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CHAPTER ONE
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Fifteen years earlier …


She was fourteen years old and sleeping in yet another bed. The little house on Marigold Lane looked cozy and welcoming from the street—lots of curb appeal, as the real estate agents liked to say—but she had decided that she would not be there for long.


Every few weeks when she got tired of life on the streets she checked into the foster care system long enough to take some hot showers and score some new tennis shoes or a new pair of jeans or a new backpack. She had figured out early on that a backpack was essential to survival on the streets. The one she had picked up last month had a large rip in it, thanks to the junkie with the knife who had tried to steal it. The junkie was no longer a problem but the wounded pack had to be replaced.


She rarely stayed in a foster home for more than a few days. Sooner or later, there were issues. This time the problem would be the husband. His name was Tyler. She had privately labeled him Tyler the Creep.


She had seen the way he looked at her two days ago when she arrived with her ripped backpack containing all her worldly possessions: a few clothes, a hairbrush and a toothbrush, and the battered copies of Winnie-the-Pooh and The House at Pooh Corner.


Initially she had not been concerned; merely inconvenienced. She could handle Tyler the Creep but it meant that she could not go to sleep at night. Creeps like Tyler had a lot in common with roaches—they came out after dark.


The situation, however, had gotten a lot more complicated that afternoon when the social worker had arrived on the doorstep with another foster kid. The girl’s name was Alice. All she had with her was a small rolling suitcase. She was eleven years old and she had been orphaned when her father’s private plane had crashed on takeoff. Alice’s mother had been a passenger. Both parents had been killed. Alice had been in school at the time.


Dazed and traumatized, she had said very little except her name and that her aunts would come for her.


Later, when she and Winter were alone in the bedroom, she had repeated the same thing over and over.


“My mom and dad told me that if anything ever happened to them, I should call my aunts. They will come and get me.”


During her short stays in various foster homes over the course of the past year, Winter had heard similar claims. Mostly the tales turned out to be sparkly little lies told by well-meaning parents who had wanted to reassure their children that some adult family member would always be there for them; that they were not alone in the world. That they had family to protect them.


But after several months of floating in and out of the system, she knew the truth. There were no aunts, or, if they did exist, they weren’t going to magically appear to rescue Alice. Sure, there might be a few distant relatives somewhere but there would be a thousand excuses why they couldn’t take a kid into their household. We’re too old. We barely knew that side of the family. Our lifestyle won’t allow us to take the child. We travel too much. We can’t afford to take her. We have other children who would be upset. The child has severe emotional problems that we’re just not equipped to handle …


Winter sat on the top bunk, legs dangling over the edge. The new backpack was on the bed beside her. She wore the jeans and the hoodie that she’d had on during the day. She always slept in her clothes. It made for more efficient departures.


She had a penlight in one hand. In her other hand she gripped her copy of Winnie-the-Pooh. Earlier she had read some of the stories to Alice. Alice had said that she was too old for Winnie-the-Pooh, but the gentle stories had soothed her. She had eventually fallen into an exhausted sleep.


A few hours ago the new foster mom had been called away to deal with a family crisis involving one of her own aging parents. Tyler the Creep was now in the front room, drinking and watching television.


Winter had taken the precaution of locking the bedroom door but she had known that wouldn’t do any good. The creep had the key.


It was another half hour before she heard the doorknob rattle. When Tyler the Creep discovered that the door was locked, he left. For a moment she entertained the faint hope that he would not return. But of course he did.


She heard the key in the lock. The door opened. The creep was silhouetted against the light of the hallway fixture, a balding, big-bellied man dressed in an undershirt and trousers.


He did not see her sitting there in the shadows of the upper bunk. He moved into the room, heading toward the lower bunk.


He reached down and started to pull the covers off Alice’s thin, huddled body.


“Go away, Mr. Tyler,” Winter said. She switched on the penlight and began to move it in an intricate pattern. “You’re not supposed to be here. You don’t want to be here.”


She kept her voice calm; soothing but firm.


Startled, Tyler halted and instinctively averted his gaze from the narrow beam of light.


“What the hell?” In the next breath he softened his voice to a drunken croon. “What’s the matter, honey? Couldn’t sleep? I know it’s hard adjusting to a new house and a new family. But you’re in a good home now. There’s nothing to worry about. I’ll take care of you and Alice.”


“Go away, Mr. Tyler,” Winter said again. She kept the penlight moving, faster now.


Tyler was distracted by the light. He stared at it; looked away and then gazed at it again.


“I’m going to take poor little Alice to my bedroom,” he said. “She’s afraid to be alone.”


