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  THE HANGED MAN


  Part I


  The Murder


  “We can rest assured that the secrets of psi and its application will be available to whoever chooses to commit the necessary resources to unlocking them.”


  —Richard S. Broughton


  Parapsychology: The Controversial Science


  Chapter 1


  The immediacy of the noise enveloped her, surrounded her, a whispery sound, the voice of wind through leaves. But outside, absolute stillness gripped the darkness, a waiting stillness, as if nature held her breath.


  Mira pushed up on her elbows, blinked hard to dispel the darkness, but it remained, as black as India ink. She strained to hear the noise again. There. It seemed distant at first, faint, then grew louder, urgent murmurs punctuated by angry staccatos. Somewhere in the house, two men argued.


  In her house.


  Her thoughts flew to Annie, asleep across the hall. Blood pounded in her ears as she slipped out of bed. Where had she put Tom’s gun? The bureau? The nightstand? No, no, the closet, on a high shelf in the back where her daughter couldn’t reach it.


  The voices grew uglier and louder as she groped her way through the dark. She stumbled over one of the cats, curled up on the rug, undisturbed by the intruders. Only then did she realize the voices originated in her head, stronger than echoes, brighter than memories.


  —Take it easy. Careful with that thing.


  —Shut up. Move back nice and slow.


  —Look here


  —Move!


  She wrenched back, patting the nightstand for a pad of paper, a pen. She dropped to the edge of the mattress and listened hard, eyes shut.


  External sounds: frogs, crickets, an isolated splash in the lake behind the house. More distant still, traffic hummed. She focused on a dot of light inside her head and willed it to expand, to open. The light brightened and melted like butter across her inner vision.


  She saw them now—not their faces, just their legs, two pairs of legs in a dimly lit room. Two men. One of them wore running shoes with lime green laces, the other was barefoot, his muscular legs covered in very dark hair.


  Mira could no longer hear them, but somehow knew they continued to argue. Without opening her eyes, she scribbled down what she saw. It wasn’t enough, she needed more details.


  A child appeared in the left-hand corner of her vision, a young boy of three or four. Sleepy eyes, black hair. He clutched a teddy in the curve of his arm and peeked out from behind a door. Mira was sure the men didn’t see him. Sound suddenly clicked back in, the hiss of air-conditioning. She couldn’t tell if it came from her room or belonged to the awful scene that unrolled across her inner vision.


  A sharp, abrupt pain pierced her chest and she gasped and doubled over, the pad and pen slipping to the floor. One of the men had been shot. She was locked into him, zipped up inside of him. Blood rushed out of him, out of her. He slammed into the wall and air blasted from her lungs.


  He wheezed and so did Mira. She saw through his eyes, saw blood pouring out of him and across the floor. She heard what he heard, soft, low laughter and a voice: “Tough luck, Sherlock.”


  The connection ruptured.


  Mira slid to the floor, her body collapsing like a beach chair.


  The hot, bright pain in her chest began to subside. She sucked at the air and rubbed at her chest, just below the sternum where the first bullet had entered. She didn’t feel any blood, any hole.


  She lurched for the lamp, hit the switch, and rocked back on her heels, rubbing frantically at the front of her T-shirt. No blood. She jerked the shirt down, certain she would see blood, exposed muscle and tissue, a gaping hole just below her breasts.


  Her skin bore no marks.


  She felt only a phantom sensation now, a terrible numbness that spread across her chest, as though she had been injected with Novocain. The man, she thought, had known his killer and had died with that low laughter rumbling in his ears.


  “Qué haces en el piso, Mami?”


  Mira opened her eyes and peered at Annie, kneeling in front of her, staring at her.


  “I slipped off the bed.”


  “That’s a dumb thing to do.”


  Mira laughed. “For sure.” She pushed to her feet, sat down on the edge of the mattress. Better, she thought. Much better.


  “You sure you’re okay, Mommy?” Annie asked. She frowned slightly, hands on her narrow hips, a forty-year-old woman trapped in an eight-year-old’s body. “You look sort of funny.”


  The sweet perfection of her daughter’s features struck her just then, the even blend of genes. Annie had her Cuban father’s dark, fathomless eyes, the high sweep of his forehead, the shameless sensuality of his mouth. The rest of her mirrored Mira: the rounded chin, the aquiline nose, high cheekbones, curly dark hair.


  “I had a bad dream.” Mira picked up the pad and pen from the floor and quickly jotted down the rest of her impressions.


  “You write down your bad dreams, too?” Annie asked.


  “If they seem important.” She included the date—Thursday, October 23—glanced at the digital clock, and added the time as well. 5:32 A.M. She put the paper and pen into a drawer, stood. “What’re you doing up so early?”


  “Seuss woke me up.”


  The black and white Tom that Mira nearly had stumbled over had been born here in the neighborhood six months ago, the runt in a litter of wild strays. She and Annie had rescued them from the atrium of a home whose owners hated cats. Whose owners probably would have drowned the kittens. Annie and her friends had tamed the kittens within thirty minutes and Annie had chosen Seuss for herself. He slid between Annie’s legs now, begging for attention, for food, for whatever she might give him, thank you very much.


  “Mommy, you don’t look okay.”


  “I’m fine. Really. C’mon, let’s brush our teeth and get some breakfast.” But her racing heart told her she wasn’t fine.


  Annie clasped Mira’s hand, her way of making sure that her mother had returned from wherever she’d gone. Her daughter understood that Mira sometimes saw pictures and heard voices in her head. But she didn’t know for sure what any of it meant.


