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  BLOODHOUND


  PART I


  THE COIN


  “The mind is a dangerous weapon,


  even to the possessor…”


  —Montaigne


  Chapter 1


  OPENING A CIRCUIT


  “I brought something with me,” the mousey woman said, rooting around in her purse. “I don’t know if you can use it… but Paulie used to carry it around with him… a good luck charm… you know.”


  She pulled the coin from her purse and set it on the dining table.


  It was the color of old pewter, tarnished and oxidized with age. It had a dull gleam to it. And a weightiness. Looked as though it had been burnished by the caress of countless greedy fingers, countless transactions. It was an old Susan B. Anthony silver dollar.


  The psychic looked at it carefully, but made no effort to pick it up. “That’s fine, honey,” the psychic said, “but first I need to know a little more about you and your boyfriend. How it all happened.”


  There was a pause, and the mousey woman took a deep breath, glancing wistfully off at the windows.


  Across the table, Charlotte Vickers, the area’s leading police psychic, waited patiently. Charlotte was a soft woman in her late thirties, with peaches and cream skin, raven hair, and pale blue eyes that shimmered perpetually with emotion. She was still dressed in her quilted silk robe and slippers, and was just now sipping the morning’s first cup of Earl Grey. Charlotte had her mother’s physique, a body that ad men used to call “full-figured” and her father used to say was the spitting image of Jane Russell. But unfortunately, the fleshy glamour-girl look went out sometime back around the heyday of the hula hoop, and now Charlotte had to perform minor miracles with the blushon and eye shadow. Especially as she crept toward the forty side of thirty. She had started sticking cartoons of circus fat ladies and corpulent barnyard animals on her refrigerator.


  Only minutes ago, Charlotte had been awakened out of a deep sleep by the mousey woman’s knock on the front door, and things were still rather blurry. The facts were as follows: the mousey woman had introduced herself as Natalie Fortunato, a local woman who had read about Charlotte in the newspaper, and she was here this morning as a last resort. She was desperate to find her missing boyfriend, and it now seemed that someone of Charlotte’s métier was her last hope.


  Charlotte had been reluctant at first—she was officially retired from missing person work—but her big, soft heart had gotten the better of her. She had invited the little gal inside, and now the two of them sat at Charlotte’s enormous oak dining table, a sterling silver tea service spread out in front of them, the Seth Thomas clock ticking steadily in the background.


  “His name is Paul,” the mousey woman began. “And we’d been going out for three years before he… you know…”


  “Vanished?” Charlotte said, blowing on her tea.


  Natalie nodded. “It was so sudden… things had been going so well, you know… I still can’t believe it.”


  Charlotte sipped her tea, then said, “How long ago did he vanish, honey?”


  “Eleven months, seven days, and fourteen hours.”


  “I see.” Charlotte felt a splinter of sympathetic emotion stab at her temple. She shook it off. There was something eating at her, something about this woman. Something familiar. “Can you tell me the circumstances?”


  “I was supposed to meet him at his office,” the little woman said bitterly, staring at the tea service as though it were a basket of dead kittens. “He was in the accounting business, you know, but he wasn’t boring or anything, he was fun—you know?—and we were supposed to have a picnic that day at Oak Street beach.” She paused for a moment, wiping the corner of her eye with the back of her hand.


  Charlotte watched the mousey woman for a moment. The little gal was barely over five feet tall, with tanned, wiry arms and almond eyes that darted about on currents of electricity. She looked like an anorexic Chihuahua on fen-phen. Somewhere in her late thirties, she had chromium blonde hair pulled back in a tight bun—a vein of black roots beginning to show—and she wore the kind of discount high-fashion garb that just broke Charlotte’s heart. A denim skirt with little sunflower appliqués, a denim top, an imitation leather vest.


  “But when I showed up at his office,” she went on, “the door was open, and the coffee machine was on, but Paulie was gone. Just… gone.”


  “What do you think happened?” Charlotte asked. “Do you think he was kidnapped?”


  Natalie shrugged. “I don’t know why in the world anybody would want to kidnap Paulie. I mean, his family was dirt poor, and Paulie was probably still paying off his college loans. Besides, if he was kidnapped, wouldn’t somebody send a ransom note, something like that?”


  Charlotte nodded and sipped her tea, thinking, then she said, “I guess you went to the police, right?”


  Natalie scowled as though tasting something bad. “Those guys don’t give a good goddamn about finding Paulie—pardon my French. I filled out all their forms and answered all their questions, and far as I can tell, they haven’t done one thing.”