“Alice is not alone,” Winter said. “I’m here with her. Go away. You don’t want to be in this room. It’s hard to breathe when you come in here. You can’t catch your breath. Your heart is pounding harder and harder. You wonder if you’re having a heart attack.”


Tyler did not respond. He was transfixed by the motion of the light. He started to wheeze.


“When I say Winnie-the-Pooh, you will realize that you can’t breathe at all when you’re in this room,” Winter said. “You will leave. That is the only way to ease the terrible pain in your chest. If you stay in this room you will have a heart attack. Do you understand?”


“Yes.” Tyler’s voice was now that of a man in a trance, expressionless.


The rasping and wheezing got louder.


“Winnie-the-Pooh,” Winter said in a tone of soft command.


Tyler came out of the trance gasping for air.


“Can’t breathe,” he said, his voice hoarse with panic. He swung around and lurched out into the hallway. “My heart. Can’t breathe.”


He staggered down the hallway and stumbled toward the kitchen. Winter jumped down to the floor.


“Winter?” Alice whispered from the shadows of the lower bunk.


“It’s okay,” Winter said. “But you have to get up and get dressed. We’re going to leave now.”


A heavy thud sounded from the kitchen. It was followed by an unnatural silence.


“What happened?” Alice asked.


“Stay here,” Winter said. “I’ll go take a look.”


She went to the door. With the penlight in hand she moved cautiously down the hall. Alice climbed out of bed but she did not wait in the bedroom. She followed Winter.


Tyler was sprawled on the kitchen floor. He did not move. His phone was on the floor close to his hand. Panic arced through Winter. She wondered if she had killed the creep.


Alice came up beside her and took her hand, clinging very tightly. She looked at Tyler’s motionless body.


“Is he dead?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” Winter said. “I’ll check.”


She released Alice’s hand and crossed the kitchen floor. She stopped a short distance away from Tyler and tried to think about what to do next. In the movies and on television people checked the throat of an unconscious person to find out if there was a pulse.


Gingerly she reached down and put two fingers on Tyler’s neck. She thought she detected a faint beat but she couldn’t be certain. He might not be dead yet but it was possible that he was dying. It was also possible that he was simply unconscious and would recover at any moment. Winter knew that neither outcome would be good for Alice or herself.


“Get dressed,” Winter said. “Put everything you brought with you back into your suitcase. I don’t know how much time we have.”


Alice regarded her with big, frightened eyes. “Okay.”


She turned and ran back down the hall. Winter followed. It did not take long to gather up Alice’s few possessions. The little suitcase had not been completely unpacked.


On the way out Winter paused at the kitchen door. Tyler the Creep was still on the floor; still not moving.


“Hold on a second,” she said to Alice. “I’m going to call a cab.”


She used the phone on the kitchen counter. Tyler stirred just as she finished the call. He opened his eyes. He stared at her first in disbelief and then in gathering rage and panic.


“You did this to me,” he wheezed. “You’re killing me.”


“Winnie-the-Pooh,” Winter said.


Tyler gasped, clutched at his chest and collapsed again, unconscious.


Winter reached down into his pocket, took out his wallet and helped herself to the seventy-five dollars she found inside. She considered the credit cards for a moment and opted to leave them behind. Credit cards left a trail.


She dropped the wallet on the floor beside the phone and looked at Alice.


“Let’s go,” she said.


Alice nodded quickly.


A few minutes later they climbed into the back of the cab. The driver was obviously uneasy about picking up two kids in the middle of the night but he did not ask any questions beyond confirming their destination.


“You want to go to the bus station?” he said.


“Yes, please,” Winter said.


She tried to think through a plan. She was accustomed to running away but in the past she had always been alone when she set out into the darkness late at night with her pack on her back. Tonight she had to deal with Alice.


Mentally, she started a getaway list. Even using cash, she would probably need an ID to buy bus tickets. It wouldn’t be hard to find a street person and pay him or her to purchase the two tickets to Los Angeles.


The seventy-five bucks would not last long. They would have to use some of it to buy Alice a backpack. A suitcase, even one with wheels, was a problem on the streets, an environment where you needed to keep both hands free.


When the cash ran out she could always raise more doing the psychic-dream-reader routine. It was amazing how many people would pay twenty or thirty bucks to have someone tell them the meaning of their dreams.


She sat back in the seat, mind churning with plans. Alice huddled close beside her and lowered her voice to the barest of whispers.


“Don’t worry,” she said. “My aunts will find us. They’ll take care of us.”


“Sure,” Winter said.


No need to make the kid confront the truth tonight. Alice would find out soon enough that no one was coming to save them. They were on their own.


