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“If you wish to upset the law that all crows are black, you mustn’t seek to show that no crows are; it is enough if you prove one single crow to be white.”

- William James
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EPILOGUE


PART 1

The Early Arrivals

“Is the boundary between the present and

the past so flimsy that we can, under the right

circumstances, stroll back into the past with the

same ease with which we can stroll into a garden?”

- Michael Talbot

The Holographic Universe

 


1

The Stone Woman

February

Mira Morales followed Old Post Road north from Tango Key toward the wilderness preserve at the northern end of the island. The ascent from sea level to the highest point usually took ten or fifteen minutes along here. But the snowbird season was in full swing, with at least thirty thousand tourists on the island, and traffic jammed the road.

Once upon a time, Old Post was the only road on Tango, created so that the farmers who lived here could receive mail. It probably had taken the postman days to travel the dirt road on horseback and that was only after getting to the island by ferry from Key West. Now and then when she drove Old Post, she caught glimpses of that past, the spirits of farmers hauling their harvests in horse-drawn wagons to the ferry docks, campesinos whacking away in the sugar cane fields. Farms still existed in these hills, but every year their number diminished. The properties were sold for exorbitant amounts of money to builders who erected new housing communities.

She turned onto one of the unpaved roads that connected the east and west sides of the island and picked up Old Post on the Gulf side of the island. Traffic headed north wasn’t quite as bad on this side. She passed the towering lighthouse, built in 1568, which made the island the second oldest spot in the U.S., after St. Augustine.

The island’s rich history was often the source of its secrets and mysteries. In the past, when Mira had helped her husband, Wayne Sheppard, on FBI investigations, she’d delved into many of those secrets. Among her favorites were the buried pirate’s treasure found in someone’s back yard in Pirate’s Cove, the alleged haunting of a house not unlike Hill House in the Shirley Jackson novel, the discovery of an alien body on the cliff where the lighthouse was built.

Detective Carlos Delgado, Tango’s chief of police, had called her thirty minutes ago and had sounded so hyped up she suspected that whatever had been found would fall into one of those odd island categories. I really need you to get over here, Mira. This is the strangest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.

As long as this discovery didn’t involve a crime, she was fine with taking a look. She’d stopped working for cops and feds six years ago and had been superficially happier, but less whole, less complete. The work had taken too much out of her and had nearly destroyed her relationship with Sheppard. Delgado knew this, of course, and she’d heard the hesitation in his voice when he’d called. She also understood he was desperate for answers, so she’d agreed to meet him at the preserve.

She drove around, looking for a parking spot. But because it was the height of tourist season, every space was taken. Families unloaded kayaks and canoes at the dock, kids ran around with dogs that were off leash, several teachers herded students into the preserve, and cop cars had blocked off the western section.

Mira finally nosed into a spot for employees, and got out of her car, bag slung over her shoulder, cell in hand. If anyone called her on it, she would refer them to Delgado. I’m here, she texted. Where r u?

I’ll come to you.

She waited, watching the people around her, especially the young kids running around, laughing, excited. Mira clearly remembered when her daughter, Annie, was one of these young kids and she was a widowed mother the same age Annie was now—twenty-five. She now worked at the Dolphin Research Center here on the island.

Where the hell had the time gone? Yeah, it sounded like a cliché, but it was exactly how she felt right this second. She was forty-seven, considered herself a reasonably attractive woman, owned a thriving bookstore, loved her husband, and yet… She wasn’t doing enough of what she loved for fear of losing the man she loved. Another stupid cliché.

Delgado came trotting out of the woods and waved. Tall and thin, he reminded her of the ad for the Duracell battery, imbued with endless energy. He shared her Cuban heritage—his grandparents, like hers, had been immigrants—and although he was seven years younger, that bond was strong.

“Hola, Mira. Thanks so much for coming over here.”

“I couldn’t resist that pitch, Carlos.”

He laughed and hugged her hello. Most Cubans she knew were huggers. “True, true. I’m shameless when it comes to getting what I want.”

“At least you’re honest about it.”

He took her hand. “C’mon, this will blow you away.”

They headed into the preserve, a vast area that covered the entire northern end of Tango Key. Within the canopy of trees, everything was green, alive, huge. Birds sang from the branches of ancient banyan trees, a breeze rustled through leaves, the air smelled fresh, vibrant. But as they walked a mile in she wished she hadn’t worn sandals. Weeds scratched at her bare feet, bugs bit her, spiderwebs brushed her face. This was why she hated tent camping.

When they reached a clutch of people on the jogging path, she recognized Ian Rincon, the county coroner, who had already spotted her. He hurried over. “Mira!” He threw his arms around her, hugging her.

Rincon, a black Cuban-American in his early sixties, had been coroner on the island for thirty years. Mira had met him through her grandmother, Nadine, who had known his parents when they all lived in Havana. In those days, he’d had a full head of hair. He was now as bald as a radish, father of three, grandfather of four. When Nadine had died last year at the age of a hundred and one, Rincon had given the eulogy.

“It’s been too long, mi amor,” he said. “Good to see you.”

“You, too, Ian.”

She stepped back, looking at the man standing next to Rincon. Bearded, early thirties, she recognized him. Jon O’Hara, her favorite writer at the Tango Key Gazette. “I love your column.”

“I’ve spent a fortune at your bookstore.”

“Then I love your column even more.”

He laughed and Mira glanced at the young woman in jogging clothes standing nearby. She seemed uneasy. “I don’t know either of you,” she said. “But…”

“Lucia, these are the two people who were mentioned,” Delgado said. “Please tell them what you told Dr. Rincon and me.”