  There was a torturous pause as Natalie Fortunato chewed her lip, the words hanging in the air like a bad odor. The light shimmered off the little lady’s eyes, her tears welling, glistening. Finally one broke free and tracked down her cheek, dripping on the table. Charlotte felt her stomach tighten. This was just plain unfair.


  Natalie was sniffing back her tears now, gazing around the room.


  To most visitors, Charlotte’s place was surprisingly simple: a prairie-style nest of early American folk art and Colonial-repro furniture. No crystals, no pyramids, no candles, no holy water…none of the typical accouterments one might expect to see in a psychic’s lair. The home was very practical, very cozy. The heart of the bungalow was a combination living room-dining area, bordered along the front by a comfy sectional sofa drowning in pillows and antique stuffed animals. The fulcrum point was a massive Nineteenth Century dining table around which Natalie and Charlotte now sat. It was the place where Charlotte conducted most of her consultations—usually four or five private referrals per week. These sessions provided enough income to pay the bills, but not much more. Charlotte had to be careful about how many consultations she conducted; they took so much out of her. Plus the clients had to be carefully qualified; she could not risk getting involved with anything nasty—it could virtually rip her brain out of her skull by the roots.


  And she experienced enough of that action on her police cases.


  “Palmistry?” Natalie was saying, wiping her eyes with a napkin, gazing off at something on the wall.


  “Pardon me, honey?”


  Natalie pointed toward the bookcase. “Says Palmistry. Those books. You read palms?”


  “Oh… yeah, yeah, I’m sorry, honey, yes, I do read palms.” Charlotte smiled. The wall behind her was lined with bookcases brimming with text books and manuals on tarot cards, astrology, and other New Agey practices. But mostly there were books on palmistry: Well-thumbed copies of The Big Book of Palm Reading, RevealingHands, and a portentous-looking, leather-bound number called Palmascope.


  Aside from her two years of junior college, Charlotte’s formal education had mostly been self-administered, and palmistry had become her specialty. She liked the intimacy of it, the warmth, the touch. There was always something very soothing about cradling a person’s hand and “reading” the fissures and fault lines of that person’s destiny. But mostly it was a safe way for Charlotte to “tune” her feelings to an individual’s frequency without actually opening a circuit.


  Opening a circuit was how Charlotte had come to think of her talent (never clairvoyance or mind-reading), and there was indeed something electrical about it. Something in the neurons, or the synapses, or the neurochemical reactions that happened in Charlotte’s noggin. Something like that. Charlotte didn’t spend too much time quantifying it. It was hard enough just living with it, because sometimes a circuit would open on its own, unbidden, just from the slightest touch. And then the images would crackle across Charlotte’s mindscreen, uninvited, lurid and garish. All from the accidental grope of a doorknob or telephone receiver or light switch. It was mostly visual, but often other sensory information would jolt into her head as well. Ephemeral thought-banners, feelings, sensations from someone else’s brain that were happening right at that moment. It could be maddening. And that’s why Charlotte had developed an internal switch. Like the pop of a jaw, or the click of a double-jointed bone, she could usually open the head circuit at will, or keep it closed off if she were feeling the least bit reluctant.


  Like this morning.


  The truth was, plugging into a person’s head was like breaking into a strange house in the pitch dark of night without a floor plan. There were strange smells, mazes of hallways, odd vibrations, and God-only-knows-what-else lurking in the crawlspaces. It was an experience Charlotte made every effort to avoid.


  But sometimes—like this morning—it seemed inevitable.


  “I’ll tell you the truth, honey,” Charlotte added softly. “I prefer reading palms to locating missing persons.”


  “I’ll pay you whatever you need. The seventy-five dollars is nothing to me. I’ll pay you ten times that.”


  “It’s not the money.”


  The mousey woman swallowed hard. “Then what else can I offer you?”


  Charlotte sighed and sipped her tea. Again she was stricken with the feeling that she had seen this little gal somewhere before. Maybe on television? Could that be possible? Could this mousey little thing in the T.J. Maxx denim be famous? Charlotte wasn’t a big TV-watcher; she mostly liked the late-night shows. Insomniac Theater. Anything to fill the terrible silence at three o’clock in the morning.


  The coin sat there on the tabletop like a dull silver stain.


  “Please, Miss Vickers, I’m begging you,” Natalie softly pleaded.


  Charlotte looked at the coin.


  Natalie muttered, “Please.”


