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…There will never be an end

To this droning of the
surf.

—Wallace Stevens

 




PROLOGUE:

THE JUDGE







1

Pain.

He was clawing his way
through the pain, trying to surface, to lift above it, beyond it.
But the pain burned through his legs, pulling him under again.
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The screams awakened
him.

They fluttered through the house like bats,
rising and falling, slapping the cool air. He couldn't tell where
they were coming from or who they belonged to—his wife? His sons?
Himself? His hearing faded in and out, as though he were perched at
the edge of a canyon, listening to an echo as it made its way
toward him—and then away again.

Henry Michael tried to rise, but couldn't.
His hands were bound, and his legs refused to work. He couldn't
feel them from the knees down. Get up, old man, get up.

Up from where? Where was he? Why were his
hands tied? Why was everything so fuzzy? His glasses, right, he
wasn't wearing his glasses. No wonder he couldn't see worth a damn.
He moved his back and felt the hard surface of the floor, its wood.
. . . Why am I on the floor?

The screams were rising again, pounding the
air around him, terrible screams, and once more he tried to lift up
and failed. A sob wrenched from his throat as hot shoots of pain
burned through his thighs, fanning out across his groin, his belly.
Please, oh God, please, make the screams stop. No more screams.
Please.

The pain blinked off, then on again, then
off, and he squinted his eyes, attempting to focus on something, on
anything, but it was useless. A gray fuzz sprouted like fur at the
edge of his perception; the pain bit more deeply, and he fell back
against the floor, his chest heaving from the exertion. Be calm,
old man. Be calm. You're imagining those screams. They're inside
your head.

Yes, all right. He would think backward from
this moment to the moment when . . .

What? What was I doing before this?

Sleeping.

No, Christ no, he'd been . . . reading. He'd
been reading through a case and

(But why are my hands tied?)

his youngest son had been sprawled in the
beanbag chair, watching TV, and his wife, Jenny, had been

(Why do my legs hurt so much? Why . . .)

in the kitchen, cleaning up after supper. His
oldest son had been in the kitchen with his mother, doing his
homework. An ordinary evening,

(. . . my legs, the stink of blood, oh God,
what . . .)

until the doorbell had rung, until a woman
had arrived and . . .

no God no lemme be wrong please please

Henry Michael started
to whimper. His teeth chattered. Terror and revulsion broke loose
inside him as the screams spurted into the air once more and then
died abruptly, like an artery that had been sucked dry. The fuzz,
the webs, were clearing from his mind, and he knew the woman would
come for him now, to finish what she began when she blew off his
kneecaps and shot his youngest son in the chest.
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He heard her
footfalls, rapid and urgent, moving toward him from the kitchen,
the dining room. He caught a whiff of her perfume. He heard her
breathing; the sound of it echoed inside him as the screams had. He
sensed her stopping just behind him, at his head, and felt her eyes
boring into him. He pressed his elbows against the floor, pushed,
pressed, and pushed again to propel himself away from her, but his
legs felt like two-ton lead pipes. They wouldn't budge.

"How're the knees, Judge? I bet they smart,
huh."

"Wh-why're you doing this?" He moved his head
back, but the only thing he could see were her legs, blurred and
gray, like distant tree stumps. "Wh-why?"

"You really don't know, Judge? I thought you
were a bright man. That's what everyone says, you know. That you're
a very bright man, the biggest supporter of capital punishment in
the state of Florida. Yes siree, Judge Henry Michael, hotshot." She
touched his forehead and he winced. Her skin was cold, clammy, like
a corpse's. "Bet you don't feel like much of a hotshot now, do
you." She patted his cheek. "Your wife wasn't very brave, Judge. I
was really very disappointed in her."

"Please," he sobbed, trying to wiggle away
from her but failing. "Wh-what do y-you want?"

"Don't squirm like that, Judge. It's very
unbecoming. And besides, there's no place to go. You can shriek if
you want, but that won't do much good, because all the windows are
closed. I kept telling your wife that, but she didn't care. She
just screamed and screamed, and I got fed up with it."

"Pl-please . . ."

"All you have to do is die, Judge." She was
doing something to his legs now. Sitting on them? Tying his ankles
together? He couldn't tell because he had no feeling in his legs
and he couldn't see her clearly enough. "Nothing is simpler than
dying. Even being born isn't as simple as dying, Judge. That's one
of those cosmic thoughts you get sometimes when you're about to
fall asleep. Like you, Judge, you're about to take a long nap." She
laughed. "And if I were you, I'd sure be thinking about how easy it
is to die."

"Please," he whispered.