She looked stressed, but started talking as though she couldn’t get the words out fast enough. “I’m, like, jogging along, minding my own business, and this woman suddenly leaps out in front of me, blocking my way. She asks where she can find Mira Morales and Jon O’Hara. I’d never heard of either of you, that’s what I told her. I’m a tourist. It’s my first time here. After I said that, she went… berserk. She rushed toward me, shrieking, Tell me or I’ll turn you to stone! I thought she was going to kill me, so I hurled my knife at her. She fell… over there.”

She pointed several yards to their left. Mira and O’Hara exchanged a glance and moved to the area she indicated. A stone statue of a woman lay on its back on the ground, every detail precise. The waves of her hair curved around her jaw. The lines of her clothing were delineated—a long shirt, pants that ended at her shins. A knife stuck out of her right eye, hands reaching for it, tendons protruded, suggesting panic, agonizing pain.

It chilled Mira. “It looks biblical to me. A woman turned to stone. See that grimace on her face?”

O’Hara moved around the statue, snapping photos with his cell. “Awesome. I’ve been writing about anomalies since my teens. I’ve never run up against anything like this. Here’s my next column.”

“Are you going to mention that she asked for you by name?” Mira asked.

His excitement pedaled backward. “I… don’t know. It’s creepy.”

“Yeah. Very.”

“Hey, think about what kind of creepiness this was for me,” Lucia exclaimed. “My knife sank into her eye and she died and turned to stone. But here’s something else. When she first appeared, I got a short videotape of her. You can hear her on the video, asking for Mira and Jon.”

She brought it up on her phone. The woman’s skin was brown, her features looked vaguely Asian. Her body was compact, her arms muscular, and the shirt and pants she wore looked similar to yoga attire, except the pants were looser. Mira had never seen her before. When the woman spoke, she had a slight accent that Mira couldn’t identify. She enunciated her name and Jon’s in a sharp, commanding way, then charged Lucia, screaming how she would turn her to stone.

“Jon, do you recognize her?”

“Nope. Could you text me the video, Lucia?”

“To all of us,” Delgado added.

She entered their cell numbers in her phone and sent a group text. Mira didn’t really want this video on her cell, but what the hell. She would text it later to Sheppard, who was in Miami on an extended FBI investigation.

“Let’s take some X-rays,” Rincon said, and brought over a portable X-ray machine. “Find out if she was human.”

“Hey,” Lucia said. “You just saw the video. Of course she was human. That’s my knife in her eye. It was self-defense. I thought she was going to attack me.”

“We just need to confirm that she looks human inside,” Rincon said.

“Does the machine need a power source?” O’Hara asked.

“Nope. It has a rechargeable lithium-ion polymer battery that’ll last for about three hundred exposures.”

O’Hara helped Rincon set up the machine and Mira kept staring at the stone statue. Then she looked at Lucia. “Did she look crazed?”

“Yeah. Her eyes were kinda wild. Do you remember what you felt when you heard about the planes crashing into the World Trade Center?”

“Uh, yeah,” Mira replied. “Probably the same thing people felt when they heard Kennedy was assassinated. Or RFK. Or MLK.”

“Exactly. Both my parents worked in the WTC. They got out alive. But when my mom talks about it, her eyes are like this woman’s. Unhinged. Haunted.”

“You don’t have to stay, Lucia. I’ve got your contact info and the video,” Delgado told her. “We’re not pressing charges.”

“So she was human and now she’s not,” Mira remarked.

Delgado nodded. “And knives don’t turn people to stone. If I need anything more, Lucia, I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks. I’ve had enough weird shit for one day.” She looked at Mira and O’Hara. “And if you two have people after you who can turn you to stone, you might consider getting weapons.”

Lucia jogged off toward the parking lot and Mira suddenly wanted to do the same. She had the feeling that if she stuck around, she would get sucked in. It was the sort of impossible weirdness that appealed to her, that good old twilight zone where she felt at home.

“You own a gun?” O’Hara asked her.

“No. But my husband does. And he made sure I know how to use one. You?”

“Nope. But that’s about to change.”

More X-ray images began appearing on Rincon’s iPad, two dozen that clearly showed the stone woman’s heart, lungs, kidneys, intestines, arteries, bones, muscles, tendons, and brain. And everything looked calcified.

“You can see where the knife penetrated the brain,” Rincon said.

“Christ,” Delgado muttered. “How do I explain this in my report?”

Mira touched the screen of Rincon’s iPad, enlarging one of the images. “What’s this?” She pointed at an object in the stone woman’s shoulder. She figured it was maybe an inch long and looked like a sliver of something that also had turned to stone. Maybe she was imagining it, but she thought she could see a mark etched into the sliver. “Do you have any more images that show it closer up?”

“I think so.” Rincon scrolled through the X-rays. “Here we go. Look at this.”

He passed the iPad to Mira, O’Hara looking on. “Words. There are words etched into this sliver.”

“And numbers,” O’Hara added. “See the numbers, Mira?”

She nodded. Delgado peered over their shoulders. “Damn, you’re right.”

“Could it be some sort of microchip?” Mira asked.

“Too big for any kind of chip we use on patients,” Rincon said. “Or on pets.”

“You microchip people, Ian?” Mira asked.

“Experimentally. On some Alzheimer’s patients. Wanderers.”

“The first letters of the first word look like WH,” Mira said.

O’Hara nodded. “WH… and I think the third letter is I.”

“W-H-I,” Mira said. “And it looks like the last letter is T. WHIT. What the hell does that mean?”

“We need an X-ray that shows that sucker much more clearly.” Rincon moved the machine closer to the stone woman, took X-rays of the top of her left arm. The stone statue was so heavy it took four of them to turn her on her right side. Rincon took several more shots of the underside of her raised arm, her hand straining to reach that knife.