  Some years ago, Annie had mentioned her concerns to a preschool teacher, who had related the conversation to Mira. Fortunately, the teacher didn’t equate psychics with devil worshippers; she had made an appointment for a reading and subsequently had become a friend.


  But Annie, older and more curious now, had begun to question the entire process. What kind of pictures do you see, Mommy? What kinds of sounds do you hear? Is it like a daydream? I think I like it better when you just do the cards.


  Mira actually preferred the tarot cards, too. She controlled them, not the other way around. She could read them or not read them. They didn’t shoot into her awareness the way her psychic impressions did.


  The nagging, gnawing question, though, centered around timing. Had the events occurred at the moment she perceived them? Or last year? Or would they happen next week? What was the time frame? And hell, what did it have to do with her?


  The drone of morning cartoons drifted through the house, a comforting noise, utterly familiar. Mira rubbed the steam from the bathroom mirror and stared at her blurred image. She hadn’t put her contacts in yet, but she didn’t need the contacts to peer upward and to the right of her reflection. Here, she could sometimes see replays of whatever she had tuned into.


  She knew some detail of the experience had escaped her. It happened sometimes, a psychic blindspot, a tiny black hole in her mind’s eye. She sensed the detail’s shape, its reality, but she couldn’t seize it. She kept seeing only herself, her black hair still wet from her shower, her dark eyes pinched with worry.


  Look harder, her grandmother always told her. If you don’t see it right away, keep looking until you do. That’s what your name means. To look.


  She leaned closer to the mirror, but nothing changed.


  Screw it, she thought, and picked up a jar of face cream that her grandmother had given her last Christmas. The stuff supposedly removed dead cells from the skin and thus make wrinkles less pronounced. A youth cream, Nadine had said. She herself used it all the time and did she look eighty?


  Nadine had never looked her age. A runner long before it was fashionable, she’d been practicing yoga and meditation since her twenties and meat hadn’t passed her lips since she hit eighteen. She had outlived two husbands and two of her five children. A broken hip last year had slowed her down, though, and her bad fall had frightened her enough to sell her home and move into the apartment above Mira’ s bookstore.


  Mira dabbed the cream on her face and rubbed it in. She wondered what she would look like if Nadine had not been her grandmother. After all, Nadine had encouraged her to become a vegetarian twenty years ago, when she was just seventeen, had taught her yoga, had guided her into herself and out again after Tom’s death.


  Nadine had liked Tom on sight. But even without her grandmother’s tacit approval, Mira had loved him from the beginning. Only later had she realized he came from a family that represented everything she wasn’t. They ate meat, his mother was a rigid Catholic, and his father was a practicing santero who sacrificed animals. Tom had been none of those things, but a product of all of them.


  We choose what challenges us. Nadine’s slogan.


  Mira supposed it might be significant that she thought of this now, as she tried to recall some slippery detail of a vision. She felt sure she didn’t know anyone in the scene she’d glimpsed. It had nothing to do with her and Annie. And yet, its power had to indicate a connection to her. But how? In what way?


  By the time Mira and Annie finished breakfast, the sun had come up and the neighborhood ducks had congregated in the backyard, fussing for food. The ducks numbered about fifty now and they made their home on this small, placid lake in the Fort Lauderdale suburbs. Everyone fed them, but she and Annie made a ritual of it.


  They walked down to the lake with a jar filled with birdseed and poured it into the feeder under the banana tree. The ducks descended in a feeding frenzy. Annie moved among them on her hands and knees, stroking this one, talking to that one, feeding a white duck out of her hand. Her dark hair shone in the sunlight, the cool October breeze ruffling the ends. She had turned eight on September 15, the five-year anniversary of her father’s death.


  Annie came running across the grass, shouting that she didn’t want to be late for school. And suddenly the trees and the lake and the ducks dissolved. Mira stared out of someone else’s eyes at blurred greens, high grasses, a patch of blue sky, all of it seen as though the person—a woman?—lay flat on her back.


  Mira shut her eyes quickly, opening herself to it. She didn’t see anything, but she heard an odd scraping sound, like a broom brushing against metal, and she smelled water. Canoe. Tall grass. Then it dissolved. She couldn’t tell if it had a connection to the other vision or not. It felt eerie, scary.


  “We going or what?” Annie asked, tugging impatiently on her hand.


  She opened her eyes, relieved that the world had solidified again. “We’re gone,” she said with a smile, and they ran up to the porch.


  Mira sat in the office of her bookstore, one hand on the phone. She knew she would regret it if she didn’t make the call to the police. The vision would haunt her. She would wonder what might have happened if she had called.


  Her limited experience with cops had been, for the most part, unpleasant. The three cops she’d worked with on half a dozen cases or so over the years lived forty years in the past. They automatically dumped psychics in the weirdo category, along with witches, vampires, and things that went bump in the night.


  None of the cops had ever informed her whether the information she had given them was accurate, had never offered any feedback at all. They could have been reincarnated priests from the Dark Ages who had made the reading of the cards punishable by burning at the stake.


  So forget it, she thought. She had a business to run, she didn’t have time for this shit. Why get involved? Why invite complications? Right now, she needed to focus her energy on the psychic fair for Halloween weekend, about nine days from now. She still had a million loose ends to tie up.


  The city of Fort Lauderdale, in conjunction with local businesses, put on the street fair every year. Bands, art booths, food concessions, clowns and jugglers, a costume contest. This year’s fair would include one block of exhibits devoted to “alternatives” —alternative lifestyles, alternative futures, alternative anything. Her job was to sign up psychics, card readers, health food and vitamin advocates, everything allied with alternative living.