  Charlotte picked up the coin, closed her fist around it and opened the circuit—


  (—a thousand miles away—)


  —and Charlotte flinched slightly, and swallowed air, and cleared her throat. It happened sometimes: A spontaneous jolt of energy off an object before Charlotte was completely ready, coalescing in her mind as pure cognition. Like static electricity crackling in her brain. This particular coin was charged with it.


  Charlotte looked down at the tarnished silver dollar in her hand.


  It was practically vibrating.


  “Miss Vickers? You all right? You feel something?” Natalie was staring at her.


  “I’m fine, honey,” Charlotte managed to say, and then uttered softly, “but I think we hit pay dirt.”


  Chapter 2


  SHARDS


  It took less than a half an hour to get a general idea of the man’s location.


  The sensation was a little bit like gobbling an ice cream cone too quickly, or sucking down a milkshake too fast: that momentary vice grip at the top of the nasal passages, so excruciating and sharp it brings tears to the eyes, and once in a while even makes the nose bleed. Charlotte was feeling that pain right now as she sat in the dining room, still in her robe, holding the Susan B. Anthony in her hands, the sunlight slanting in through dust motes.


  She kept rubbing the coin, her heart thumping, her eyes pressed closed—


  (—bright light… bright blue light… up in the trees… the sky… through the pine boughs… like bright blue shards of broken glass—)


  Charlotte shuddered, taking another deep breath, wiping away a curlicue of dark hair that had become matted to her sweaty forehead. It was shaping up to be a hot one today—maybe even record-breaking hot for June in Chicago—and Charlotte was laboring furiously, all her powers of concentration focused on the open circuit between her hand and the coin. Across the table, Natalie Fortunato was chewing her fingernails, watching, wide-eyed and jittery.


  Charlotte closed her eyes again, and let the distant feelings flow into her on invisible current—


  —and Natalie watched Charlotte’s eyes dancing and flitting beneath her lids—


  —as the involuntary ‘REM’ jolted down Charlotte’s cerebral cortex—


  (moving down a sun-dappled dirt trail behind the cabin, the forest so dark and thick it seems to swallow up the light, there’s a continual burbling sound off to the left, the glitter of sunlight on a stream peeking through the blue spruce and aspens, and now I’m walking over turf that’s almost like a soft carpet, the moist pine needles and leaves, the air crisp with Ponderosa pine. Smells so goddamn great around here, with the wildflowers—what do they call them?—Indian paintbrush? Smells fresh, like a fresh start—yeah, that’s it—A FRESH START!)


  Charlotte blinked again, the pain interrupting the flow of sensation.


  The psychic current was amazingly visceral this time, more visceral than any other missing person case Charlotte had ever encountered. She could feel the spongy carpet of pine needles on the soles of her bare feet, as though the very carpet beneath the table had momentarily transformed. She could smell the mountain air, so clean and crisp it hurt her lungs. Or maybe that was the altitude. It felt as though her little bungalow had levitated up into the clouds.


  Natalie was transfixed by it all, watching, waiting. Every few moments Charlotte would murmur something to herself—something low and inarticulate—and Natalie would practically jump out of her skin. This little woman was so tightly wound, so tense, so edgy, Charlotte was starting to worry that the woman might actually have a nervous breakdown right here in Charlotte’s living room. Especially when the little lady learned just exactly what the coin was saying about her boyfriend.


  But Charlotte wanted to be sure before she said anything.


  Squeezing the coin one last time, Charlotte closed her eyes and opened the circuit—


  —into a missing man’s brain—


  (—peering through the foliage, the undergrowth like a tapestry of green, I see a deer. It’s a big twelve-point buck with a mangy hide and big fiery eyes, and it makes my heart race, and it’s so beautiful, and all of a sudden I’m thinking, I did the right thing. Coming out here. I’m over the past now, I’m over it, because I’ve got a wife who loves me now, and my two precious boys, and they’ve all been troopers about the move, and I’m over the pain and heartache of Chicago, and I’m over being guilty about what I did, ’cause I got a brand new life now—)


  Charlotte cringed, the shooting pain cutting off the transmission.


  Natalie stirred: “What is it? What is it?”


  “Sometimes there’s a sharp pain or two,” Charlotte muttered breathlessly.


  “Any clues yet? Anything at all?”


  “I’m not sure,” Charlotte said.


  “What do you mean, you’re not sure? You said we struck pay dirt. You said you needed to concentrate for a few minutes. You’ve been working on the thing for how long—forty-five minutes?”