Rincon sat on the ground and Mira and the two men plopped down on either side of him and in front of him. He brought up the images, enlarged them, and Mira’s mouth flashed bone dry. White Crow 1440 June ‘44. Her resistance to reading the stone woman started crumbling, falling apart. Right now the only question was when she would do it, how she should prepare for it, and whether preparation was even possible or would make a difference.

“White Crow,” Rincon said. “It sounds like it could be a reference to William James’s famous line. ‘If you wish to upset the law that all crows are black, you mustn’t seek to show that no crows are; it is enough if you prove one single crow to be white.’ Turning to stone when you die is certainly unique.”

O’Hara frowned. “What about the numbers? Do they refer to June 1944?”

Delgado shook his head. “C’mon, amigo. This technology didn’t exist in 1944.”

“It doesn’t exist now, either,” Rincon said. “So maybe 2044?”

“Or 2144 or 2244,” Mira remarked. “The point is that thing on the ground is impossible. But it’s here. And if these numbers are dates in the future, how’d it—she—get here?”

Rincon ran his hand over his head. “Jesus, we sound like mental patients. For now, I’m just going to store this statue in a forensics freezer. But we’ll need a truck to move it. Sucker is heavy.”

“I’ll arrange it,” Delgado said.

“How’re you going to report this, Carlos?” Rincon asked.

“I don’t know. Police reports are public. Jon, you going to write this one up?”

“Write it up?” He laughed. “As what? And what, exactly, would I say? That someone maybe from an undetermined future confronted a jogger and demanded to know how she could find me and Mira Morales? And when the jogger told her she didn’t know either of these people, the woman rushed her and the jogger hurled a knife at her and this strange woman turned to stone as she died? Yeah, sure. It may be too weird even for my column. And way too personal.” He paused, looked disgusted, and murmured, “Christ. I’ll run it past my editor.”

“Jon, you’re the expert on anomalies,” Mira said. “Have you ever heard of anything like this?”

“Definitely not.”

“Is there anything in medical literature about a phenomenon like this, Ian?”

“Seriously?” Rincon laughed. “I don’t even know what we’d call this. Transfiguration?”

“Mind fuck,” O’Hara said.

“That works,” Mira agreed.

“You going to read it, Mira?” Rincon asked.

She felt that inner wall of resistance snap into place. “Ian, I haven’t done this kind of work in six years.”

“Maybe once I’ve got it back in forensics?” He sounded hopeful.

“Give me a call when it’s in forensics and in the meantime, I’ll think about it.”

“At least we’ve got video of what she looked like,” Rincon said. “Carlos can run it through the facial recognition database.”

Even if the stone woman showed up in a federal database, Mira thought, it wouldn’t explain how the impossible wasn’t just possible, but the evidence lay on the ground in front of them. And it wouldn’t explain how this impossible stone woman had known her name or O’Hara’s.

“It would be really helpful if you could read her, Mira.” Delgado sounded almost desperate—and hopeful..

“Like I told Ian, I have to give this some thought. It’s been a long time.”

O’Hara ran his hands over the ridges and curves of the stone woman’s clothes, the curls in her hair, the edge of the knife that stuck out of her eye. “Who the hell were you?” he muttered. “Where’d you come from? Why were you looking for me and Mira? How’d she know our names, Carlos?”

“When we figure that out, we’ll know everything we need to know.” Delgado moved around the stone woman, snapping photos. “I’m closing down this section of the preserve.”

“Jon, I’d rather my name not be mentioned in your article.” Mira said. “I’ve got a business to run and this is my busiest season.” Huh? Am I really saying that? What the hell’s wrong with me? “Actually, I don’t know why I said that,” she rushed on. “I’ll be glad to go on the record, Jon.” It wasn’t like she could be fired or lose clients over this.

And Sheppard was in Miami and would never know.

“Given the public’s taste for weird shit, Mira, your name in the piece probably would increase business at the bookstore,” Delgado remarked.

Rincon looked excited. “If your editor goes for it, Jon, write it as it happened. People should be made aware just in case some other crow appears. And I’ve got to write up my report, which is public.”

“Then the three of us should be on the same page,” Delgado said. “Let’s coordinate before any of us publish anything officially.”

“Well, I’ll tell you one thing,” O’Hara said. “I’m going to buy a gun. Carlos, what would you recommend for personal security?”

Delgado pulled out his weapon, set it flat against his palm. “The Glock 19 is what most law enforcement people use. The clips carry fifteen 9 millimeter rounds, but can also accept 17 and 33 round Glock magazines. The gun is lightweight and smaller than the Glock 22, so it’s easier to conceal. It would be a good weapon for you, Jon.”

“I keep one in my store,” Mira said.

O’Hara glanced at her, his expression puzzled. “Why? Are bookstores robbed? Has your store been robbed?”

No, no. It was nothing like that. Sheppard had insisted. “Just in case.” Her reply sounded lame, she thought, and knew he thought so, too.

“If I buy a dozen of those 33-round clips, that would certainly be enough to kill any anomaly like the stone woman, right?” O’Hara glanced back at Delgado. .

“Four hundred rounds?” Delgado looked shocked. “Christ, Jon, that would be enough to hold off an army of these stone women.”

Mira touched O’Hara’s arm. “Could you send me your article before you publish it?”

“Sure thing.”

A while later, Rincon walked Mira back to her car. “Mi amor, I understand your reluctance about reading this monstrosity. But once I’ve got it in forensics, where there’s no audience, would you maybe read it?”