  It would be held on Las Olas Boulevard, Lauderdale’s less pretentious equivalent of Palm Beach’s Worth Avenue. City officials expected two hundred thousand people to attend over the course of three days. The exposure would expand her store’s visibility, bring in new customers and, she hoped, would boost the profits, which this year had been only marginal.


  She pushed the phone out of reach, swiveled her chair around, and felt dismayed by the stacks of papers on her desk. Book orders, special orders, a dozen yellow notes about the fair stuck to files, envelopes, her wall. Call so and so. Confirm with so and so. Get money from so and so.


  Through the rear window, she could see the yoga class in session in the garden, in the grassy shade of a pair of banyan trees. Nadine taught most of the yoga classes, her body as supple as a child’s despite her eighty years and a broken hip twelve months ago.


  One World Books & Things had never been just a New Age bookstore. From its inception, she’d envisioned it as a place where people could find alternative answers to their spiritual, emotional, and physical needs. As a result, the shop now offered services that ranged from yoga to channeling, the prosaic to the esoteric.


  Nine years ago, Nadine and Tom had financed the property, two lots on Fort Lauderdale’s New River. Even then, waterfront property had been enormously expensive, but they’d gotten the land in a foreclosure sale for a fraction of its worth. The price had included a two-story house of crumbling coquina rock, limestone embedded with fossils, the peninsula’s DNA.


  Built in 1942 by a wealthy citrus baron for his partially paralyzed mother, the place had numerous amenities for the handicapped. She and Tom had retained some of them: the rickety elevator that connected the two floors, the dumbwaiter in the kitchen, the single closet shared by two rooms, the wheelchair ramps. But the house had needed so many repairs, Tom had taken the summer off from the firm where he practiced law and they had gone to work rebuilding the place.


  Mira had been pregnant at the time, an easy pregnancy for a twenty-seven-year-old woman, easy except for the wild mood swings and the vivid, horrifying dreams.


  No, that wasn’t accurate. There had only been one dream, a soap opera of the unconscious that had expanded in detail every time she had it: Tom pulling out of the driveway one evening at dusk, Tom walking into a store where he was gunned down. She had never told Tom about the dream.


  In real life, it had happened three years later and Mira and Annie had driven to the convenience store with him. Annie, exhausted from her birthday party, had fallen asleep in the backseat, so Mira stayed in the car while Tom went inside. The details of the actual incident had differed sufficiently so that initially she didn’t recognize them as what she had dreamed.


  By the time the man charged out of the store and she realized what was happening, the damage was done. Tom already lay in a pool of blood inside, one of two victims shot by a masked assailant during a robbery. The bastard had gotten away with maybe two hundred bucks and had never been found.


  That had been her first experience with a cop, an aging cynic who believed only in what his five senses told him. She hadn’t succeeded in convincing him otherwise. Despite countless attempts, she never had been able to pick up anything on the killer and had begun to doubt her ability. Now she realized she’d been too close to it to separate her grief from her impressions.


  But this situation differed, she needed to remember that. She wasn’t too close to it, she didn’t know either of the men she’d seen, she wasn’t involved. What could it possibly cost her simply to give the cops the information? Then that would be it.


  Mira reached for the receiver before she could change her mind. She called information for the Broward County Sheriff’s Department, then punched out the number. She nervously tapped a pencil.


  “Broward County Sheriff’s Department. How may I direct your call?”


  “Homicide.”


  “Just a minute and I’ll connect you.”


  Click, buzz, nothing but a void. Hang up now. This is going to mean trouble for you. Images of what she’d seen welled up inside of her—the two men, the running shoes with the green shoelaces, the shot, the child. She suddenly had trouble breathing, a wall of perspiration swept across her back, her stomach knotted.


  I can’t do this, she thought, and started to hang up when a gruff male voice said, “Homicide, Detective Ames.”


  She tried to even out her breathing, to speak normally. “My name’s Mira Morales. I, uh, have some information about a murder.”


  “What sort of information, Mrs. Morales?”


  Another thing about cops that she didn’t like was that they called all women missus.


  “Psychic information.”


  Silence. She could almost see his derisive smile, the roll of his eyes. Then he said: “What’s the information?”


  “White male. Shot in the chest below the sternum by another male. There was one witness, a boy of maybe four. Later on, I saw a boat, maybe a canoe, gliding through tall grass. I saw it early this morning, but I’m not sure of the real time.”


  Spoken aloud, it sounded foolish, demented. The cop didn’t laugh, but he didn’t sound too impressed, either. He actually sounded somewhat bored. “Was there anything else, ma’am?”


  “No, that was it.”


  “We appreciate the call, Mrs. Morales. If we need to speak to you again, where can we get in touch with you?”


  She knew he’d dismissed her as a flake. Just the same, she gave him her phone number and address.


  “One World Books is where you work, ma’am?”


  “I own the store.” I’m not a complete flake, turkey.


  “Very good, ma’am. Thanks for calling.”


  The line went dead.


  Chapter 2


  The sawgrass scraped against the canoe, a noise like fingernails drawn over a chalkboard. He paddled faster, faster, propelling the canoe through a flowing river of grass with dagger-sharp teeth.


  In junior high school, Hal Bennet had read about this river of grass, the very essence of the Everglades. He had read about the way it whispered to people who listened, that the tiny ridges on its leaves were sharp enough to flay the skin from a man’s hands. Something in the description of such wilderness had captivated his imagination and held it through all the years since.