  “Take it easy, honey,” Charlotte said, trying to ignore the ice cream headache that was splitting her skull in two. She had reached critical mass, and she needed an aspirin, and she needed a cold rag on her forehead, and she needed to get up and walk around for a while. But all of that would have to wait because she now knew all about the missing man. She knew he was somewhere a thousand miles west of Chicago, probably Colorado. Charlotte wasn’t sure of the exact location yet, but the details probably didn’t matter much anymore. Charlotte knew that the man named Paul Lattamore was married now probably with a couple of step children—and he was very happy to be away from Chicago. As a matter of fact, it was becoming clear that the man had vanished on his own accord. From the feelings of having a “fresh start” and “good riddance to Calumet City,” it was painfully obvious that Lattamore had wanted to disappear.


  So how was Charlotte going to break this news to this little wreck of a woman?


  “Did you see something?” Natalie’s voice was stretched thin with nerves. “Is he okay? Is he alive?”


  “Yes, honey, I’m pretty sure he’s okay, and he’s definitely alive, definitely.”


  “Where is he? Was he kidnapped?”


  Charlotte rubbed the bridge of her nose. “That’s where it gets complicated.”


  “Why? Where is he?”


  Charlotte looked at her. “I think he’s in Colorado.”


  Natalie froze for a moment. “Colorado?!”


  “Yes, honey, I think that’s where he is. I think he’s living in Colorado—”


  “Goddamnit! Where?!” The mousey woman’s voice had suddenly spiked an octave. She was leaning forward now, elbows on the table, her face a collection of jagged, broken angles, her eyes narrowed down to slits, a row of tiny lower teeth showing a feral sort of grimace. “What city?—Jesus Christ! Why Colorado?”


  “Honey, it’s not gonna do you any good getting all bent outta shape,” Charlotte said. “Let’s take this one step at a time. The good news is, your boyfriend’s alive and well.”


  “I asked you what city in Colorado.” Natalie was boring her gaze into Charlotte now.


  “If you just listen to the rest of what I have to say—”


  “Are you gonna tell me?!”


  “I know you’re upset, but if you just let me explain, I think you’ll understand.”


  “Understand what?


  Charlotte took a breath, searching for the proper words. This wasn’t going to be easy. “Honey, when I locate a person—a living person—I sometimes get a sense of their state of mind. What they happen to be feeling.”


  “So what’s he feeling exactly?” Natalie said, and the emphasis that she put on the word feeling was like biting down on a shard of ice. The little gal was obviously seething with intense anger and pain and grief and confusion. Eleven months, seven days, and twenty-two hours of anger, pain, grief and confusion, to be precise.


  Charlotte took a long moment before she finally replied very softly but with enough resolve to make her point loudly and clearly: “He wasn’t kidnapped, honey.”


  There was another pause, as Natalie glowered, veins pulsing in her temple.


  Charlotte sighed. “Honey, I know this is terribly painful, but the thing is, Paul Lattamore is living a new life a long way away from here.”


  The mousey woman looked at her and said, “What do you mean, a new life?”


  Charlotte realized that it was time to tell the truth. “He’s married, Natalie. With kids. He has a new family now.”


  There was another awkward pause then, and Charlotte braced herself for the storm.


  Natalie looked away, covering her mouth with her hand, and for a moment it looked as though she might begin to cry, or maybe even scream, or perhaps overturn the dining table, but then the strangest thing happened. Her eyes seemed to crystallize, her gaze turning into a laser beam, burning into the carpet, and from the looks of her face, that beige carpet was an abomination of nature. Again, Charlotte felt that vague feeling that she had seen Natalie’s picture before in a magazine or a newspaper.


  Natalie’s voice was suddenly lower, flatter than before: “I need to know where he is in Colorado.”


  Charlotte said, “I don’t know for sure, honey, I didn’t get the specifics… but don’t you think it kinda doesn’t matter?”


  Natalie looked up at Charlotte with eyes like acetylene torches. “What kind of fucking psychic are you?”


  Charlotte felt goose bumps crawl up her back, the feeling of pure liquid hate radiating off the little gal. Charlotte said, “Honey, listen, I’m sorry it was bad news but—”


  “Stop calling me ‘honey’ and stop calling me ‘sweetheart’ and stop with the bullshit.”