Would she? The question now was should she? Maybe it would be fine because it wasn’t Sheppard’s case. That seemed to be where the problem had lain in the past, with her becoming too immersed in details that Sheppard’s skepticism had questioned. Never mind that her psychic input into these investigations had often led to arrests and convictions. The point was that even now, after more than a dozen years of marriage, her ability continued to challenge his skepticism, to unravel his reasonable left-brain worldview. As long as she restricted herself to private clients, their relationship worked beautifully.

She resented that.

Sheppard had been in Miami for the last four months, coming home a couple of weekends a month, and she wasn’t supposed to resent that, but she did. In fact, since Delgado’s call, her resentments seemed to be piling up quickly.

At this point in her life, she should have felt fulfilled. Instead, for way too long now, she’d been keeping the most significant aspect of who she was hidden away to keep the peace.

Fuck that. “Give me a call when the stone woman is in forensics.”

And if she decided to read the monstrosity, Sheppard wouldn’t be here and wouldn’t have to know about it.

“This isn’t like the other investigations you’ve done.” Rincon slung an arm around her shoulders. “It’s not about homicides, child abductions, political intrigues, the corruption of the human spirit. This is something entirely different, an anomaly, an impossibility, and we really need to know as much as we can about how this happened and who this stone woman was. I suspect Nadine would advise you to dive in.”

Nadine. Her Cuban grandmother had raised her, been her business partner in the bookstore, and had mentored her until her she’d died a year ago. She still popped in now and then, a spirit who dropped by for a visit, to make her presence known. She initially hadn’t liked Sheppard because he wasn’t Hispanic. But the real reason was his skepticism and Nadine’s certainty that it eventually would stifle Mira’s ability.

“Yeah, she probably would, Ian.” They reached her Chevy Volt. “Call me.”

And she would decide, yes or no. Until then, she would roll it around in her head, arguing the pros and cons, driving herself half crazy.

2

As soon as Mira walked into her store, she felt calmer. It was her world, built step by step over many years so that now One World Book was the largest and most prosperous bookstore in the Florida keys. Two floors, open, spacious, plenty of windows and sunlight. Several dozen customers wandered around on the first floor, more people browsed on the second, and even more stood in line at the registers. Her manager and two employees were ringing up sales and her daughter stood at the information desk, waiting on another customer.

Annie saw her, waved, and caught up with Mira before she reached her office at the back of the store. “Hey, Mom. I heard.”

Like Mira, she was a brunette. She had her dad’s stubborn chin, Mira’s blue eyes and thick hair, and the rest of her was a perfect amalgam of them both. She wore a t-shirt with Dolphin Research Center stitched across the front. “Yeah? What’d you hear?”

“About the stone woman. Dr. Rincon just texted me photos and X-rays. You really need to try to read that thing, Mom.”

“Now I get pressure from my kid. Clever of him.”

“Shep’s in Miami. For weeks. Months. But even if he was here, so what? Why are you hiding who you are?”

Annie Morales, shrink. “I’m not hiding anything. I still do private readings.”

“C’mon. How is two readings a month comparable to what you used to do?”

“Annie, it’s been six years. I don’t know if I can even read anything connected with a crime scene.”

“This isn’t about crime scenes. That abducted kid six years ago survived because of you.”

And her relationship with Sheppard had nearly died. “Your point?”

“If you’re able to read that statue, then maybe it’s time for Shep to step up to the plate.”

“Wow, who wound you up?”

“Just sayin’. Oh, and Dr. Rincon said to tell you the stone woman is now at forensics.”

Yes? No? Forget it? “Noted. Don’t you work today?”

“Late shift. Four to midnight.”

“So you’ll be here for a while?”

“That’s the plan.”

“I need to get some coffee and a bite of something, then I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

“You going to give the statue a shot?”

“Yes. And I’d already decided before you said anything.”

Annie grinned and pumped her fist in the air.

Mira laughed. “What? A call to arms?”

“Just go, Mom. Go. I’ll take care of things here.”

“Going going.”

“A bump.”

They bumped fists, and Mira made her way over to the cafe to get an expresso and a sandwich for the ride.


2

The Journalist

O’Hara drove back to downtown Tango, where the Gazette office occupied the first floor of a building that faced the Tango Key Marina. It had stood here for nearly fifty years until a category five hurricane in 2005 had wiped out the lower half of the island, the power grid, most of the twelve-mile bridge to Key West, and plunged Tango Key into the dark ages for months.

In the aftermath, the land had been raised, the building had been reconstructed on a thirty-foot hill, and his office had a picture window that overlooked the marina. He sat in front of his computer for a while, staring through the window, watching boats enter and leave the marina, and tried to find an entry into the story of the stone woman. He kept comparing the video of what she looked like as a human to the photos of her as stone. He never got beyond the word the.

In the nine years he’d worked here, starting straight out of college, he’d written about so many kind of anomalies that he’d believed he was well-prepared for almost any kind of experience—an encounter with aliens, Big Foot lumbering out of the wilderness preserve, dogs and cats who spoke English. But this? A woman who had turned to stone as she died? And who asked for him by name before it happened?

Around ten, his editor hurried into his office. “Hey, Jon. I heard about some…”

“Yeah.” He swiveled around in his chair, facing her, Kay Helm with the big, puffy dark hair from the 1980s, the small round glasses that John Lennon had popularized, and disheveled, urban chic clothing. Jeans faded and cut at the knees, a colorful Gazette t-shirt, old sandals. She epitomized a woman pushing fifty who was conflicted about who she was. Where am I going? Who the fuck am I? What am I doing? That was what she radiated, at least to him. “It’s true, it’s all true,” and he blurted out the story. “How much should I tell, Kay?” he asked.

“You have photos, right?”

“Sure. And a video.”