  The grass ended and he paddled out into Hell’s Bay, an open lake that shimmered like a sheet of aluminum foil. The sun beat down, heating up the top of his head. But it didn’t scoop him raw inside, didn’t suck him dry, didn’t bake his bones. This didn’t even come close to the heat in July or August or even September, when the sun burned white against the sky and mosquitos filled the scorched, breathless air.


  He paddled rapidly, tirelessly, propelled by the fear that had dogged him since he had left Steele’s home. At times, the fear became a vague, protoplasmic thing, a thick mass that lodged in his throat or pounded between his eyes. Other times it molded itself into something quite specific: that he’d overlooked something at the house that would enable the cops to identify him. The fear pierced him now as he crossed the open lake, completely exposed, vulnerable.


  He wished he had used the airboat. He kept it hidden in the mangroves not far from where he lived, his fast ticket to civilization, noisy but efficient, like driving a Porsche versus a golf cart. It would have gotten him across this lake in the blink of an eye.


  The woman lay on the floor of the canoe and had been sighing and weeping much of the time, but now seemed to be slipping into oblivion. Hal had injected her with enough Darvon to catapult her into next week. He hoped she would stay out for a while now; her whimpers and groans and sighs irritated him. He found it easier to paddle and think when she remained silent.


  On the other side of Hell’s Bay, the mangroves sprang up, hiding him again. The trees looked like green umbrellas with long, bushy tassels that nearly brushed the water. The branches sagged so badly they created narrow, eerie tunnels through which he paddled, traveling up and down trails that had been created by the force and power of the water itself.


  Some of these trails, labyrinthine and hidden, didn’t exist on any maps and couldn’t accommodate airboats—not his, not those of the park service. The trail he followed emptied into a lagoon surrounded by dense mangroves. At its deepest, the water went down about six feet.


  Hal had stumbled upon it after he’d maxed out his sentence for fraud nine years ago. No land surrounded it, just the ubiquitous mangroves, their nest of roots thrust deeply into the black, rich soil.


  The mangroves hid the chickee so well you couldn’t see it unless you knew it was there. It looked like a snug wooden box with four skinny legs that lifted it eight feet out of the water. The Seminole Indians had built the first chickees in the Everglades, spare, open-sided habitats that kept them high and dry but little else. In the last fifteen years, the park service had constructed a number of them for campsites. Hal felt sure, though, that his had been the genuine Seminole version.


  When he’d found the place, it had resembled a lean-to with a leaky roof and a rotting platform. Over many months, he had hauled in supplies by canoe, enlarged the platform, built walls, put on a tin roof and covered it with branches and leaves for camouflage. Then he proceeded to make it not only habitable, but comfortable.


  He had added two rooms—a kitchen with a waterproof storage closet and a family room. The kitchen had most of the modem amenities—a gas stove, a small fridge that ran off a generator, a sink with running water that he pumped from the lagoon, even a small microwave. He had sanded down the wooden floor, filled in the spaces between the beams, and sealed it in polyurethane.


  The family room impressed him; sometimes he wondered how the hell he’d constructed it. The shelves against one wall housed his extensive collection of videotapes, a small color TV, a CD boom box with a stack of CDs, a laptop computer, and a cellular phone. Hal enjoyed his creature comforts and had gone to great lengths to make the chickee not just a refuge, but a home.


  From the beginning, the chickee’s bathroom had been a problem. It had lacked plumbing and he couldn’t bring himself to pollute the lagoon by flushing waste into it. So he’d stolen parts from various Jiffy Johns at the campsites and had made a smaller, more compact unit. Whenever it filled, he pumped the contents into a fifty-five-gallon drum, hauled it to the nearest campsite, then emptied it into another Jiffy John.


  The park service probably had blamed the missing parts on vandals; he felt sure he had nothing to worry about in that department. But now, with one more person here, he would have to empty it more often.


  He considered the shower his best invention. A wooden stall outdoors, it used water hand-pumped from the lagoon or from the small cistern on the roof.


  Hal paddled to the ladder at the back of the chickee. In the shadows by the mangroves, he saw Big Guy, the ten-foot gator that had been a fixture here for the last four years. He fed the gator often enough to keep him around because nothing would discourage an intruder faster than a gator with an appetite for fresh meat. His small reptilian eyes peered just above the surface of the water, watching Hal, waiting for the canoe to tip or for Hal to slip on his way up the ladder.


  “Not a chance, fucker.” He slapped the water with the paddle.


  Big Guy sank out of sight.


  Hal tied the canoe to the ladder and began unloading his supplies. Since he had started living out here about six years ago, he never wasted a trip into town. Prison had taught him the importance of being prepared and Andrew Steele had taught him, among other things, to trust no one.


  On the rare occasions when he got lonely, he went into town for dinner or a movie. Or he reached, his consciousness soaring across the distance that separated him from other men until it found the perfect host. During his isolation here, he had gotten good at reaching, much better than even Steele had ever imagined.


  In the early days, he occasionally picked up some sweet young thing from one of the bars on Lauderdale beach. But the last time, the whole thing had ended in disaster.


  The woman, a college student looker from Maine, was so drunk she didn’t remember him in the morning. She refused to have sex with him, refused even though she’d loved it during the night when she was bombed. He told her she could swim back to Lauderdale. She took it literally and leaped into the lagoon.


  Hal, locked in horror at the edge of the platform, had watched Big Guy attack her. For weeks afterward, he had remained out here, too terrified to venture into town. Every night he’d dreamed of prison and every morning he’d awakened with his throat tight and dry, his heart racing.