"You can think of me as . . . let’s see . . .
what would be a good name for me. Oh." She snapped her fingers. "I
know. The Avenger. I'm the Avenger, just like on the old TV show.
Remember that show, Judge? With Emma Peel and that turkey sidekick
of hers?"

Another laugh. Dear God, how that laugh
terrified him, hurt him, pressed down against his gut with its
horrible weight, its unbearable weight.

"I don't believe in getting back at someone,
Judge. I just get even."

And she laughed some more, a weird, high
cackle, and Henry Michael began to pray. Bless me Father, for I
have sinned. . . . The prayer, what was the rest of the prayer?
He couldn't remember because now she was touching something sharp
and cold to the side of his neck. "You know what this is, Judge?
It's an old-fashioned hat pin. It belonged to my grandmother. On
Sundays, she would fix a couple of these pretty pins in her hat and
off she would go to church. Can you see it, Judge?"

He knew she was holding something above him,
but it was a long, gray blur. Old and tired eyes, like your
bones, Henry, like your bones. "I . . . I . . . my eyes . . .
aren't very good."

How normal his voice had sounded for that
moment. My eyes aren't very good, as if he were talking to
someone at the courthouse, an acquaintance. My eyes are old
. . .

"Oh, your glasses. Right. I forgot all about
your glasses." She slipped them on over his nose. One lens was
shattered and it fractured her features, created a mosaic of her
face. But through the other lens he could see her soft skin, her
bright, mad eyes, and there, the hat pin. It was long, slender,
with a small red bulb on the end like a tiny impaled radish. "Isn't
it pretty, Judge?"

"Pl-please," he stammered, "d-don't hurt
Jenny. Don't hurt m-my sons, don't . . ."

She smiled. "Too late, hon. Jenny's taken the
route of the big sleep. Remember? And your sons, too."

No no no

". . . You should've thought of that four
years ago. He didn't deserve the chair, you know. Have you ever
seen anyone fry in the chair, Judge? You know what burning skin
smells like? You know what happens when all the juice zips through
you? I . . . I was there. I saw him fry. I saw him twitch. I
smelled him b-burning, you son of a bitch."

"Who? Who?" he cried.

"God will have to tell you, Judge. Say your
prayers, okay? It's only fair you should have a chance to say your
prayers. Even a man going to the chair has that chance. I'll say
them with you. 'Now I lay me down to sleep. . . .' C'mon, Judge,
say it along with me. 'Now I lay me . . .’ "

But when he opened his mouth, only his raw,
ragged breath came out.

"Oh Christ," she snapped. "I give you a
chance to say your prayers and you blow it." She removed his
glasses. "I'm afraid you've exhausted my patience, Judge Michael.
Now, this is going to smart a little. You'd better not move your
head, either, because that'll just make it worse."

Pain exploded in his right eye as she slid
the hat pin into the corner of it, down under the lid, deeply into
the eyeball. It ruptured. It bled and oozed. He shrieked and bucked
against the floor, and she straddled his chest and kept working the
pin back into the eyeball, through the optic nerve, cooing, "Now,
now, Judge, you're not very brave, either." She pressed something
cold and sharp against his throat. For a blinding second he felt a
warm rush of blood against his chest. He sucked at the air, but
there wasn't any. There was no air, no light.

There was nothing.

 



PART ONE




Chapter 1

BIRD'S EYE

1

They were third in
line for takeoff. The Cessna's engine hummed, the blades of its
propeller blurred, its red and white wings baked in the hot Tango
Key sun. The dials and needles on the instrument panel said
everything checked out fine, just fine. So how come she felt like
she was suffering from sunstroke? Faintness, thirst, a dull thud in
her temple, a certain queasiness in the pit of her belly.

Aline Scott's eyes slid over the instrument
panel again, seeking irregularities: soaring oil pressure, a faulty
altimeter setting, a red warning light. But everything looked okay.
The only thing to worry about, then, was the unexpected: a
meandering gull, a snapped rudder cable before she reached the
front of the line, a blown tire during takeoff.

"You're fretting," Kincaid said over the din
of the engine. "I'm not. Really. Could you pass me my
sunglasses?"

"Where are they?"

"In my purse. It's in the back seat."

"You should've thought of this before."

"I'll add it to my checklist. Just get them,
okay?"

The Comanche at the head of the line was
racing forward now, speeding into the sun, then lifting into the
air. The Piper Cub in front of her inched forward. She let up on
the brake, pushed the throttle in a little, and swung into second
place.

Kincaid fitted her sunglasses onto her nose.
"Relax, Allie, you're going to do just fine. It's not like you've
never done this before."