“If anyone asks, we’re sisters,” Winter said. “Got that?”


“Okay,” Alice said again. She gripped Winter’s hand. “Are you a witch?”


Winter watched the lights of the house on Marigold Lane disappear into the night and wondered if Tyler the Creep was dead.


“I don’t know,” she said.




CHAPTER TWO
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Four months ago …


The dreamer followed the burning footprints through endless halls of fire. He knew his quarry was there, hiding in the shadows of the flames. From time to time he came across ghostly traces of Quinton Zane, faint clues that assured him he was not hallucinating.


The dreamer was ever vigilant. He followed every seething print, every trace of Zane, no matter how faint.


Tonight was not his first trip into the maze. He came this way often and not always in pursuit of Zane. He frequently hunted other killers in the same maze. On those occasions he was almost always successful. He was, after all, very good at what he did. But the calm he experienced in the aftermath of a successful search for a killer other than Zane never lasted long.


There would be no rest until he found Quinton Zane.


The dreamer was not oblivious to the risks he took in the fire maze. He was well aware that he paid a high price for his refusal to turn back from the hunt. But he could not abandon the search even though he feared that with each journey into the nightmare the probability of getting lost in the halls of flames increased.


The sense that time was running out drove him. He could not stop now, even though he was grimly aware that one night he would go too far …


The dream ended when the screaming started.


That was pretty much the story of his life, at least when it came to his relationships with women, Jack thought. But this time things were supposed to have a different ending. Then again, he’d hoped for a different ending last time, too. They said that the definition of insanity was doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result.


“Dr. Lancaster. Jack, wake up. Wake up. I’ll have to call security if you don’t wake up right now. Please, you must wake up.”


Jack pulled himself out of the dream with a monumental effort of will. The urge to plunge back into the fiery maze had grown markedly stronger in recent months. It was getting harder to wake up.


But Dr. Margaret Burke was staring at him with the same expression of shock and poorly veiled fear that he’d seen on the faces of other women. The difference this time was that Margaret was not sharing his bed. She was the director of the sleep clinic that had provided him with the bed he had been occupying tonight.


He groaned when he realized he was no longer in the bed in question; no longer attached to the beeping, buzzing monitors. He was standing on the far side of the small room.


To buy himself a little time he went to the table and picked up his eyeglass case. He opened the case with great precision, removed the steel-framed glasses and put them on with both hands.


When he was ready he took a deep, steadying breath and risked a quick glance at the mirror on the wall.


One look was enough to confirm what he had already suspected. He was a very scary sight.


His hair was sticking out at wild angles. The shapeless hospital gown he had worn to bed had come undone, exposing way too much skin. Electrical leads that had connected him to an array of instruments and monitors dangled from the various places on his body where they were still attached with sticky tape.


Even if he ignored his eyes, he had to admit that he looked a lot like a modern-day version of Frankenstein’s monster. Make that Jack of the walking dead.


He was never sure which frightened others the most—the sleepwalking or the weirdness in his gaze when he woke up. He had been informed by more than one bed partner that he looked flat-out crazy when he surfaced from the fire maze dream. Evidently he emerged with the vibe of a man who saw visions.


The modern world did not have a lot of room for people who hallucinated, let alone for those who could do it on demand.


It took a minute to regain what he knew Margaret would consider a normal expression. The glasses helped mute some of the effect. That was why he had taken the time to put them on even before he secured the hospital gown.


Margaret was at the door, one hand wrapped around the knob, ready to bolt to safety. She clutched her small computer as though it were a Kevlar vest.


After extensive research he had selected her clinic primarily because Burke had impressed him with her published papers on sleep disorders and her stated interest in exploring the phenomenon of lucid dreaming.


“Sorry,” he said. He raised a hand to wipe the sweat off his forehead and came away with two electrical leads. Annoyed with himself and the whole damned situation, he tossed the leads aside and looked at Margaret. “I told you that if I dreamed the fire maze dream I might not be able to control it or the sleepwalking. You said you could help me.”


Margaret made a valiant effort to regain her professional composure, but she maintained her white-knuckled grip on the doorknob.


“I thought I could deal with your unusual problem,” she said.


“You mean you thought it would be interesting to run some experiments on me. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?” He swept out a hand to indicate the sleep clinic. “I was just a lab rat as far as you were concerned. You were probably planning to write up my case for some journal.”


“That’s not true. Your dreams are unique, Dr. Lancaster. I’ve never met anyone who experiences lucid dreaming the way you do. But that nightmare you just had—”


“I told you, it’s not a normal nightmare—assuming there is such a thing. It’s a lucid dream that I constructed from scratch. I use it to do my work. But the maze keeps getting bigger. More convoluted. I’m losing control of it. I need to find the center.”