  When he couldn’t stand it any longer, when his need to know overpowered his fear, he had ventured into the library in Florida City and looked through the back issues of the local papers. The only reference he found was a short piece in the local section— “Mystery of Missing College Student Remains Unsolved.” He had never brought a woman out here again, until now, and this woman wasn’t just any woman.


  Once he’d piled the supplies on the platform, he climbed back into the canoe and knelt beside her. Zipped inside the sleeping bag, she was completely out of it now. Her mouth had opened slightly, her dark hair curled like punctuation marks against her forehead and cheeks.


  It thrilled him to see her up close like this. All the waiting and the planning had paid off. Hal particularly liked her mouth, full and sultry, a Kim Basinger mouth. Her skin, as creamy and smooth as whipped butter, spoke of eternal youth. Her thick lashes left shadows on her cheeks. He could love a woman like this, had loved her at one time, maybe loved her still.


  But considering how wrong things had gone at her house, maybe he should’ve killed her back there. Maybe he should do it now. One silenced shot between the eyes, then let Big Guy get rid of the evidence.


  The idea tempted him. If he killed her, he wouldn’t have to deal with the possibility that his plans might fail, that she might not grow to love him, that she, in fact, might discover he had killed her husband. But hell, he’d brought her this far, risking his ass, so he picked her up, sleeping bag and all, draped her over his shoulder like a load of dirty laundry, and climbed the ladder.


  Hal carried her into the big room in the chickee, set her on the futon cushion, flung open the four shutters to admit air and light. It got awfully hot when the place was closed up, but the shutters cut down on roaches, rats, and other undesirables.


  He glanced slowly around, wondering how she would react to it. Even though the room didn’t begin to compare to her luxury with Steele, it possessed a certain uniqueness. In his considerable spare time, he had made most of the furniture—the pair of swinging chairs that hung from the center ceiling beam, the frame for the futon, the coffee table, the bookshelves, even the shutters.


  Drawings and sketches covered the walls, charcoals and pencil sketches he’d drawn of her during the months he’d been watching her. Rae on the street, her hair blowing out behind her. Rae getting into her snappy Mercedes. Rae on the beach. Rae on a playground with her son. The sketches hardly qualified as great art, but he didn’t think they were half bad, either.


  He knelt beside her, brushed her hair away from her forehead and face. She got prettier every time he looked at her. He pressed his face into her blonde hair, breathing in the scent of sweat and grime and the faint fragrance behind it, some expensive shampoo. He ran his fingertip down the bridge of her nose, across a cheek. Christ, skin this soft should be against the law.


  He unzipped the sleeping bag, peeled it open, and looked at her, taking her in. Bare feet with polished toenails. Gray leggings that covered long legs, muscular, shapely thighs. A long rose-colored T-shirt with “Nassau” written across the front in pink letters. She and Steele used to fly to Nassau just to shop.


  Hal raised her T-shirt bit by bit. Nice. Very nice. Hips like blades, not an ounce of fat at her waist. He raised the T-shirt higher. She wasn’t wearing a bra. He stared at her breasts, pale as moons, not too large, not too small. Beautiful, just beautiful.


  A mole stood alone under her right breast, a dark, mysterious eye that stared back at him.


  Sooner or later he would have to sketch that breast, that mole, and add it to his collection. But not now. Now he would indulge himself in a private celebration for a job well done.


  Hal sat beside her, legs crossed Indian-style. He rested one hand lightly against her forehead, the other clasped his knee. He shut his eyes, focused on Rae, and reached. With her conscious mind numbed by the Darvon, his energy coursed into her swiftly, unimpeded. In seconds, he found the dark, shuttered room that held her primal fears, a Pandora’s box that he would open for his own dangerous pleasures and then use to control her.


  Her husband, after all, had been his best teacher.


  When Hal surfaced awhile later, sweat soaked his clothes. He tugged off his T-shirt, went into the kitchen for the foot ladder, and carried it back into the room. He set it in the corner, climbed onto it. He reached into a space between the tin roof and the wall, a nook, a cranny, a hole in space and time, and let his fingers trail over the three aluminum tins hidden there.


  Two of the tins held about thirty grand, a fraction of the money from the scam that had sent him to prison. The third tin, the one he selected, contained a .38 and two boxes of bullets, several pairs of handcuffs and their keys, and a wallet he hadn’t touched in more than four years. He plucked out a pair of handcuffs, put the lid back into place, returned the tin to its hiding place. Then he returned to the woman. To Rae.


  Hal snapped one cuff around her wrist and locked the other around a vertical strut on the rocking chair. He had bought the cuffs at one of the sex shops in Lauderdale, heavy-duty suckers that even Houdini couldn’t wiggle out of.


  He sat back on his heels, staring at her, tempted to reach inside of her again, to do it just for fun this time, like he used to do when he lived in Miami. He called himself Reverend Hal back then, counselor to the numerous suckers willing to pay him a bundle to clean their lives of negative vibrations, remove curses, protect them from psychic attack. He’d lived like a king.


  Then some of the Cuban santeros, pissed off because they lost their clients to him, had blown the whistle. He was arrested for fraud, his attorney advised him to plead not guilty, and he’d gotten seven fucking years.


  Now, though, he was wiser and in full command. Steele had always cautioned him to pace himself between reaches so that he could maintain control. Restraint, Hal now knew, proved vital to the process. So he left her alone. Besides, he had already filled her with the image that would prey on her darkest fears, that would discourage her from doing what the coed had done.