He brought everything up on his phone. She watched the video, scrolled through the photos. “My God, Jon, this is totally bizarre. I think we should run your piece as a feature on our website, with the video. A jogger in the preserve was nearly assaulted by a woman—and use the photo of her as a, uh, human—and when she defended herself, the perpetrator died and turned to stone. We’ll run some of the X-rays, too, and photos of the statue, knife in the eye and all.”

“It’ll read like something out of the National Enquirer,” he remarked.

“Probably. Who else was there? Anyone we can quote? Anyone who would add some wallop to the story?”

“Coroner, detective, a small business owner.”

“Name of small business owner?”

“Mira Morales.”

“One World Books?” Now she looked interested. “Shit, Jon. A quote from her would be great. Until she quit reading crime scenes several years ago, she was the state’s most famous psychic.”

“I’ll text her.”

“And make sure you mention that sliver or chip or whatever it is, with the word and numbers on it. And get a quote from Doc Rincon.”

“He, Carlos and I want to be on the same page with this. Okay with you?”

“Even better. Any idea why this woman asked how to find you and Mira?”

“None. But when I leave work today, I’m heading over to the gun shop to buy a weapon.”

“Smart. I’d do the same.”

He spent the rest of the morning writing the piece, emailing back and forth with Delgado and the doc until they agreed on the basics. Then he texted Mira, asking her for a quote. She responded quickly. “Say this: The stone woman is a complete anomaly. Why is there a chip in her shoulder with words and numbers on it? White Crow1404, June ‘44. Is that a date?” And FYI, am headed over to Rincon’s to read the statue.

Perfect. Thanks! I’ll upload this.

He ran the column past Kay, she loved it. “Upload it, Jon. What’s your headline?”

“The Stone Woman in the Preserve.”

“Good.”

He uploaded the piece with the video and five photos: the human woman, her stone counterpart, and three X-rays. He knew that his ex-wife, a local attorney, would explode with laughter when she saw it and that her current live-in, a shrink, would make some snide remark about O’Hara’s mental instability. But he’d long since gotten over giving a shit what other people thought about his interests.

He gathered up his stuff and left, eager to see Mira do what she was known for—psychically reading crime scenes.

2

Mira thought the forensics building in downtown Tango Key looked like something out of Miami’s Art Deco era—pale blue, with decorative white shutters at the sides of the windows, a facade that whispered, I may be something other than what I appear to be. It had stood on this same cobbled road since it was built fifty or sixty years ago and was one of the few buildings that hadn’t flooded in Hurricane Danielle in 2005. It supposedly had been spared because it sat on a slight rise of land. But Mira figured the spirits of the dead who had passed through that office might have had something to do with it.

Inside, she found Rincon at the front desk, typing madly away at the computer. “Is she in cold storage, Ian?”

“Had to find the largest drawer because of the way her hand is positioned.” He got up. “I’ll take you back there. I really appreciate your doing this, mi amor.”

“I was pretty much convinced when I left the preserve, but Annie twisted my arm.”

He snickered. “Guilty. She and I had lunch some months back. She told me how worried she was about you.”

Yeah, Mira remembered that period. “That probably was around the time she was advising me to go to a counselor. So I went. It was a joke, Ian. The counselor didn’t know what to do with my peculiar dilemma, a psychic who couldn’t read crime scenes anymore. But the counselor’s life was in the pits, so I ended up reading for her.”

Rincon chuckled. “Figures.” He opened the door to the cold storage area.

It felt excessive—too cold, too large, too silent, too strange. Mira thought of it as a miniature cemetery, a first stop after death. She zipped up her jacket, blew into her hands to warm them. Rincon pulled out the storage drawer where the stone woman was being kept.

“Should I move her, Mira? It’s warmer in the autopsy room.”

“No, this is fine. I can’t guarantee anything, Ian.”

“I know. No problem.”

Suddenly the door opened and Delgado rushed in with Annie. Behind them was O’Hara.

“Don’t worry, Mom,” said Annie. “The manager is in charge. I wanted to be here.”

“Me, too,” Delgado added.

O’Hara shrugged. “I was afraid I’d be late and wasn’t even sure if I was invited.”

Mira laughed. “So much for no audience. But hey, maybe an audience will help.” She glanced at O’Hara and Annie. “Have you two met?”

“Carlos just introduced us.” Annie glanced at O’Hara. “My favorite column anywhere. Mom, how can we help?”

“Video and record, let me talk. I just hope I can do this.”

Mira slipped off her shoes, twisted her bare feet against the concrete floor. She inhaled noisily, deeply, then exhaled. She walked from one side of the body drawer to the other, twisted her feet again, then brought her hands to the statue’s feet. The stone felt cold against her skin and the structure of the statue’s shoes was discernible—the way they fit tightly at the heels, like cloth, and extended above the ankles. She couldn’t tell how they were fastened because the statue’s pants covered that part of her legs.

Nothing happened—no impressions, not even an inkling. She adjusted her breathing, shut her eyes.

Nothing.

Then she suddenly gasped. Images raced through her head and words tumbled out.

“I’m running, I’m scared, they’re after me, after us, all of us. We scatter throughout the dome, but there are more of them than of us, we’re always outnumbered, and they’ve activated our chips so we can’t defend ourselves, can’t fight back. I stumble, pitch forward, land hard on the ground and am swept up. The dome is falling apart, I think that’s what I’m hearing…”

Mira jerked her hands away from the statue’s feet.

“Dios mio.” Rincon made a hasty sign of the cross on his forehead. “A dome? She lived in a dome? What kind of dome? Where? When?”

Mira brushed her hands together, took the bottle of water Annie handed her, sipped. The inside of her mouth felt bone dry and tasted like dust. “A domed city. In the future. There may be several domes, I’m not sure.”

“How far into the future?” Delgado asked.