“Do you even realize just how crazy that sounds?” Margaret’s voice rose. “You’re an academic, Jack. You’ve taught college-level classes on the subject of the criminal mind. You wrote a couple of books. Surely you understand that what you’re describing is some sort of bizarre obsession. With fire, no less. I’m afraid it will only get worse, and if that happens you may become—”


She stopped very suddenly.


“May become what?” he asked quietly. “Dangerous? Paranoid? Mentally unstable? Is that what you were going to say?”


“Look, I really wish I could help you, but you need another kind of doctor. This is way out of my league. The truth is that the scientific study of dreams has not advanced very far. There is still so much we don’t know. I would strongly suggest that you consult a psychiatrist, someone who will have a better idea of what kind of meds might help you.”


“Been there.”


He risked another glance in the mirror. He thought his eyes looked normal now. He hoped they looked normal. But they were his eyes, he reminded himself, so it followed that, naturally, they would look okay to him. The question was, what did Burke see?


She frowned. “You’ve tried medication therapy? You didn’t mention that when you consulted me.”


“Because it didn’t work.” He ripped off a couple more stray leads and went to the small closet that held his clothes. “Looks like we both wasted our time. I’ll get out of your lab.”


“Dr. Lancaster. Jack. I’m sorry. I really hoped that I could diagnose your sleep disorder and help you overcome it.”


He opened the closet and took out the white button-down shirt he had hung there earlier that evening. It was one of a dozen white button-down shirts he owned. He only bought white shirts. That way he did not waste time figuring out which shirt to wear. White worked with both of his dark blue business suits and it worked with any of the six pairs of khaki trousers that constituted most of the rest of his wardrobe. He also owned four ties.


He found life complicated enough as it was. He tried to simplify wherever possible.


“I told you, I’m not looking for a diagnosis,” he said. “I’m looking for a way to get better control of the damned dream. I can’t make it work the way I need it to work anymore.”


“I realize that when you go into a lucid dreaming state you are aware that you’re dreaming,” Margaret said. “I also understand that you feel as if you are manipulating some aspects of the dream.”


“I don’t feel as if I’m manipulating elements of the dream, I do manipulate them.”


“A lot of people experience that sensation from time to time,” Margaret said. “That’s the definition of a lucid dream. The experience usually occurs when an individual is just starting to wake up. There is a very short period of time during which you realize that you are still dreaming. But what you’re describing—this fire maze—that’s more in the nature of a … uh—”


She broke off, flushing a dull red.


“More in the nature of a hallucination?” he finished. “A vision? I’m aware of that, Dr. Burke. I’m going to get dressed now. If you want to stand there and watch, that’s up to you.”


Margaret opened her mouth but evidently thought better of whatever it was she had intended to say. Without another word, she jerked open the door and hurried out into the hall.


Jack waited until the door closed.


“Shit,” he said.


He ripped another lead off his chest and tossed the hospital gown aside.


Margaret Burke wasn’t the first woman to flee a bedroom that happened to have him in it. Going forward he would resume his long-standing policy: Always sleep alone.


He found his precisely folded white undershirt on a shelf in the closet. He unfolded it and pulled it on over his head. All of his undershirts were white. They worked well with the twelve white button-down shirts.




CHAPTER THREE
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Several weeks ago …


The man who had once been Quinton Zane watched the fire from a safe distance. The vehicle was fully engulfed now, a blazing torch that lit up the desert night. The flames riveted him. They filled his world, obliterating the view of the glittering lights of Las Vegas in the distance.


He was alone. There was no traffic on the empty stretch of road at this hour. There was no need to suppress or conceal the electrifying excitement that flashed through him. He did not have to pretend to be appalled. There were no other witnesses to the spectacle. He was free to savor the glorious act of destruction.


Fire aroused all of his senses. Fire ignited an overwhelming sense of euphoria and sent shock waves of power through him. Fire was the most potent drug he had ever known; infinitely more satisfying than sex or cocaine.


Running a successful con was the only thing that even came close. True, he got a rush in that moment of triumph when he closed down a project and walked away with the money. It was gratifying to see the stunned expressions on the faces of the marks who were left to deal with the financial wreckage and the shattered lives. But not even a billion-dollar con could provide a thrill that was remotely close to the one he got from fire.


If he were normal—one of the weak members of the herd—he would probably worry about the quirk. But he wasn’t normal. He wasn’t weak. He wasn’t a part of the herd. He was the predator they feared but never recognized until it was too late.


