed that she was looking at a man in the grip of a bloodlust. Her jangled nerves shrieked at her to run but her common sense warned her that would not solve the problem. She could not outrun Tapson. Even if she managed to escape him tonight, he would follow her. She knew obsession when she saw it.


“Well?” he prompted, his voice thickening with anticipation. “What is my dream trying to tell me, Madame Ariadne?”


“Your dream script indicates that you are under a great deal of stress, Mr. Tapson,” she said, striving to maintain her professional aplomb. “I suggest you get more exercise and drink a cup of chamomile tea before bedtime.”


Tapson’s eyes glittered. “There are other activities I prefer to engage in at bedtime.”


“Yes, I know,” she said. Her fury surfaced, temporarily overcoming her fear. “You like to murder innocent women, don’t you? How many have you killed? I’m sure I’m not meant to be your first.”


Shock and confusion flashed in Tapson’s eyes. Whatever he had been expecting, an outright accusation wasn’t it. But in the next instant, a demonic rage flared in the atmosphere around him.


“Do you claim to be innocent, Madame Ariadne?”


“I am the one who asks the questions,” she said. “Why did you decide to target me? We have never met. We have no connection. What made you decide to kill me?”


Tapson’s mouth twisted in a dreadful parody of a seductive smile. “You are a fraud, aren’t you? Admit it.”


“No, Mr. Tapson. I am not a fraud.”


He tried to release his grip on the crystal and get to his feet, but he discovered that his fingers were frozen to the bowl, locked in place by the electrical charge of the energy she was channeling through the crystal.


He used his other hand to reach inside his jacket and pull out a knife.


She fought down the new surge of panic. He was physically more powerful than she was. Her only hope was to stay in control.


“What are you doing to me?” he shrieked. “Succubus.”


“You picked the wrong psychic,” she whispered. “Or maybe you picked the right one. It all depends on your point of view.”


She tightened her grip on the rim of the bowl and concentrated on the icy currents of Tapson’s dream energy. Deliberately she began to distort and reverse the waves. She sent the wildly oscillating pulses slamming back around the crystal.


Tapson’s mouth opened on a soundless shriek. Unable to release the bowl, he tried to lunge at her across the table, knife in hand, intending to slice her throat. But he could not move.


She was trapped. If she released her own grip on the crystal, she would lose control of the situation. She sent another jolt of disrupting energy through the crystal. She was working on instinct now. She had never before used her talent to try to destroy the energy at the heart of someone’s dreams.


Tapson stiffened violently as if he had touched a live electrical wire.


In a sense, that was exactly what had happened.


Tapson stared at her in disbelief and mounting horror. He began to tremble. The tremors became spasms. The knife fell to the carpet, landing with a soft plop.


“No,” he said. “You can’t do this to me.”


His eyes rolled back in his head. His right hand went limp. He no longer had a death grip on the rim of the bowl—he was incapable of gripping anything. He collapsed on the floor and lay still.


She took a shaky breath and yanked her hand off the crystal. The pain of the psychic burn wasn’t from a physical injury—her fingertips had not actually been singed—but her nerves were severely rattled. She could not afford to succumb to an anxiety attack, not now. She needed to stay focused on survival, because it was obvious her entire world had just been turned upside down.


“Damn you, Tapson,” she whispered to the unconscious man. “I hope you are trapped in a nightmare. I hope you are locked in it for the rest of your life.”


She had to think. She had to concentrate on her next move.


She took a step and then stopped and put a hand on the table to keep from losing her balance. When she had her nerves under control, she made her way around the table. Crouching beside Tapson, she groped for and found a faint, erratic pulse. He was alive, but she was sure he would never be the same.


There was no way to calculate how much damage she had done to his nerves and his senses. The technique of channeling energy through crystal with enough force to destabilize the source of a person’s dreams was highly unpredictable. It was hardly the sort of skill one could easily practice and refine, at least not in an ethical way.


The talent for doing what she had just done was rare, even in a family with a long history of psychics who could read dreams. But the few accounts left by her ancestors who had possessed the ability had been clear on one point—disrupting an individual’s dream energy was guaranteed to cause considerable damage.


First things first. Her own survival was at stake. She had to get rid of Tapson. She could not let him continue to lie there on the floor of her reading room. What if he woke up and was still capable of killing her? What if he never woke up at all?


She briefly considered trying to hide the unconscious man. Even if she could manage the process—doubtful, because Tapson was large and powerfully built—there was no practical way to haul him any significant distance in the busy city.