  There was another stretch of tense silence, and Charlotte could feel the rage filling the room like smoke, and she could feel her stomach tightening, her throat seizing up. She had expected a strong reaction, but nothing like this. The anger was seeping out of the Fortunato woman’s pores, the lines deepening around her face until her flesh looked like an etching, her eyes like two little black diamonds pulsing with heat. She seemed to have aged fifteen years over the last minute.


  Charlotte took a breath and said very softly, “I know you’re upset, and I don’t blame you, but you’ve gotta understand, I just get general impressions at first. And besides, I didn’t think you needed to know his exact—”


  The skinny little woman lunged across the table at Charlotte.


  A bony hand clutched at Charlotte’s throat—


  —and a flashbulb popped in Charlotte’s mind.


  It happened so abruptly, so violently, that Charlotte was barely aware that both tea cups had skittered off the edge of the table and careened to the floor, because now a deluge of feelings was streaming into Charlotte from the tips of the mousey woman’s fingers, and Charlotte was frozen to her chair as though she were being electrocuted, and the feelings that were pouring into her were chaotic and unorganized, a cacophony of hate and humiliation, devouring her like black flames—


  —and then Charlotte managed to yank herself away, nearly tipping over backward in her chair.


  The mousey woman stood over her, growling, “I ask you to find out where he was, and all you can tell me is Colorado?”


  Charlotte was standing up now, backing away from the little woman, rubbing her neck. “You’re upset, and you don’t know what you’re saying… and I think you should go. Please. Now. Please go.”


  Natalie went over and scooped up her purse. She turned and looked at Charlotte for another brief moment and it looked as though Natalie might say something else and then she dug in her purse and pulled out a few wrinkled twenty-dollar bills. She threw them at Charlotte, and the bills fluttered to the floor. Then Natalie turned, stomped across the living room and stormed out the front door.


  Charlotte went over to the door and watched the wiry little woman marching down the sidewalk.


  Heading toward an obscenely huge Cadillac.


  A huge Cadillac?


  (—snap!-CLANG!—)


  (—the pump on a 12-gauge shotgun—)


  Charlotte slammed her door with a resounding thump!— and then pressed her back against the door, heart racing, mouth going dry. The revelation was a dry pop in her skull, a firecracker going off in her head. Her ears were ringing. She felt as though she were about to vomit.


  She remembered where she had seen Natalie Fortunato.


  A huge Cadillac.


  The tiny tiles of a Rubik’s Cube puzzle clicking into place in Charlotte’s head.


  It was worse than Charlotte had imagined.


  Chapter 3


  COLD SWEAT


  Paul Lattamore heard the noises sometime in the wee hours, and before he knew what was happening, he was sitting up in bed, covered in a sheen of clammy perspiration, his heart hammering furiously in his chest. A rangy man with ruddy, freckled skin and a thick head of sandy hair, he looked much younger than his forty-five years would suggest. Dressed in his customary sleeping attire of sweat pants and t-shirt, he blinked away the fire dots and swallowed the sour taste of fear as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. The tiny bedroom was just as he had left it before turning in, the shitty little veneer dresser in one corner, the spider plant hanging near the window—the medusa knot of tendrils hanging down, throwing shadow webs of moonlight across the opposite wall—and Sandy lying next to him, sweet Sandy, still smelling of the sex they had shared a couple of hours ago. The curve of her back was rising and falling gently under the covers, and Paul silently thanked Christ he hadn’t awakened her again.


  The sad fact was, Paul Lattamore was growing accustomed to waking up in a cold sweat in the middle of the night.


  It went with the territory.


  Somewhere downstairs the scratching noises continued, a faint, rhythmic tattoo like an icicle scraping glass, and Paul felt the skin on the backs of his arms and legs rashing with gooseflesh. He had felt so cocky earlier that day, dozing in his hammock, so smug in his little mountain paradise, and then the feeling had come like a bolt out of the blue, like a shockwave in his brain, and he was thinking tumor, and he was thinking stroke, and all the old fear and cold sweats had returned with a vengeance, and now his mind was filling with all sorts of images—a glasscutter on the sliding glass doors down in the kitchen, a stainless steel instrument picking at the front door’s dead bolt—and he wondered if this was the uninvited visitor he had been bracing himself for these last twelve months. Was this the old fucker with the black, hooded robe and scythe, old Mister Death coming to claim his children?—children—children! A new surge of panic rose up in Paul’s brain like a deadly jack-in-the-box. The kids were sleeping in the room across the hall, oblivious to the fact that somebody was downstairs trying to get into the house and do them all harm.