The flames were starting to fade now. He should probably leave. There was always the remote possibility that someone might notice the fire and decide to investigate. He did not want his rental car to be observed driving away from the scene.


Still, he hesitated. He could have stood there on the side of the road and watched until there was nothing left but blackened metal and a body that was burned beyond recognition. The thing about fire was that it had such a wonderfully cleansing effect. It could wipe out anything, including the past.


But he had not come this far only to start making mistakes. He forced himself to turn around and walk back to his car. Mentally he ran through the details of his grand project, making certain he had covered everything. It would probably take the authorities a while to announce a positive identification of the body. But soon they would conclude that the remains found behind the wheel of the burned-out Mercedes were those of the registered owner, Jessica Pitt. They would be right.


Jessica had been stunningly beautiful, smart and ambitious. Each of her three divorces had left her wealthier than the previous one. But, like everyone else, Jessica had craved something so desperately that she had believed him when he had promised to deliver it. She had, in turn, given him exactly what he needed in order to carry out the important first steps of the project.


Jessica had been quite talented, not only in bed but in far more crucial ways. He had enjoyed their time together but he no longer needed her. In the course of their relationship she had learned too much for her own good. He could not allow her to live. He was ready to move forward.


Jessica Pitt was just one more fiery sacrifice on the altar of his greatest project.


He got behind the wheel of the rental and drove away from the fire, into the night.


The exhilarating rush of excitement that had accompanied the explosion and fire was already evaporating. When it was gone he was left with only the old, familiar rage, one of the few emotions he could experience fully. He opened himself to the sensation. He knew that the inferno that burned at his core was the source of his strength.


He focused his attention on the next step in his plan. He had understood from the beginning that the smart way to pursue his objective was the tried-and-true strategy of divide and conquer. It had always been clear that when the time came to make his big move, Jack Lancaster would have to be taken out first.


Most people would have said that Jack Lancaster was the least dangerous of Anson Salinas’s foster sons. Lancaster had spent a portion of his career in the academic world. These days he wrote books for a living. He did not have any military training and he had never worked as a cop. He could probably pull the trigger of a gun—hell, anyone could pull the trigger of a gun—but there was no indication that he owned a weapon, let alone that he was proficient with firearms.


Lancaster was not a martial arts expert like his foster brother Cabot Sutter. He lacked the profiling experience and the connections with the FBI and certain clandestine government agencies that his other brother, Max Cutler, possessed.


Lancaster had never even managed to hold a teaching position for very long, and he had never married. Over the years his name had popped up in the supposedly private online records of various psychiatrists and sleep disorder experts. There had been no clear diagnosis or even a detailed description of his problem. The term delusional had been used in some of the notes, however.


Whatever his sleep disorder was, it had evidently been enough to keep his personal life limited to a series of short-lived affairs. A year ago one ex-lover had even gone on social media to label him crazy.


But the man who had been Quinton Zane knew the truth about Jack Lancaster. A little over twenty-two years ago he had seen that truth in Lancaster’s eyes.


Lancaster had been a twelve-year-old kid at the time but it had been clear even then that when he became a man he would not merely be dangerous. He would be downright scary.


So, yes, Jack Lancaster had to be the first of Anson’s sons to go down.


And he would go down in flames.




CHAPTER FOUR
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Present day …


Winter Meadows contemplated the hands of the client because it was distracting, even for a pro like her, to watch Jack Lancaster’s face while he did his kind of meditation.


Jack did not close his eyes the way most people did when they sank into a self-induced meditative state. Instead, he fixed his gaze on the small chunk of black obsidian that he held. He focused on the stone as though it contained secrets and visions that only he could see.


Which, of course, was true, because Jack was not meditating. He was dreaming.


Technically speaking, he was in a lucid dream, a kind of dream that took place in the uncharted territory between sleep and the waking state. She had encountered lucid dreamers before—she’d had a few lucid dreams herself. Many people experienced them from time to time. But Jack’s ability was highly unusual. He could dream on demand and he dreamed with purpose.


He had removed his steel-framed glasses at the start of the session and stowed them in a case. He should have looked more vulnerable, or at least more approachable, but the opposite was true. Without the lenses to mute the impact, his vivid green eyes exerted a compelling attraction—at least they had that effect on her. She found it difficult to look away. She did not want to look away. They were the eyes of a man who saw beneath the surface; a man who knew how to look deeply into things that other people never thought twice about. The eyes of a man with a mission.


His hands also intrigued her. They were strong and masculine but there was something sensual about the way he gripped the obsidian. Just watching him hold the rock sent a little thrill of awareness through her. One would have thought it was a diamond, not just an attractive stone that she had picked up on a morning walk.