“I don’t know.” Mira set the bottle of water next to her, twisted her bare feet against the floor again, brought her hands to the statue’s face. “C’mon,” she whispered. “Talk to me.”

Then it came to her, a rush of words. “I… don’t know how long I’ve been here. I’m given a choice. If I work for the government, I’ll live well, freely, and they need my skill to… I don’t know… It all changes so fast.” Her hands moved to the statue’s shoulders, arms, torso. “Trying to find my way in again.”

“Into where?” O’Hara asked.

“Into her.”

“Do you pick up a year, Mira?” Rincon asked. “A date?

“Like the chip said, ’44. I think… 2144.”

“My God,” Annie exclaimed. “More than a century from now. How’d she get here?”

“And what’s outside the dome?” Delgado wanted to know.

Mira knuckled her eyes. “Outside, it’s a wasteland. The environment is ruined, the air is toxic. Don’t know yet how she got here.” She shed her jacket, paced from one side of the drawer to the other, vigilant for the right spot to enter. She finally cupped the sides of the stone woman’s head, ran her palms over it, leaned in close. “Give it to me. The rest of it.”

And after a moment, she was in.

 

She stands at the southern wall with the dome president, a Normal, a cruel man she despises. Fissures run through the dome here, cracks at the base as visible as veins. He demands that she turns those fissures to stone.

She drops her head back and peers upward, eyes following other, smaller fissures, some of them hastily patched, others widening. The wall seems impossibly high to her; she can’t even see where it curves, has no idea how large it is.

 

“Mom? You aren’t saying anything.”

Mira’s consciousness seemed to split apart. She was in the dome and yet heard Annie’s voice—distant, like something in a dream—and spoke to that. “I don’t know if I can turn the fissures to stone. I don’t want to destabilize everything. I try over and over again. The dome prez gets really agitated. I’m terrified he’ll hit me or have one of his men grab me and haul me back to that windowless place where they’ll flood my body with drugs. But right now, I’m free of drugs. Right now, if the fucker comes near me, if he hits me, I’ll turn him to stone.”

“My God,” Rincon said softly. Then: “What’s the dome made of? Who built it?”

Mira hears his question, but if she answers him right now, she’ll lose her connection with Stoner—the name this woman went by—and she needed to hold onto her for a bit. “Okay, I’m trying, I’m trying this.” Her arms flapped around wildly, she felt it, knew her arms were also the arms of Stoner, struggling to patch the fissures by turning them to stone. “I did it! But… just above the largest patched fissure, an eight-foot-square piece of the wall blows out.”

Mira stumbled back, just as Stoner did, arms pinwheeling for balance, and the outside air rushed in. “The president throws up his arms to protect his face from flying sand and debris, I’m coughing, I can barely breathe, my eyes are tearing… I quickly turn the southern wall to stone.”

Breathing hard, Mira kicked the drawer shut, hurried over to the sink, and scrubbed her hands and arms free of that toxic dust.

“Mira, what’s the dome made of?” Rincon trotted after her. “Who built it?”

“Don’t know.” She shut off the water, yanked paper towels from the dispenser, then sank to the floor, legs clutched against her chest. She felt dizzy, nauseated. She wiped her arm over her face. Annie pressed a bottle of water into her hands and she drank.

“There’s more?” Delgado asked.

“There’s always more,” Annie remarked.

Mira, still sitting on the floor in front of a sink, nodded. Her eyes rolled back in their sockets and she watched events as they transpired. “There’re hundreds of White Crows. As a group, they’re able to pull the past around them and… and move into it. That’s how they get here. That’s what I saw them doing. They steep themselves in what they know of this time and conjure it somehow through their collective intensity. Hal came up with the idea after he read Jack Finney’s novel, Time and Again, from the dome archive. He’s their leader. But the travel is dangerous. It broke Stoner’s mind. More are coming. The dolphins will know. They intend to seize Tango Key. Shit, this changes everything.”

Her eyes rolled back into place and she thought, Shut up, Mira, just shut up. You sound like a fucking nutcase.

“Mom, how will the dolphins know? What do you mean? What the hell are you talking about?

She felt herself seeking out the remnants of that part of the story. “They’ll sense it. They freak out. You have security cams, right?”

“Sure. I can keep track with a cell app.”

“Seizing Tango?” Rincon asked. “Who? When?”

“Soon. Those like Stoner. She was the recent first. There was another in the mid-eighties.”

“One who came here? To Tango?” Rincon asked.

Mira explained what she saw—a dead man on a narrow cobbled street, and a tourist map of Key West.

“Mid-eighties, okay,” Rincon murmured. “The coroner then was Risa Griffin. I’ll give her a call.”

“How did Hal get a copy of Time and Again?” Annie asked.

Mira knuckled her eyes. “They have some sort of archive of books and newspapers from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.”

“How do we defend ourselves?” Delgado asked.

“I don’t know. Look, Carlos. It sounds nuts. Demented. Wacko. No one is going to believe any of this until something big happens. Maybe not even then.”
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As O’Hara left the gun shop, he turned his cell back on. Before he reached the Gazette parking lot to pick up his car, he had more than fifty new emails and his article had gotten several hundred comments and 2,122 likes. Every newspaper in South Florida had picked up the piece and he suspected that in the next several days, the weirdos would arrive on Tango in droves. That was what had happened several years ago, after the discovery of an alien body at the lighthouse. Every alien and UFO hunter and their respective TV shows had shown up on the island.

And because his name was on the piece and both Delgado and Rincon had been quoted, he expected they would be besieged with questions and requests for interviews. He was tempted to just turn off his phone for the next few days, a noble idea except that he lived on his cell. It was his conduit to the world.