There was really only one solution to her problem. She would call an ambulance and explain that Tapson had suffered a stroke during a reading. If or when he woke up, there was a good chance he would not remember exactly what had happened. Even if he did remember what she had done to him, he would have a hard time convincing the police she had tried to murder him with psychic energy.


For her part, she had no way to prove that he had tried to murder her, let alone that he had killed others.


Regardless of what happened to Tapson, her reputation would be destroyed if the press got hold of the story. The rumors alone would ruin her. Clients would certainly not be eager to book appointments with a psychic known to have had a client collapse during a reading. That sort of thing did not make for successful marketing.


She did not believe in omens and portents, but this situation was about as close as one could get to a sign from the universe informing her that it was time to move on.


She squared her shoulders and walked out of the reading room into the small reception area. She picked up the phone.


“Hospital, please,” she said to the operator. “It’s an emergency. I wish to request an ambulance.”


After making the call, she put the receiver back into the cradle and went to the door of the reading room to take another look at Tapson. He had not moved, but he was still breathing. The light glittered on the blade of the fallen knife. She wondered briefly if she ought to get rid of it but decided not to worry about it. There was no evidence that a crime had been committed.


She heard the siren wailing in the distance and turned to go back across the reception area to open the door. But she paused again when she saw the lamplight gleam on Tapson’s gold signet ring. She did not know why it was important, but her intuition was whispering to her. Pay attention.


When the ambulance arrived, she explained to the two men who loaded the patient onto a stretcher that the knife belonged to the client. They shrugged and took it with them.


“The streets can be dangerous at night,” one of them said.


She closed the door, locked it, and went upstairs to pack. It was definitely time to find a new future.
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The following morning Prudence descended the stairs dressed for travel in an unmemorable brown tweed suit and a small plain hat. It felt like the right costume for slipping out of San Francisco unnoticed. She did not move in society, but she had several clients who did. There was also a very efficient rumor network among her colleagues and competitors. Sooner or later the news that a gentleman client had collapsed in her reading room would circulate. She wanted to disappear before the telephone started ringing.


She crossed the front room of the town house, a suitcase gripped in one gloved hand. She had packed only the essentials. She was no longer Madame Ariadne, but she was not yet sure who she was going to become. Regardless, she doubted she would need her psychic dream reading costumes for her future self. She did not want to go back into that line of work.


When she arrived in Los Angeles she would contact the housekeeper and ask her to pack up the rest of her personal possessions and hold them until she had a new permanent address.


Her handbag was stuffed with the cash she had stored in the small concealed safe in the bedroom. The habit of keeping a sizable sum of money conveniently available had been passed down to her from her grandmother, who had lost her savings at the start of the Depression several years earlier. Yes, everyone said President Roosevelt had made the banking system safe, but her grandmother had never entirely trusted banks again.


At the front door she took a moment to say farewell to the comfortable little town house that had been her home since she and her mother had moved in with her grandmother. That had been after her father was killed in the Great War. Her mother had died of the flu the following year.


She and her grandmother had been on their own. They had done well in the psychic business. But a year ago her grandmother had died and Prudence had found herself utterly alone in the world. For a while a strange sense of despair and desperation had come over her. It was during that terrible, crushing time that she had made the biggest mistake of her life. She had rushed into marriage. You learned from that experience, she reminded herself. You won’t make that mistake again.


She paused at the front door to take one last look around. She wasn’t sure what she ought to be feeling in that moment. A sense of melancholy, perhaps, or sadness, maybe.


But for some reason what she experienced was akin to a feeling of relief. She was escaping San Francisco and the life she had lived there. She was going to reinvent herself. By the time she reached L.A. she would be a new woman.


She went out into the damp early-morning fog that had seeped in off the Bay, locked the door, and hailed a cab to take her to the train station.
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She did not see a newspaper until that evening when she carried her suitcase off the train in Los Angeles. She dug some coins out of her handbag and purchased a couple of local papers and two Hollywood gossip magazines. It was time to get to know her new home. There were a number of small towns, neighborhood enclaves, and communities scattered around the city proper. She needed to decide where she wanted to live while she looked for a job. It would be lovely to rent an apartment by the beach.


She scanned the newspapers with a sense of anticipation. The front-page headlines consisted of the usual fare—tensions were continuing to rise in Europe, trouble was brewing in the Far East, the FBI was investigating more gangland killings, and a divorce lawyer had been accused of falsifying a judge’s signature on some annulment papers. She paused to read the details of the fraudulent annulment but relaxed when she concluded it did not affect her.


It was the lead story on the society page of one of the papers that stunned her.




HEIR TO TAPSON MINING FORTUNE
COLLAPSES IN NIGHTMARE PSYCHIC’S READING ROOM.
DIES IN HOSPITAL.