The rest of the man went very well with the hands and the unusual eyes. Jack moved with the fluid grace of a natural-born hunter. His near-black hair was cut very short in a severe, no-nonsense style. His face was all edgy planes and strict angles. Everything about him was infused with an ascetic vibe. In another time and place he could have been a warrior-monk, she thought. Instead, he had a decidedly checkered job history.


He had taught classes on criminal behavior at various small colleges and he occasionally gave seminars on the subject to certain law enforcement agencies, including the FBI. But evidently he had abandoned that career path—or maybe it had abandoned him. All she knew for certain was that somewhere along the line he had left the academic world to write books on the subject of the criminal mind and to pursue what she sensed was his true calling—the investigation of the coldest of cold cases.


It was that line of work, or, rather, the aftermath, that had brought him to the front door of her small cottage a little over a month ago. She had just moved into the town of Eclipse Bay on the Oregon coast and set up in business as a meditation instructor. Jack had been one of her first clients.


She was well aware that requesting that initial consultation with her had not been easy for him. He had been extremely wary, downright skeptical, in fact. Suspicious would not have been too strong a word to describe his attitude toward her and her line of work. She had known at first glance that he had come to her because he had run out of options.


After a couple of sessions, however, he had become much more comfortable with what he called the woo-woo thing. But she was pretty sure that there was another reason why he had made the effort to overcome his skepticism and give her techniques a try: They had something important in common. They had both lost their parents while they were in their early teens and both of them had wound up with foster families. That made for an unusual but very real bond.


“Where are you now?” Winter said.


“Leaving the ice garden,” Jack said. He tightened his grip on the obsidian. “Walking along the main boulevard toward the gates of the city.”


He spoke in an uninflected, unemotional, trancelike voice. But unlike a person who had been hypnotized or someone in a true dream state, he maintained a degree of awareness of his surroundings.


The boulevard was a new addition to the dreamscape that he had been rapidly crafting under her guidance.


“Are you certain that you are ready to leave?” she asked.


“I identified the killer,” he said in the same neutral voice. “The hunt is finished.”


Only until the next hunt began, Winter thought. But she did not say the words aloud. When Jack was in a lucid dream he referred to his investigation as a hunt. But when he surfaced he was careful to call each dark venture that he undertook a case study.


Regardless of the terminology, they both knew that sooner or later he would be compelled to take on another investigation. That meant he would enter a new self-induced dream at the start and again at the conclusion. It was how he worked.


At the beginning of a hunt he used his talent for lucid dreaming to gather the evidence and weave it into a coherent story that would point him toward the killer. When the case was concluded he used another dream to process the emotional and psychological fallout.


And there was always fallout, because, as far as she could tell, Jack’s cases never ended well. The best thing you could say about them was that they ended.


He seemed to be drawn primarily to old, unsolved mysteries that involved fire. She knew that there were those who would have described his investigations as an eccentric hobby. Others would no doubt label his work an unhealthy obsession. She was certain that what he did was something else entirely. Jack’s cold cases were, in her opinion, quests.


She had understood from the start of their association that, like anyone with a gift, Jack could not thrive unless he used his abilities. But, as with any gift, there was a serious downside.


When Jack had first consulted with her, he had been struggling to find a way to deal with the psychological and emotional blowback that he endured in the wake of every case. Over time the accumulated weight of the aftereffects had become increasingly difficult for him to handle.


Initially she had taught him how to meditate. His lucid dreaming ability had made him a natural. Meditation had given him a tool that he could use to take a step back from the emotional and psychological aspects of a case.


After he had become comfortable with meditation, he had cautiously raised the subject of his lucid dreams. She had realized immediately that he was using the wrong imagery.


“Fire is counterproductive for you,” she had explained. “It’s getting in the way.”


He had shot her a disbelieving look. “What, then?”


“Ice.”


“You’re serious, aren’t you?” he’d asked.


“Trust me, I’m pretty good with this kind of thing.”


“You don’t think I’m hallucinating?”


“No, of course not. You are doing lucid dreaming. You just do it in a rather unusual way, that’s all.”


For a moment he had gazed at her as if he was wondering what planet she was from. Then something changed in his demeanor. He seemed to relax. She got the impression that a great weight had been lifted off his shoulders.


“Ice,” he had repeated. He had mulled that over for a few seconds and then nodded once, very crisply. “An ice maze might work.”


“Why limit yourself to a maze? Think big. Create a dreamscape with more options.”


Within a week he had constructed an astonishingly detailed dreamscape in which to do his lucid dreaming. Now he hunted killers in Ice Town.