  Rae Steele, ex-beauty queen, ex-prison teacher, widow of a multimillionaire, didn’t know how to swim. Water terrified her. And that, Hal thought, would be the pivotal point of his control over her.


  Unless she discovered that he’d killed her husband. Then she would do everything she could to get out of here.


  It scared him to think about the things that might go wrong. Even if she didn’t find out about Steele, she might never come to love him, and then where the hell would he be? Or, even worse, suppose the cops found him and pinned the murder on him? He wouldn’t just go back to prison; he would end up at The Rock, the worst prison in Florida. And he wouldn’t be in just any cell, he would be on Death Row, getting set for Sparky, Florida’s electric chair.


  Hal had read about electrocution, how your skin burned and sizzled and smelled like bacon, how your organs turned liquid, how your brain fried. When he was younger, he had always thought it couldn’t happen to him. Now he knew better. It could happen to anyone.


  A slow, piercing chill moved through him. He squeezed his eyes shut, clasped his arms at his waist, and rocked back and forth, again and again, until the cold, crippling fear had passed.


  Chapter 3


  On Friday morning, October 24, the budget cuts in the Broward County Sheriff’s Department hit Wayne Sheppard where it really hurt. Due to his low seniority—five years—he would no longer have a cruiser at his disposal except for emergencies. A homicide investigation didn’t qualify as an emergency, which was why he was driving his aging Camaro up a winding driveway to a crime scene.


  You’ll get mileage, Shep, Captain Young had assured him.


  Like twenty cents a mile would buy him a new car when the Camaro died. It now sputtered and coughed its way toward ninety thousand miles, at least thirty past its natural life. He expected that before the end of today, he would have to drop it at the garage for yet another repair in a string of repairs that had been eating him alive. The front axle, the alternator, the AC, an oil leak. The ravages of entropy.


  And now, without the cruiser to fall back on, it would be a matter of weeks before he was forced to sink more deeply into debt for a new car.


  Debt obviously didn’t concern the family who lived at the end of this driveway. Sheppard drove through a virtual forest of seagrape trees and Florida pines and passed beds of wildflowers that exploded with color. The air smelled fragrant with gardenias, pine, ocean. A faint breeze rustled the leaves as he passed. He guessed the estate covered five acres or so, not much for someplace like Montana or Texas. But here in South Florida, a beachfront spread this size qualified as a kingdom.


  The trees ended just short of the mansion, a sprawling split-level made of cedar, pine, and glass. The house seemed to blend into the land, as though it had grown from the soil itself.


  The Camaro rattled and spewed black smoke as he turned off the engine. Christ, what now? The muffler? -The alternator? Something altogether new? Cancer instead of just arthritis, he thought.


  If Gabby couldn’t patch whatever was wrong and he had to leave the car overnight, he would have to beg for the use of a cruiser. Or rent a car, which he couldn’t afford. He had bought a town house not long ago and with the mortgage, taxes, the repairs, and furniture purchases, not to mention his mounting credit card debt, he was in hock up to his eyeballs.


  He headed up the sidewalk, past the forensics’ van and the paramedic trucks, to the open front door. He cracked his knuckles and counted silently backward from a hundred, the best way he’d found to detach himself at a crime scene.


  He stepped into the marble hallway and saw Paula Crick at the end of it, a silhouette against a burst of sunlight behind her, the only black coroner in the state. She spoke quietly into a mini cassette recorder, then turned it off when she saw him and hurried over.


  “I thought I heard your heap farting up the driveway, Shep. What’d they do, take away your cruiser?”


  “You got it. We aren’t even a month into the new fiscal year and they’re doing more than just trimming fat.”


  “Shit, tell me about it. I lost two assistant positions and that’s going to mean three days minimum for an autopsy.”


  The grapevine already buzzed with rumors that certain positions in the sheriff’s office had been earmarked for elimination. If they made this decision on the same basis as the allotment of cruisers, then he was screwed.


  “What’ve we got?” he asked as they walked up the hall, deeper into the house.


  “White male, late forties, shot through the chest. My guess is that it happened sometime yesterday morning; he’s been dead at least twenty-four hours. Name’s Andrew Steele.”


  “The criminologist?”


  “The same.”


  “Christ.”


  “You knew him?”


  “Not well. He taught a couple of workshops back in the days when no one worried about the budget. He wasn’t just a criminologist, he was also a shrink.”


  “What’d you think of him?”


  “Brilliant man. I admired him.” And envied his sophistication, smoothness, his obvious breeding.


  Crick didn’t offer an opinion about Steele. “His four-year-old son was found in the kitchen, unconscious and curled up in a fetal position. The housekeeper says he’s a diabetic. She had the presence of mind to give him a shot of insulin when she found him, which may have saved his life. He’s at Holy Cross Hospital now. The mother is missing.”


  In other words, Crick believed the mother was the primary suspect. “She shot him and split, leaving her injured son behind? Is that what you’re saying, Paula?”


  “Honey, no conclusions yet. I’m just telling you what I know so far.”


  “Where’s the housekeeper?”


  “Out by the pool, waiting for you. She had Thursday off and came in around eight this morning. She’s been working for the Steeles since they got married ten years ago, and comes in five days a week. Cleans, picks up the son from preschool, helps with dinner.”


  “Any relatives?”


  “Maternal grandmother in California. The housekeeper has a call into her.”


  “What kind of work does the missus do?”


  “The worst imaginable, if you don’t include what we do. High school English teacher. Rae didn’t show up for work yesterday.”