  Paul padded barefoot across the room to the closet where he kept a Taurus .38-caliber snubbie. Nestled inside a plastic file case pushed against the back wall, it was one of the guns that the federal marshal had recommended off the record as the best bet for home defense. Paul kept it in the bedroom because it was probably the most idiot-proof of all his weapons. It was lightweight, easy to load, and mechanically very simple, and God knew, Paul Lattamore needed the most user-friendly weapon he could get. He was no gangster, after all—he was just a goddamn accountant. Standing on his tiptoes, he dug the revolver out of the case and quickly opened the cylinder. There were five rounds in the gun—Winchester 38-special hollow points, another recommendation from Federal Marshal Vincent—the sixth chamber empty for safety purposes. Paul snapped the cylinder closed.


  The sound rang out across the stillness, the air shattering like broken glass.


  “Paul—?”


  Sandy’s voice came from behind him, hardly a whisper, but charged with sleepy panic. Paul turned and gazed at his wife, who was sitting up against the headboard. Paul whispered, “Stay calm, sweetie—”


  “Paul—?”


  “It’s probably nothing.”


  “Omigod,” she uttered, her fingers touching her teeth, her eyes wide and hot.


  “It’s nothing—stay here—”


  “Paul, the kids—”


  “Stay here, Sandy.”


  “But what about the drill? The drill, Paul—we’re supposed to follow—”


  “Everything’s gonna be fine,” he said, moving toward the door, the scratching noises skittering faintly downstairs in the dark. Paul put his hand on the doorknob, turned it silently, then glanced back at his wife. “Keep the door locked, and stay by the cordless,” he whispered. “If you hear anything suspicious, anything at all, call the WITSEC emergency number. They’ll have somebody here in a flash.”


  Paul stepped out into the hallway, the bedroom door latching closed behind him. He went over to the boys’ door, carefully opened it, latched it from the inside, then pulled it closed. Locked. The glimpse he had just gotten of the two youngsters sprawled in their bunks—six-year-old Timmy in his Roger Rabbit pajamas, nine-year-old Darryl in his lucky White Sox T-shirt—was burned like a flash frame across Paul’s dark-blind retinas. How could he have put these boys in such jeopardy? It was a question that Paul had asked himself again and again, and the answer was always the same: Because Paul Lattamore was a stooge, a ruse. He had done this to his family because of plain old greed, because of ego, and mostly because Paul Lattamore was chickenshit. And now, moving through the darkness of his cheap, little Colorado two-storey, moving toward the staircase with a loaded weapon in his sweaty grasp, he was trying to channel all this self-hatred into something approaching courage.


  (In his mind, a voice was screaming: Why the hell choose a house that’s so goddamn isolated? What’s so great about three acres of remote forested property, eight thousand feet above sea level—where even during the summer the night winds will freeze your gonads off—when all you really need is a neighbor who might help you out of a jam?)


  He descended the steps as quietly as possible, his ears hyper sensitized to foreign sounds, his head cocked. The scratching noises had momentarily ceased, but Paul could still see the shadows of pines dancing out on the kitchen tile, coming through the sliding glass doors. Something was moving out there, moving along the foundation.


  Paul thumbed the hammer back, gripping the gun with both hands.


  Moving toward the kitchen, his feet ice cold even through his thick wool socks, Paul felt the sensory overload washing over him: The distant burble of the creek which ran across his property line, the faint odors of mildew, traces of dinner—Sandy had cooked Middle Eastern for supper, and the house still smelled vaguely of nutmeg and curry—and even the cool, molded, beavertail grip of the .38 in his hand. Paul was trying to remember Marshall Vincent’s crash course in defensive shooting, the tripod posture, elbows locked, left palm cupped, ready to absorb with his shoulder, breathing through the shot, breathing, breathing….


  He entered the kitchen.


  The pebbled tile was so cold it was like walking on a skating rink, and the shadows swirled across the laminate cabinets, across the front of the fridge. In his panic-charged peripheral vision, Paul could see the snapshots of his sons dressed in little league gear stuck to the fridge door with pine cone magnets, and the sight of them gave Paul a strange kind of jolt—a mixture of shame and fight instinct that made him sharp, sharp as a razor, aiming the snubbie way out front with both hands—


  The scratching noise again, behind him, to his left!


  Paul pivoted suddenly, swinging the .38 toward the sound, locking onto the target outside the sliding glass near the plastic garbage pail, his brain registering the target a single micro-instant before the blast, hesitating, hesitating—a bony blur of fur out there burrowing into the bottom of the pail—sending the information back down to Paul’s trigger finger, and all at once Paul realized what it was. He let up on the trigger, swung the barrel away and let out a long sigh. His spine was throbbing with pain, his shoulder muscles spasming from the sustained tension.