“He’s dead?” Prudence whispered, horrified. Belatedly the label the press had branded her with registered. “Nightmare Psychic?”


The cabdriver caught her eye in the rearview mirror. “You okay, miss?”


“Yes, yes, I’m fine. I was just rather shocked by a news story.”


“I know what you mean. I get shocked every time I pick up a newspaper. That’s why I usually stick with the racing form. By the way, I got a tip from a jockey about the next race at Santa Anita that I don’t mind passing along. Rising Star in the seventh on Thursday.”


“Thank you,” she said, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.


She plunged into the article with a sense of dread.




Last night Thomas J. Tapson III, grandson of the founder of Tapson Mining Company, collapsed during the course of a psychic dream reading. An ambulance was called and Mr. Tapson was rushed to the hospital, where he later died.


The tragedy occurred on the premises of a fashionable psychic known to the city’s upper crust as Madame Ariadne. Rumors of what may have caused Mr. Tapson’s death are currently swirling among the city’s psychics and their many clients. Some have taken to calling the dream reader the “Nightmare Psychic.”


Mr. Tapson has not circulated in San Francisco society in recent years, having been on an extended tour abroad, where he engaged in such pursuits as big game hunting and mountain climbing. His family was apparently unaware that he had returned.


Your correspondent went to Madame Ariadne’s address with the intention of interviewing her, but she was not at home. A neighbor reported seeing her get into a cab with a suitcase early this morning.


Madame Ariadne claims to be a psychic who can reveal the meaning of dreams. There is bound to be a great deal of speculation about her unusual techniques in the wake of Mr. Tapson’s death. Some are asking if it is possible to murder a man with the paranormal powers of the mind. Others suggest that, in addition to dream readings, Madame Ariadne offered more intimate services …





Prudence folded the paper and watched the street scene on the other side of the cab window.


Had she actually killed a man with her psychic talent? If so, what did that make her? Was she really the Nightmare Psychic?


“Rising Star in the seventh at Santa Anita, you said?” she asked after a moment.


“Yep.”


“Has that particular jockey given you a lot of tips?”


“A few.”


She turned away from the street scene and surveyed the ripped upholstery in the well-worn cab. “Have you made a lot of money off the jockey’s tips?”


“A few bucks here and there. But I’ve never been in a position to put enough down to make a serious profit until now. This time is different. I’m going in big with my bet on Rising Star. Got a feeling that horse is a winner. How about you?”


She rolled down the window to savor the warm breeze of the city night. Her spirits lifted with anticipation of the bright new future she would create for herself in Southern California.


“I’m going in big with my bet, too,” she said.


“Gotta think positive, right?”


“Absolutely,” she said. “Got to think positive.”


Had she killed a man with her talent?
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Jack Wingate’s dream began the way it always did …


… The mesmerizing flames burned in the mirror, summoning him. The answer to his question was waiting for him on the other side of the looking glass. All he had to do was walk through the fire into the unknown.


There was someone or something hiding deep inside the flames. From time to time he caught glimpses of the figure. He was certain that if he could just get a closer look he would be able to recognize who or what was attempting to lure him into the firestorm.


He fought to resist the pull of the flames, but the more he struggled, the harder it was to stay on his side of the mirror. He could not take the risk of exploring the mystery on the other side, because if he went through the flames, he might not be able to return to the real world. He might be lost forever in a nightmare of insanity …


He came awake the way he always did after the dream struck: in a cold sweat, his heart beating as if he had just run a marathon. He took a moment to let the disorientation pass. When he was certain he was firmly grounded in the waking state—in reality—he shoved the quilt aside and got to his feet.


For a time he stood there in the lavishly decorated bedroom suite, absorbing the echoing silence of the big house. Strictly speaking, the dramatic, ultramodern, two-story residence perched on the cliffs outside Burning Cove was not filled with silence. He could hear the low, muffled rumble of the crashing waves on the beach down in the cove. But the mansion, known locally as House of Shadows, felt silent and still in a way he could not describe. He had lived alone all of his adult life, but he had never been so aware of being alone as he was in this house.


You got a deal on the place, he thought. Stop whining.


Maybe he should get a dog.


After a moment he went into the adjoining bathroom and toggled the light switch on the wall. The fixtures came on, illuminating the gleaming aqua-blue and black tile work. He crossed to the pedestal sink and made himself take a good look in the mirror.


The man who gazed back at him had once had an ordinary face, an unremarkable face. It was a face that would never have landed him a Hollywood contract, but that had been fine with him. Unlike the movie star who had built the house, he had never wanted to be a film legend. He had goals that could be achieved with a face that did not attract second looks.