The fact that she’d had to convince him to abandon the fire imagery made her curious. The mind always clung tightly to strong visuals that triggered powerful memories. She had a hunch that at some point in his past, Jack had endured a terrible experience with fire. Someday perhaps he would tell her the story but for now he was keeping his secrets. She understood. She was certainly keeping a few secrets herself.


She was determined to practice patience with Jack but it wasn’t easy. He was the most intriguing, the most mysterious, the most interesting man she had ever met, but she wasn’t sure it would be smart to rush things.


“What are you doing now?” she said.


“I’m about to use my key to lock the gate,” Jack said.


The “key” was actually a word that he said to himself when he wanted to end a lucid dream. Early on she had realized that, in addition to the radically different imagery, he needed his own private escape word to ease the transition from the dream state to the waking state. She had no idea what word he had chosen. It didn’t matter. The important thing was that it worked for him.


Advising him to choose an escape word, one that had some deep, personal meaning to him, had been another simple fix. Nevertheless, Jack seemed to have been astonished by the results.


She realized that he was profoundly grateful to her for helping him get control of his unusual ability, but she was afraid that gratitude had become a huge problem in their relationship—or, rather, the lack thereof. She did not want him to see her as a convenient meditation instructor and dream therapist. She was determined to make him see her as a woman, preferably one to whom he might be attracted.


He blinked once and then he was fully awake. He looked up from the obsidian in his hands. She had worked with him often enough to know what to expect in the moments immediately after he surfaced from a dream. Nevertheless, she still got a thrill of awareness whenever he fixed his intense eyes on her.


She smiled. “Welcome back to the waking world.”


“Thanks.” He set the obsidian aside somewhat reluctantly and opened his eyeglass case. When he put on the glasses, the green fire in his eyes did not disappear, but it cooled a little. “You were right about ice. It’s a lot easier to manipulate.”


“For you. But that wouldn’t be true for everyone. What you are doing when you construct a lucid dream is a kind of self-hypnosis. A trance of any kind usually works best when you use imagery that has a calming vibe. Fire is wrong for you because it arouses the part of you that needs to exert control.”


His eyes tightened a little at the corners. She could not tell if he was amused or annoyed.


“You think fire arouses me?” he asked.


She had a bad feeling that she was blushing.


“Not in the sexual sense,” she said quickly. “I meant that it calls forth the warrior side of your nature. When that aspect is ascendant, your logical, contemplative side is partially suppressed.”


“I’ve been called a lot of things in my time, but never a warrior.”


“Well, I suppose the right term, the modern word, would be investigator.”


“Nope,” Jack said. “I’m not one of those, either. Both of my foster brothers are private investigators and my foster dad is a retired cop but I’m the boring one in the family. I research cold cases and then I write books based on that research.”


“Okay, so you don’t solve those cold cases with a gun,” she said, a little exasperated. “Instead, you use your ability to collect a lot of seemingly unrelated facts and link them together in a logical fashion.”


“Some people would say that what you just described is the working definition of a conspiracy theorist.”


She realized he was serious.


“That’s ridiculous, and you, of all people, should know it,” she said. “A true conspiracy theorist starts with the answer or the outcome he wants. Then he manipulates the facts to fit his theory. If some of those facts don’t support the desired conclusion, he simply discards them.”


Jack studied her for a long time, his expression unreadable. Then he appeared to brace himself, as though he was about to deliver bad news.


“I should tell you that, in the past, people have accused me of being a for-real, card-carrying conspiracy theorist,” he said.


She smiled. “In that case, where’s your tinfoil helmet?”


His eyes got a little more intense, as if he was processing some new information. Then he visibly relaxed.


“Must have left it back at my place,” he said.


“Look, here’s my take on your situation,” she said. “You were exhausting yourself just trying to control your burning maze. You were like a firefighter trying to put out the flames while simultaneously analyzing bits and pieces of evidence of the arson that started the blaze.”


Jack did not move. “How did you know?”


She widened her hands. “It’s what I do, Jack. I understood your problem with lucid dreaming the same way you understand how to string clues together into a pattern that explains an arson scene.”


Jack startled her with one of his rare smiles. “Amazing.”


She leaned back in her chair and shoved her fingers into the front pockets of her jeans. “I do realize that you probably still have some doubts about my work. I’m well aware that you had to overcome a lot of skepticism just to book that first session with me.”


“Well, I’m not going online tonight to order up a gong and a mantra. But I’m okay with your brand of meditation instruction and your dream therapy.”


She raised her brows ever so slightly. “Just okay?”


“Better than okay. I’m fine with it.”


“Your enthusiasm is a little underwhelming but I’m glad to know that you’re fine with what you’ve learned from me, because I’ll be sending you my bill at the end of the month.”