  He swallowed the sour-sweet taste of fear, walked over to the sliding door and gave the glass a little kick. “Get outta here, you mangy piece of shit!”


  The coyote glanced up at Paul with dumb brown eyes, sniffing the glass. Then Paul kicked the glass again, and the creature reared backward, ears pinned, whining indignantly a couple of times. Then it turned and ambled back into the shadows beyond the cement porch. Paul felt his body winding down in stages, relaxing, his muscles aching.


  He went over to the fridge and fished around in the freezer for the bottle of vodka.


  Sitting on a stool at the kitchen counter, swallowing big gulps of icy fire, Paul found himself thinking back over the last year and the ordeal he had put his family through.


  The Lattamore family vanished from the face of the earth on a Thursday morning last July, a stunt which turned out to be one of our government’s more inspired institutional magic tricks. It started around 11:00 AM when a couple of plainclothes federal marshals showed up at the Lattamore’s home in Cicero, a blue-collar enclave on the west side of Chicago. The marshals wore Levis and polo shirts, and they drove a nondescript Chevy Blazer, and they loaded the entire family into the vehicle—husband, wife, two boys, and one suitcase per person—and then they drove to O’Hare. The family was then escorted on board an unmarked military aircraft and flown to the WITSEC Orientation Center somewhere outside Washington D.C.


  WITSEC was an acronym for the Federal Witness Security Program, which had become known to most civilians as the witness protection program.


  The Lattamores spent two weeks at the “safe site,” a concrete purgatory that housed a walled dormitory within a walled compound. They never saw the outside of the facility—they were brought in via windowless vans and windowless garages—and the inside of their dorm was a sterile labyrinth of carpeted corridors and automatic doors. Under constant surveillance, secured by networks of electronic security systems and closed-circuit cameras, the safe site was where the Lattamores learned to shed their old skins and start their new lives.


  It was an arduous process. Each member of the family underwent medical and dental exams, psychological testing, and even a battery of vocational inventories. The marshals provided groceries, incidental supplies, even CDs and videos for the boys. Each day—while the kids watched Jim Carrey movies—Paul and Sandy would study brochures and newspapers from various regions of the country. They were given the choice of where they would be relocated, just as they were allowed to choose their new last name. Paul thought it would be best to keep their original first names, especially for the kids. But Paul never dreamed how difficult the whole re-documentation process would be on the boys. They bickered and fought constantly, and they cried themselves to sleep each night. Little Timmy insisted on choosing his new last name, but Paul was forced to veto the six-year-old’s choice of Schwarzenegger. Finally, after much trial and error, the Lattamores were transformed into the Staffords.


  Grand Lake, Colorado, was chosen as the Stafford’s new hometown—the “neutral sight,” in the parlance of the program—probably because it fulfilled many of the family’s requirements. It was rustic and beautiful and offered countless outdoor activities for the kids. It was a small town with small town values and very little crime, yet it still featured enough action from the tourist trade to provide myriad employment opportunities. Plus, it seemed as though every other native was a transplanted Midwesterner of one sort or another. Again, it was Paul’s modus operandi to avoid the necessity of lying as much as possible. There was less risk of a kid making a slip at school, or Sandy making a faux pas at a backyard barbecue.


  But now that the Staffords had lived in their new skin for almost a year, Paul was learning that the hardest part had nothing to do with new identities or documentation or home defense or even the constant drone of fear just under the surface of every waking moment. The hardest part was living with his family’s collective pain. The hardest part was getting his wife and kids to trust him again—


  The sound of footsteps across the front room shattered Paul’s memories.


  He looked up and saw Sandy standing on the threshold of the kitchen.


  In the moonlight she looked sepulchral, her flesh ashen white, her eyes luminous. The very sight of her made something deep inside Paul break apart. It wasn’t just the fear on her face; it was the bone-deep anguish in her eyes, the way her mouth hung slack, the way her shoulders slumped, her fists like little tight white balls. She was barely able to get the words out: “What was it?—Paul?—The noise?”