He stopped by his office first to pick up his iPad and was surprised that Kay was still at her desk. He stuck his head through the door. “Bought my gun.”

She glanced up. “What kind?”

“Glock 19. And a dozen boxes of cartridges. The owner let me do some practice shooting.”

“Let’s hope none of this comes to guns. Listen, I’ve been getting calls nearly nonstop about the stone woman, Jon. Good work.” She rifled through the papers on her desk, tore a sheet off a yellow pad. “I’d like you to call this woman back. She’s a TV producer who’s vacationing on Tango and…”

“I really don’t want to talk to TV producers, Kay.”

“Are you kidding?” She sat back, genuinely surprised. “Any mention of the Gazette could boost our circulation significantly.”

He knew that tone of hers. It wasn’t exactly a line drawn in the sand, but it was close. Even though they had a good professional relationship, he’d seen how brutal she could be when a journalist crossed her about something she considered significant. Suspended. Fired. “What TV show?”

“New show on the History Channel called The Unknown.”

“I’ll call her. Beyond that, I’m not committing to anything.”

“Fine, that’s fine. If she’s a nut, forget it.”

He took the piece of paper from her, ducked into his office for his iPad, and called the woman on the way to his car.

4

He and Pam Gibbons agreed to meet at Island Grill, a popular fish place on Tango Boulevard, the main street through downtown Tango. Its open deck faced the water and it served the best fish in the keys. O’Hara had been eating here more frequently since he and his ex had split up eight months ago. He hated cooking for himself. Even if the information this Gibbons woman claimed she had turned out to be bullshit, it didn’t matter. He would enjoy his fish tacos.

When he went up to the bar, Gibbons spotted him immediately and introduced herself. Late forties, early fifties, he guessed. An attractive blonde in jeans and a touristy Tango Fritter t-shirt, a large handbag hanging from her shoulder. “Thanks so much for agreeing to meet with me, Jon. I bet you’ve been inundated with media requests.”

Well, not exactly, but it was nice she thought so. “It’s been nuts.”

They ordered drinks, a table opened up at the far corner of the deck, and they sat down. Water view. Nice breeze. He was hungry. Just beyond the railing, in the encroaching dusk, stood a wishing fountain filled with loose change. In the past, he had tossed pennies into that stupid fountain. They had some privacy due to the tall flower boxes on two sides of their table.

They both ordered fish tacos and iced tea and when the waitress had left, Pam said, “I gather from your article that you were in the preserve when this stone woman was found.”

He nodded. “Detective Delgado called me. Because my name was, uh, mentioned, along with Mira’s.”

“I’m intrigued by the object found in her arm.” Pam removed an iPad from her bag, set it on the table. “It’s not the first. In our research for this initial episode of The Unknown, we came across an identical object in a museum in Key West.” She turned the iPad so he could see it and O’Hara sat forward, fascinated by the photos she scrolled through.

The object lay on a little bed of white silk, inside a metal box with a transparent lid. It looked to be metallic and slightly longer than the object on the X-rays that Rincon had taken, maybe three inches long. The word and numbers on it were clearly visible. White Crow 919, 2120. “Wow.” He enlarged the image. “Where was it found? When?”

“It was extracted from the leg of a dead man in 1985.”

“Mira mentioned that when she read the statue.” Confirmation one, he thought, surprised that at some level he’d been keeping track.

“He was found in an alley in old town Key West. They ran his fingerprints—nothing came up. The autopsy revealed that he’d died of an apparent heart attack. He had an injury on the back of his leg that prompted the coroner to take X-rays and that’s how she found the object.”

“Who was the coroner?”

“Dr. Griffin. Risa Griffin.”

“Is she still around?”

“Retired. She didn’t answer my calls,” Pam added.

“Too bad. Maybe she could have told us what a White Crow is. I mean, I know what William James was referring to but…” He shrugged. “And the dates—more than a hundred years in the future. What the fuck’s going on?”

Even to himself, he sounded a little panicked and was grateful the server arrived with their drinks. “Do you think we should evacuate, Mr. O’Hara?” she asked. “I hear some snowbirds are leaving because of your column.”

“I live and work here. I can’t afford to evacuate.”

She shrugged in an endearing way. “Yeah, me too. But… I would if you recommended it.”

“I don’t.”

She looked relieved. “If you need a refill on those drinks, let me know. On the house. And the tacos will be out in a couple minutes.

When the server left, Pam said, “That’s the power of your column, Jon. We’d like to hire you as a consultant on the show.” She slid a sheet of paper toward him. “We’ve approached Ms. Morales, too.”

O’Hara glanced at the contract, pushed it back across the table. “Look, I’m glad to help you in any way I can, Pam. But I’m not signing any contract. I have a job.”

“You’d be an outsourced consultant.”

“I’ll think about it.”

She wisely changed the subject and after senseless conversations about the columns he’d written over the years, their fish tacos arrived. Eat and run, he thought. He wolfed down two of the tacos and just as Pam brought up the contracts again, O’Hara dropped a twenty on the table and stood. “I’ll be in touch. Thanks for your insights, Pam.”

He nearly ran out of Island Grill and as soon as he was outside, tore across the parking lot to his car. He had trouble getting the remote to unlock the door, but once it worked he hurled himself inside, then sat there, arms clutched against him, shaking as if from a high fever. His head churned with thoughts, all of them bonkers.

He was being stalked by someone from the future. The woman in the preserve was a time traveler. The dead man found in Key West in 1985 was from that same future, both of them White Crows, whatever the fuck that meant. And who could he talk to about any of it? Mira, but they’d just met. His parents were dead, he was an only child, and for most of his thirty-two years, he’d cut himself off from a lot of people because they made fun of his obsession with the weird and the strange.