The Bonner case had changed everything. Most of the left side of his face was now a chaotic road map of scars. There were more scars on his left shoulder and part of the left side of his chest. Those could be hidden with clothing. But the man in the mirror had a face that was guaranteed to attract attention on the street. A well-angled fedora could only conceal so much.


He hadn’t had the guts to try inviting a woman out on a date since he had recovered from his injuries. It wasn’t just that he lacked the fortitude to deal with rejection or, worse yet, pity. It was that he seemed to be missing the desire needed to motivate the risk. This was a depressing realization.


He wanted to focus on his new, cloistered life. He longed to sink into solitude and devote himself to his work. But he no longer slept well, because his nights were interrupted by the damned nightmare.


The burning mirror dream was bad, but what really worried him was the faint music of the invisible chimes. He heard the distant notes at odd moments during the day, and he had learned the hard way that he could not ignore them or pretend he was imagining things. Sometimes the chimes signaled a warning. At other times they told him to pay attention. They sounded when he was closing in on the truth; when he was observing something very important. And they forced him to confront the terrifying possibility that he might be delusional.


One thing was clear. He would not be able to move forward with his life until he identified the figure hidden in the flames.
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A few months later …


Prudence woke up at dawn with a knife in her hand and the fragments of a nightmare clouding her vision.


It took her a frantic, disorienting moment to realize that the wispy fog she was trying to peer through was actually a voluminous lace veil. There was something wrong with the netting. It was stained a reddish-brown color, as if it had been splashed with tea.


No, not tea. Blood.


The shock of horror paralyzed her for a couple of heartbeats. Her breath caught in her chest. Her throat was so tight she could not even give voice to a scream.


In the next instant she sat up with the violent force induced by raw panic. That was when she discovered that she was not alone on the bed. There was a man dressed in a tuxedo stretched out beside her. The front of his elegantly tailored white shirt was saturated with the reddish-brown evidence of multiple stab wounds.


The rising tide of terror threatened to drown her when she recognized the dead man—Gilbert Dover, the heir to the Dover fortune.


She was trapped in a nightmare. That was the only rational explanation for what was happening. She had to wake up. She managed to roll to the side of the bed, away from the dead man, and fell off the edge. She landed on her hands and knees with a jarring thud. The painful jolt forced her to face reality. She was not ensnared in a terrible dream. This was real.


When she tried to get to her feet, she got tangled up in the heavy satin skirts of a long, billowing gown—a once-white wedding gown that, like the veil, was stained with blood.


With a fierce effort of will she managed to scramble upright. She could feel fabric under her feet. When she looked down she saw that she was not wearing shoes. She stood on a rug.


She yanked off the wedding veil and flung it aside. Hoisting the folds of the gown, she nearly collapsed in relief when she realized she was still wearing the garter belt, stockings, panties, and slip she’d had on beneath the black business suit she had worn to work. There was no blood on any of her underthings. No signs of violence.


Memories came back in a rush. She is deep in the stacks of the library of the Adelina Beach College Department of Parapsychology. She is tracking down An Investigation of Dreams for Professor Tinsley. She turns to go down an aisle lined with towering bookshelves. She senses movement behind her. An arm snakes around her throat, dragging her back against a man’s chest. A wet cloth covers her nose and mouth. She recognizes the sweet, medicinal smell of chloroform, tries to struggle, reaches up for the crystal pendant, and then … nothing.


It had all happened so fast. She had not had the time she needed to focus her psychic energy and fight off her attacker.


She looked around the room, trying to orient herself. The gray predawn light revealed a luxuriously appointed suite. Heavy curtains were tied back with gold tassels. Through the windows she could make out lavish gardens.


It occurred to her that she was viewing the scene from a perspective that indicated the suite was several floors above the ground.


Whisking up a fistful of the satin skirts, she hurried across the room and stopped at one side of a window. Four, maybe five floors below were a sweep of lawn and a grand porte cochere. Several impressive limousines were parked in the long, curving drive. Liveried chauffeurs lounged against the fenders of the big cars, smoking and chatting. Bellhops came and went, escorting weary socialites who were returning from nightclubs and, no doubt in some cases, the wrong beds.


The scene answered one question. She was in a hotel that catered to the wealthy upper classes—people like Gilbert Dover.


She was about to turn away from the window when she noticed the small scrum of news photographers gathered near the lobby entrance. She knew they were there to catch the arrival of a Hollywood celebrity or a rising politician emerging from a limo with a woman who was not his wife on his arm. The press thrived on such scandals.


The grisly murder scene in which she was standing combined all the elements required to ensure that the photographers and reporters would get front-page pictures and screaming headlines that would hit every paper on the West Coast.