  Paul went over to her, took her in his arms and held her desperately tight. “False alarm, San, I’m sorry… I’m so sorry, I’m so goddamn sorry…”


  The tears were coming before Paul even knew what was happening, and he started weeping uncontrollably, and he held his wife and cried like a little lost child into the nape of her neck, and pretty soon Sandy was stroking his back, comforting him, holding him as tightly as he held her. And the questions that had been haunting Paul these last few months were surfacing again in his mind like ghosts. How had he screwed up his life so badly? How had it all come unraveled? Wasn’t it only two years ago that he was leading a relatively normal life back in Chicago, serving his middleclass clientele as an ordinary little private CPA, working out of his ordinary little storefront on North LaSalle street? What in -God’s name had Paul been thinking when he had taken that first under-the-table project for John Fabionne? John “The Fist” Fabionne! What did Paul think would come of it? Doing money laundering deals for the most infamous mob boss in Chicago history?! But now it was too late. Now Paul was a government informer, a frightened rat who was too scared to take his lumps and go to jail for even a couple of years. Now Paul was standing in the cool darkness, clinging to his long-suffering wife, wondering if the ghosts of his past would ever stop waking him in the wee hours.


  But mostly Paul was wondering if one particular ghost was going to fulfill her promise.


  Paul could remember the last day he laid eyes on her like it was five minutes ago. It was overcast, patches of fog. Outside the courthouse, as the federal marshals led John out the back loading dock, down a ramp and into a waiting armored van, he saw her. She had been standing across the cordons by the curb, dressed in black as though mourning her father’s death, and just before Paul had ducked inside the van, he caught a glimpse of Niccoletta Fabionne (AKA Natalie Fortunato), her ferretlike face under her veil, her tiny pearl teeth showing in the gray light. She looked as though she were growling. Then Paul heard her gravelly voice calling to him—the hard R’s of her Cicero accent making one last impression.


  “We’ll find you, Lattamore, somehow, someday….”


  Nearly twelve months later, Paul Lattamore was still having dreams about that voice, jumping at the slightest sound of an intruder, wondering each time if Natalie Fortunato had found a way to keep her promise.


  Chapter 4


  THE WOMAN WHO DIED SEVENTEEN TIMES


  The heat was taking its toll on the city. The buildings down in the loop were baking in the silver, hazy sun. Sidewalks were glaring white hot, reflecting angrily back into the eyes of harried executives as they scuttled from one air-conditioned obelisk to another, their suits and long dresses matted to their weary bodies. Noises seemed harsher than usual, the clamor of a jackhammer or the hiss of a tar truck assaulting the nerves. And even Lake Michigan seemed to have evaporated, leaving behind a barren gray salt flat all the way to Benton Harbor.


  Up north, along the byzantine side streets, fire hydrants fizzed and frothed for the kids. Old timers sat out on their porches, wiping their necks with handkerchiefs, looking wilted and beaten. And the chirring of locusts, galvanized by the brutal temperatures, competed with the ubiquitous drone of traffic. It was a miserable day anyway you sliced it, but it was even worse if you had business with the police.


  Charlotte was just now coming to this realization as she sat sweating inside her Ford Taurus, trying to decide whether or not to go inside the precinct house. She was parked in front of the Area Thirteen Police Headquarters, a low-slung building bordered by spindly maple trees and cement planters. The front entrance was a thick, double-glass door, and was constantly in motion, disgorging and accepting both uniformed officers and nervous, disgruntled civilians at an alarming pace. But Charlotte simply couldn’t bring herself to go inside.


  Her reasons were varied. On one hand, she knew the smart thing to do was to go to the police immediately, reporting everything that had occurred with the Fortunato woman that morning. Considering Charlotte’s history with the department, they certainly would take her seriously. But on the other hand, Charlotte was worried about talking to the wrong cop. She had heard rumors over the years that the Fabionne family—and other factions like them—had more than a few of Chicago’s finest in their pockets. What if Charlotte got a crooked detective? Plus, many cops vehemently resented the presence of psychics. In fact, some of them outright hated people like Charlotte. It seemed no matter how successful a psychic becomes, the old school cops just don’t buy into it. The FBI agents were worse. They considered psychics part of the dark ages, a superstitious scam that is anathema to the modern, high-tech investigator.


  And this was precisely why Charlotte was presently sitting in her little oven of a car, paralyzed with indecision, a pearl of sweat stinging her eye.


  She looked at her reflection in the rearview and saw that her mascara was running, and beads of perspiration had gathered above her lip. She was wearing a powder blue cotton jumper over a lightweight T-shirt, and cute little espadrille sandals. She was braless, too… although she wasn’t sure why. She had told herself it was the heat. But
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