O’Hara knew he could call Delgado or Rincon and they would gladly sit and talk with him. But they had families, lives. He didn’t even have a goddamn pet. He lived alone in a small house in the hills, the place he and his ex had shared for three years until she’d told him she’d fallen in love with someone else. The Freudian shrink.

Why not a Jungian shrink? At least that would be positive.

He turned on his car and raced away from the Island Grill, tears running down his cheeks. He would make it clear to Kay that he wasn’t writing any sequels. He would get a dog. He and the dog would take off on an extended road trip. He had the leave time to do it. He would get the hell outta here.

But first, he wanted to know more about the dolphin early warning system Mira had mentioned when reading the statue. And he intended to check in with Annie at the Dolphin Research Center for another facet to the evolving story.

Then he would get his dog and leave town.
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Sheppard

Miami had never been Wayne Sheppard’s favorite spot. The sprawling megapolis of Dade County consumed most of the southern tip of the peninsula. But he loved certain neighborhoods—the classic Deco area on Miami Beach, parts of Coconut Grove, and Little Havana.

He and his bureau partner, Juan “Goot” Gutierrez, sat in a Cuban restaurant on Calle Ocho, working their way through platters of black beans and rice, baked plantains, Cuban bread to die for. In his forty-eight years, Sheppard had eaten this same food throughout South America and most of the Caribbean and this hole in Little Havana had the best of everything outside of Havana, Cuba, itself.

He, Mira, Nadine, and Annie had traveled to Cuba in early 2017, during that small window of time after Obama had opened up the island to American tourism and before Trump had closed it again. It had been one of the best trips of his life.

Havana rocked with music, color, art, literature, and a kind of raw, primitive joy. The owner of the Airbnb where they had stayed was so delighted to have American tourists that he had come in every morning and whipped up a buffet of breakfast delights. Posters of Obama, the hero who had opened Cuba to American tourism, were everywhere around Havana.

El Floridita, the bar in Old Town Havana where Hemingway had hung out had been one of their favorite spots. Nadine claimed that she and Hemingway had gone drinking there on numerous occasions and that she’d been a frequent guest at his and Mary’s villa. Sheppard had doubted the story until he’d seen pictures of a much younger Nadine at El Floridita with Hemingway and more photos of her with Hemingway and Mary that were displayed at their finca in Havana.

But for the moment, this spot in Little Havana satisfied him. And then Annie’s text came through with three videos—that of a raving woman shouting Mira’s and O’Hara’s names, the same woman turned to stone, and then Mira reading the stone woman. Sheppard turned his phone so Gutierrez could see the videos too. They watched, mesmerized.

“Fuck, it’s starting again, Goot. After six years. What the hell am I supposed to make of this? Maybe she’s getting, uh, you know, help.”

“Help from the dead?”

“She still communicates with Nadine and Tom.” Sheppard lowered his voice. It embarrassed him to say it.

“Of course she does, Shep. Nadine was her grandmother, her mentor, and business partner. Just because she died doesn’t mean that connection ends, not for a psychic like Mira. As for Tom… he was Annie’s dad. And he was also, well, what we Cubans call el amor del alma. It means…”

“I speak Spanish, Goot. I know what the hell it means.”

The love of the soul. And what does that make me? The thought depressed him. How many men competed with a dead spouse who dropped in periodically to say hello?

Sheppard picked up the check and made his way to the register. A part of him seethed, another part of him contracted with horror. Gutierrez had a better grasp and acceptance of this spirit contact thing than Sheppard ever would. He came from a long line of Cuban santeros for whom spirit contact was common. Sheppard was a white guy with a mystical streak that included a screaming diehard skepticism: Prove it to me.

Outside in the parking lot, Gutierrez stopped, faced Sheppard. “Look, amigo. Mira’s tuned into something in that video. This is heavy duty shit. I’ve never seen her like this.”

“C’mon, this is way the hell out there. A mutant from nearly two centuries in the future?”

“Dude, you really need to lose your skepticism, okay? It’s fucked up. Mira has helped us solve dozens of cases over the years.”

“I guess I just want proof.”

“What the hell kinda proof do you need? Look at Ian Rincon’s X-rays, look at the photos of the stone woman. Read O’Hara’s column. You need to get back to Tango. Go home, Shep. Find out what’s going on. I’ll stay here and tie things up. “

“I’ll go tomorrow. So you believe this is true?”

Gutierrez rolled his eyes. “C’mon, it’s what she picked up.”

“It could be a metaphor or…”

“Christ, Shep. Listen to yourself. Maybe your skepticism is why she has been dry for the last six years. See you back at the office.”

Gutierrez got into his car, slammed the door. Sheppard stared stupidly as his phone, as if waiting for Siri to talk to him, advise him, reassure him he wasn’t acting like an asshole. But Siri said nothing. He slipped inside his SUV and watched the video again. He brought up Jon O’Hara’s most recent column, read through it, studied the X-rays and the photo of the woman who had turned to stone, and the picture of her as a human. She looked normal—attractive in an offbeat way, dark hair that sprang away from her skull in wild curls, Asian features. Her clothes suggested that she had come from a yoga class or the gym—not from the future.

On his way back to the Miami office, he called Ian Rincon. “Shep. I was going to give you a call tonight. Did you see any of the videos?”

“All three. It’s been six years since she has done anything like this. How’d she seem to you?”

“You mean, during the reading?”

“And before. And after.”

“Initially, she said she didn’t think she could do it, that the spark just wasn’t there anymore. But Annie and I pressured her. Hell, I practically begged her.”

“And you buy this future scenario, Ian?”

“Look, I’m not a woo-woo kind of guy, Shep. You know that. I dissect the dead. But right now, it makes
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