It did not take the keen intuition of a former-psychic-dream-reader-turned-librarian to conclude that she had to escape the hotel without being seen.


She loosened the gold tassels that secured the curtains. Feeling her way across the darkened room, she found the bathroom and toggled the light switch. The glow of the ceiling fixture illuminated the tiled space and spilled through the doorway. She tried not to look at the bed as she searched the suite for her business suit or a robe—anything she could wear in place of the ghastly wedding gown.


She found the crumpled black skirt, the snug-fitting tailored black jacket, and the prim white blouse in the towel hamper. Her sensible mid-heel lace-up black oxfords were on the floor.


She was relieved to discover that it was not difficult to remove the wedding gown. It had been made for a taller woman, one with more impressive cleavage. Whoever had dressed her had been in a hurry. Only a few of the long row of delicate satin buttons on the back had been fastened.


When she yanked at the fabric on the back of the gown, the little buttons popped off. The horrid dress fell away and crumpled on the floor. She looked down at the inside of the bodice. A few loose threads indicated that the label had been cut out.


She stepped out of the gown and tugged on the tight skirt of her business suit. Her fingers shivered as she fumbled with the zipper. She had to take a deep breath and concentrate to get the blouse buttoned. She pulled on the jacket but did not attempt to fasten it. Tying the laces of the oxfords required concentration.


She caught sight of herself in the mirror when she turned to leave the bathroom. Her hair, which had been pulled back into a severe bun the last time she had seen her reflection, now hung around her shoulders. Her eyes were stark with fear. She told herself to stay calm. She was making progress. She was out of the damned wedding gown and properly dressed once again, more or less.


No, she was not properly dressed. Something was wrong.


She stared at her image for a couple of beats longer before she realized what was missing—the gold-framed spectacles she had purchased to complete the look she had created to land her new job as a research librarian.


She did not need to wear glasses—her eyesight was fine—but the spectacles were an important accessory. Like the bun and the plain watch on her wrist, they enhanced what she considered her Professional Woman image. Her best friend, Maggie Lodge, called the ensemble her Stern Governess costume, but that was beside the point. For the most part, the look achieved the goal of convincing the faculty and visiting academics who came into the library that she was serious about her work and was most definitely not interested in having a sexual fling in the Rare Books & Manuscripts vault.


The glasses had no doubt been lost when she had been chloroformed. Luckily she had a spare pair at home. Right now she had to concentrate on escaping the murder scene and vanishing before room service or a maid or—horror of horrors—a policeman opened the door of the suite.


She was halfway across the main room, heading for the door, when it occurred to her that she had no idea where she was. She might be miles from her little apartment in Adelina Beach.


There was no sign of her handbag. That was not a surprise. She had not had it with her when the kidnapper grabbed her and put a chloroformed cloth over her face. She might need cab fare. Reluctantly she made herself turn around and take one more look at the gory scene on the bed. Dover probably had some cash in the pocket of his trousers, but she could not bring herself to search the dead man. She would hitchhike if necessary.


Her gaze snagged on the bloodstained knife. Fingerprints. Hers were all over the murder weapon. Gritting her teeth, she made herself go back to the bed. She used the end of a sheet to wipe the handle.


It occurred to her that her prints were elsewhere in the suite. She went back into the bathroom, kicked the bloody wedding gown out of the way, and grabbed a towel. She made a quick tour through the room, wiping down any surface she could remember having touched.


When she was done, she used the towel to open the door. Bracing herself for disaster, she peeked into the hall. Relief swept through her when she saw that the corridor was empty.


She could not risk the elevator or the main stairwell. The chance of being seen was too great. She hurried to the far end of the corridor and opened the door of the fire escape. Four flights of metal steps descended into the shadows of an empty alley.


She went out onto the landing and started down. The structure rattled, squeaked, and clattered with every step. To her ears the noise was as loud as a police siren. She held her breath, certain that someone would open a window and look out to see if there was a cat burglar trying to escape with a hotel guest’s jewelry.


She made it to the ground without anyone shouting at her, took a deep breath, and ran for the far end of the alley. When she turned the corner, she glanced toward the entrance of the hotel and saw the stately gold lettering emblazoned on the sign: Pentland Plaza.


It was not until she was safe in the front seat of a truck driven by a farmer on his way to an early-morning market that she allowed herself to examine the full extent of the disaster that had befallen her.


She had thought she had left the past behind when she fled San Francisco and moved to Southern California. It was obvious now that she could no longer live in that comforting fantasy.


One way or another she had to deal with the nightmare in which she found herself.


The nightmare had a name—Clara Dover.
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