  ABC, she laid it out. Paula Crick had been Broward County Coroner for almost twenty years, was now pushing sixty and sharper than ever. Very little got past her. People respected her, but found her abrasive and opinionated, the very qualities that Sheppard liked about her. The standing joke was that Crick preferred the company of the dead because they couldn’t argue with her.


  The hall opened into a magnificent room that overlooked a swimming pool and deck and the grand sweep of the ocean. The Savould rug in the center had probably cost more than his annual salary. A small fortune in jade and crystal figurines graced a display case against the wall. Lithographs and paintings adorned the walls.


  And there, next to a hewn stone coffee table, sprawled on the marble floor, lay Andrew Steele. Fruit flies hovered over him, an army of ants marched from the sliding glass doors to the corpse and then over it. They swarmed across his face, into his nostrils and out, busy little fuckers marching across the bloodstain shaped like Sicily on the front of his silk pajamas. Steele’s head was turned toward the sliding glass door, as though he had hoped to glimpse the ocean one last time.


  Sheppard said, “I knew Steele was well off, but I didn’t realize it was this kind of money.”


  “Family money on his side. His grandfather owned half the county back in the thirties. Rae was his second wife, their son is his only child. With him dead, they inherit everything.”


  “How much is everything?” he asked.


  Crick threw out her arms, a gesture that embraced not only the house, but the whole complex package. “Shit, I don’t know. Twenty million? Fifty? A hundred? More than we’re likely to see in our lifetimes.”


  He would have to live as long as Moses to even take a baby step close to twenty million. Get off it, Shep. One second at a time. Right. Be in the moment. Focus, for Christ’s sake. Focus.


  He walked over to the body and moved around it slowly. How many corpses had he seen in his life? Three years on the streets of Miami, five with the FBI, five with Broward County: the bodies added up. You had to shut off the part of you that cared and he did it by counting backward from a hundred. It kept his left brain busy and calmed him.


  He began the countdown and by eighty-eight, Steele looked pretty much as Sheppard remembered him: lean, solid, sinewy. A runner’s body. Once, he’d been Cary Grant handsome, hair fading to white at the temples, sensuous mouth, bold bone structure. Now his bloated body looked sickly white.


  Judging by the angle of his body, the way he was lying, and the spatter of blood, Sheppard figured he’d been shot from maybe fifteen feet. He probably had stumbled back and tripped over the hassock that stood about six inches from his feet. Blood had seeped around him, thick and dry now.


  He thought about Moses again, nine hundred years of burning bushes, burning seas, burning miracles, and he thought about how fast and brightly twenty or a hundred million would burn. Andrew Steele, brilliant and wealthy, at the apex of his life, had seemed invulnerable to Sheppard, protected somehow by his wealth, his opportunities, his silver spoon. But here he lay, just one more corpse, one more goddamn South Florida statistic.


  “When can you autopsy him, Paula?”


  “Like I said, hon, these budget cuts …”


  “C’mon.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Barring a catastrophe, I should be able to do him by Monday at the latest. I don’t anticipate anything unusual, but you never know. Maybe it’ll be easy and I’ll find coke in his blood.”


  “His secrets smell more complicated than that.”


  “One thing’s for sure. Anyone with this kind of money has all different problems than we do.”


  “We’d deal with the problems, Paula, if we were in his shoes.”


  Paula Crick folded her arms at her waist, nodded slowly. “This girl hears you loud and clear, Shep honey. I play the Lotto every week, same as you. But c’mon, if we won, we’d fuck it up, same as he did.” Her arms unfolded from her body like wings and made a gesture that encompassed the house, the beach, the rarefied air of Steele’s world. “The only difference is that we wouldn’t end up murdered, you and me, because it’s something we know more about than he did.”


  Sheppard’s head began to ache. He didn’t want to be standing here. He didn’t want to be in this house, having this particular conversation with the coroner while Andrew Steele’s corpse lay at his feet. It reminded him of his own mortality, which had gotten all mixed up with money issues.


  “Any idea how much alimony goes out to the ex?” he asked.


  “No alimony, at least according to the housekeeper. Wife number one lives in Boston, has remarried, and hasn’t had any contact with him for at least twelve or thirteen years. Wife number two met him when she was teaching at Manatee Correctional up the coast. She’s ten years or so younger. The housekeeper hinted that things weren’t going too well.”


  They had moved past the body to make room for the police photographer and stopped in the kitchen doorway. She pointed at a black X on the marble floor. “That’s where the son, Carl, was found. You want to talk to the housekeeper?”


  “Not yet. I’d like to poke around first.” He needed to be alone in these rooms, to pull the silence into himself, to mull it over. Maybe, just maybe, the silence would tell him something about why Steele had been murdered.


  Sheppard pulled a pair of latex gloves from a pocket inside his windbreaker. “See you in a bit.”


  The house was—what? Six thousand square feet? Eight? Ten? Whatever the exact measurements, it would take a team of cops days to search it well. But any home search could be narrowed down initially to just two rooms, Sheppard thought, the victim’s bedroom and office.


  Sheppard climbed a winding staircase from the second floor that opened into a large cupola made almost entirely of glass.


  The astonishing view of the glistening Atlantic and the beach three floors below literally stole his breath. Gulls wheeled past the glass, their shrieks echoing in the morning stillness. French doors, also glass, opened onto a wide porch that wrapped around either side of the cupola. Wicker patio furniture, painted the same shade of blue as the sky, stood under an awning.