“You’ll get your money on time.”


She wrinkled her nose. “That’s good to know, because I have to tell you that trying to establish my meditation business here in Eclipse Bay is proving to be harder than I expected.”


“I’m not your only client,” Jack said. “I’ve seen some of the other locals stopping by your cottage.”


“Between you and me, most of the people who have booked sessions have done so out of curiosity. But I have hopes that some of them will become regulars. My landlady tells me business will probably pick up when the summer people arrive. She says that bunch is a real yogurt-and-yoga crowd. She thinks they’ll go for the meditation experience.”


“Was that the kind of clientele you had when you worked at that spa in California?” Jack said.


She froze. “You never told me that you knew about my job at the Cassidy Springs Wellness Spa.”


“Did you really think I’d book a session with a meditation instructor without doing some background research?”


Should have seen that coming, she thought. This was Jack Lancaster, after all. He was the naturally suspicious type and he knew how to do research.


Winter took a deep breath and told herself not to let Jack’s comment rattle her. He was right. She should have expected him to look into her background before booking a session.


“You never asked me about my previous experience so I just assumed you weren’t curious about it,” she said, going for casual and unconcerned. “In hindsight, I guess that was rather naïve of me, wasn’t it?”


“A little, given what you know about the kind of work I do.” He paused. “Is there a problem here?”


“Nope,” she said quickly. Probably too quickly. The problem was that, after a month in Eclipse Bay, she had allowed herself to let down her guard. She had begun to assume that she was safe. She tapped a forefinger gently on the table and tried to decide how to proceed. “Was it easy to find out about my previous employment?”


Jack made a small, somewhat apologetic motion with his hand. “I had a lot of data to work with. Your name. Your profession. The fact that you were from California. Your car’s license plates.”


She reminded herself that she had not been trying to hide from him. If Kendall Moseley was looking for her, which seemed unlikely, he would be forced to conduct a search from the Cassidy Springs end. She was quite certain she had left no clues to her destination when she fled that town in the dead of night. She hadn’t even known herself where she was going. She had gotten behind the wheel and started driving.


But they said that you could find anyone these days, thanks to the Internet.


“Did you, by any chance, contact the Cassidy Springs Wellness Spa to ask about me?” she said very carefully.


“No,” Jack said.


She allowed herself to start breathing again.


He continued to watch her with a shadowed expression. He was waiting for an explanation but it was clear that he was not going to demand one. She did not intend to provide one. It would not be right to drag him into the Kendall Moseley situation. There was nothing he could do about it. In any event, if necessary, she could take care of herself.


“The thing is, I left the spa without giving any notice because of a conflict with my boss,” she said. “It’s a long story but the upshot is that I’m pretty sure my former employer would not give me a good reference.”


That was certainly true, as far as it went.


“I understand,” Jack said.


She eyed him uncertainly. “You do?”


“I’ve had a few professional conflicts myself. Not everyone appreciates my work.”


“But you do great work,” she said. “You solve old murders. Who could possibly object?”


“Believe me, there are always people who are not thrilled when I start digging up the past.”


“I see.” She considered that briefly. “I hadn’t thought about it from that angle. I can see that an investigation into a decades-old crime could disrupt the lives of those connected with the crime.”


“Local law enforcement isn’t always happy, either.”


“Because you make them look bad?”


“Sometimes,” Jack said. “Let’s just say that, before I agree to accept a case, I try to make certain that my client is prepared for whatever answers I come up with. That’s the most difficult aspect of a case for me, the part that I often get wrong.”


“Trying to decide if the client can handle the answers?”


Jack turned his hands palms-up. “I’m very good at finding answers because, as you say, I can see links between facts. But old crimes have a tendency to send long shock waves down into the present. I’ve been surprised by the reactions of my clients often enough to know that I don’t excel at reading them—not until it’s too late.”


“Probably because, when they hire you, they don’t have any way of knowing how they’ll react to the truth themselves.”


Jack pondered that for a moment. “You’re right. It’s one thing to want to find out who murdered someone you loved a couple of decades ago. It’s another thing altogether to discover that the killer was one of your own relatives or the person you later married or the neighbor across the street.”


She shivered. “I think I see why your cases sometimes end badly.”


“About those clients you used to work with at the spa. Can I assume they were all yogurt-and-yoga types?”


“A lot of them fit that description but while I was employed there we started to pick up some corporate business as well. Cassidy Springs is close to Silicon Valley. The intense twenty-four-seven work ethic in the tech world leads to a lot of stress, and that, in turn, creates a ready-made clientele for people who specialize in reducing stress.”
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