  He walked out onto the porch and peered straight down into the swimming pool area. He glimpsed a pair of brown legs poking out from under an umbrella that covered a patio table. Probably the housekeeper. Toys floated at the shallow end of the pool.


  Sheppard stepped back inside the cupola. He wondered what it would it be like to wake up every morning in a house like this, walk into this office in the morning and feast on this sky, this ocean, this sunlit paradise?


  Money: hello again. The grim reality depressed him. He was pushing forty, two thousand bucks stood between him and bankruptcy, and the credit card companies loved him so much they kept sending him new cards with lower interest rates and higher limits.


  The two grand he’d managed to save had been marked for a trip to the Peruvian Amazon. Every day it became increasingly apparent that the trip wouldn’t happen within the next six months. If he lost his job, the only way the Peruvian trip would happen at all would be if he lived as long as Moses.


  Sheppard pulled a notepad from his shirt pocket and jotted notes. When he glanced up, his own reflection gazed back at him: that of a muscular man with sandy-colored hair who stood six-four in his bare feet. The slight stoop to his shoulders had started in eighth grade, when he’d shot up a full foot and towered over every other kid in his class. The stoop irritated him. It was a throwback, a habit, one of many that he had trouble breaking.


  He straightened his shoulders, cracked his knuckles. Another habit. Trace that one back to his last cigarette years ago.


  The moment, he reminded himself. Live in the moment. Sure. The Zen of homicide. Forget the corpse, forget the millions, forget his imminent unemployment.


  He turned, his gaze sweeping through the office. Books.


  Everywhere he looked, he saw books. The things a man read, the books he collected, often told more about him than what he kept in his desk drawers. Sheppard climbed the wooden library ladder that moved from wall to wall along a metal track. The books ranged from true crime to a large collection on metaphysics to heavy psych tomes. Freud, Jung, Adler, all of them accompanied by numerous pop psychology books.


  Sheppard had started out as a psych major and after a year of boring bullshit, switched to criminology. It had its share of bullshit, too, but it had held his interest. After three years as a Miami cop, he’d found the stress unbearable and had gone to law school. He’d come out of the University of Florida with a degree, a wife, and the certainty that he and the practice of law would soon part ways. It, too, was riddled with bullshit. But his law degree had gotten him into the FBI.


  By the time he’d quit the Bureau, his marriage had fallen apart. He’d saved quite a bit of money, so he traveled around for a while. He had taken up running and regular workouts at a gym as ways to deal with stress. He had ceased pouring energy into what had gone wrong and had tried to define what had gone right in his life. By the time he’d put himself back together again, he was ready to move on and had ended up in Fort Lauderdale.


  Now, as one of two floaters in the department, he worked wherever he was needed. He’d been assigned to every major department, he liked the variety. And the floater spots, he thought, probably headed the budget shitlist.


  None of the women in his life fell into the “special” category. He traveled even when he couldn’t afford it and preferred foreign destinations. His passion for very old places didn’t quibble about continents, as long as the site held mystery.


  He collected things when he traveled and now had an impressive array of pre-Columbian artifacts. He hoped to open an import/export business someday, which would allow him to indulge his need for travel and his fascination with ruins. But that dream seemed about as close as the moon.


  Sheppard had been on several archaeological digs as a volunteer, had seen the sunrise over Machu Picchu, and he had spent four hours alone inside of the Great Pyramid, listening to the whispers of a civilization that had been dead for millennia. Those kinds of experiences constituted his vision for the future, on a full-time basis and not just as some expensive hobby.


  Homicide work bore an uncanny resemblance to digging around in ruins; the past told its secrets to those who listened. Perhaps in this way he and Andrew Steele differed only marginally and the secret lay in finding their commonality, however small.


  So Sheppard selected several of Steele’s books, set them to one side of the desk to take with him. The desk, he noticed, was probably the most normal object in the room, wood-paneled, six feet long, with two shelves at the back and six drawers. The arrangement of contents smacked of an organized, efficient mind, everything just so: pens and pencils, Scotch tape, computer supplies, paper supplies, printer cartridges, two boxes of Christmas cards.


  He found a small photo album with pictures of a striking young woman and a small boy, probably Steele’s wife and son. Sheppard looked more closely, noting the strain in the wife’s smile, the hesitancy in the boy’s eyes. A bad day? Or a life that hadn’t measured up?


  He knew the feeling, all right. He’d felt like this when he and his wife had split. Even Steele’s money would not have fixed the marriage. Then again, money wouldn’t have fixed Sheppard’s marriage, either.


  He opened the deep bottom drawer on the left side. No files, no papers, nothing that he’d expected. Instead, he removed two colorful tins of chocolate; a jewelry box that held a lady’s silver watch studded with amber and lapis lazuli; a second jewelry box that contained a deep green emerald set in gold; small velvet bags that held a jade monkey and an elephant made of some black stone, maybe obsidian. The last item was a pendant of quartz crystal.


  Sheppard set everything on the desk and popped open the lids on the tins. None of the chocolates had been touched. But resting on top in the first tin was a plain white envelope. Inside he found a sheet of paper wrapped around seven cards. He recognized them as tarot cards, but knew nothing about them.


  He smoothed the paper flat. Someone, presumably Steele, had listed the cards one through seven and next to each had jotted REC’D, a date, and one of the items now sitting on the desk.


  He felt that first familiar ripple of excitement at discovering something that clearly didn’t fit. That was the thing with police work; you never knew when or what you might stumble upon that would lead you somewhere. He enjoyed the hunt, piecing together the seemingly disparate parts, the search for the whole picture. It fit that part
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