But she'd never done it completely alone.
Always before, Kincaid’s hands rested on the other wheel and his
feet were on the other set of rudder pedals, ready to correct if
she did something wrong. Always before, he'd taken her through the
basic maneuvers so she could become accustomed to the plane. He
contended that her fear of flying was simply a lack of familiarity
with the mechanics of it all. She suspected the fear went deeper
than that, could be traced, in fact, to a close call on an Eastern
flight fourteen months ago. Close call: as in a go-around when the
wheels hadn't come down and the plane was less than 200 feet from
the runway. Close call: as in Pillow in your lap, head down,
remove eyeglasses and high heels and be prepared to evacuate the
cabin . . .

Her symptoms were worse now: serious nausea,
dizziness, black dots in front of her eyes, blood draining from her
face. She took several deep breaths, meditative breaths; it helped
some. She looked over at Kincaid and that helped, too. He was the
very picture of serenity: buckled into his seat, dark shades
covering his lapis eyes, sunlight laced through his sandy,
gray-speckled beard and spilling down the front of his shirt. He
ran a hand over his sandy hair and folded the map in his lap into a
neat rectangle.

"November Tango four niner niner, you're
cleared for takeoff," said a voice in her earphones.

Her throat went as dry as tissue paper. She
could barely spit out: "Roger, tower."

"You're on, Allie," Kincaid said, then
repeated instructions she already knew by heart, but which she
seized upon as if hearing them for the first time. "Taxi up to the
front and push the throttle all the way in. As you head down the
runway, keep to the yellow line that divides it. Around
seventy-five, start your roll and lift."

"Right."

She moved into place. She pushed the throttle
in, and the roar of the engine filled the cockpit. The plane leaped
forward. It sailed straight down the yellow line, gathering speed,
gobbling up the runway, the world to either side of her blurring.
Her feet played the rudder pedals. The plane veered to the
left.

"Keep her straight," Kincaid warned.

She coaxed the nose back so it was parallel
to the yellow line. Her hands tightened on the control wheel. The
sun blistered her forehead. Suppose the runway wasn't long enough?
Suppose the engine quit? Suppose Kincaid has a heart attack
while we're up here?

"Get ready to pull back on the wheel. You're
approaching liftoff speed, Al."

Panic. The needle quivered now at 68.

She was going to do it.

70 . . .

Nothing would go wrong.

73 . . .

A sense of exhilaration hissed into her as
the needle struck 75 and she pulled back on the wheel and the
Cessna's nose tilted upward. The plane rose effortlessly into the
clear cerulean sky, out toward the sea. "I'm doing it!" she
shrieked.

Kincaid laughed. "Great. You're doing great.
But don't bring the nose up too steeply. There's no future in
stalling out the plane."

Stall: a nasty word. She had visions of the
Cessna's nose lifting higher and higher until it was pointed toward
the sun. The engine would falter and die. The plane would shudder;
the nose would plunge forward and begin a death spin toward earth.
She lowered the nose.

"When you reach eight hundred feet," Kincaid
said, "bank left to get out of the airport pattern, and keep
climbing to a thousand feet. Then level out and head north along
the shore, climbing gradually to fifteen hundred."

She followed his instructions to the letter,
and when she leveled out at fifteen hundred feet she peered below
at the island, delighted with the bird's-eye view. The strip of
wheat-colored beach along the east shore of Tango Key was crowded
with tourists, and they'd spilled over into the celery-green
shoals. This high up, they looked like little dolls, bobbing in the
waves, baking against the sand. Running parallel to the beach was
the Old Post Road, which circumnavigated the island—a strip of
black asphalt where cars looked no larger than toys. The ancient
banyans and slender, graceful pines that proliferated along its
edges seemed too green and dwarfed to be real. She raised her eyes,
drinking in the sky and the island to the west.

Tango Key measured eleven miles at its
longest point and seven at its widest. It was shaped roughly like a
cat's head. The mouth fell around Tango, the main town to the
south. The nose and whiskers were marked by the hills, where the
airport was located. The cat’s left ear was occupied by Pirate’s
Cove, the exclusive development on the island, with its $2 million
marina. The right ear, which they were approaching, rose steeply
from the shore, ending in a cliff that marked the beginning of a
virtually uninhabited wilderness. It fanned south and west,
creating an almost perfect square filled with banyan, pine, and
ficus trees.

Off to her right, about twelve miles east and
a little south, lay Key West. Connecting it and Tango Key was the
bridge—an architectural marvel that arched high over the blue
waters and which local bookies predicted would be devastated in the
next five years by a hurricane or a tanker. It was thick with
traffic, just as it always was during the tourist season.

"Well?" asked Kincaid.

"I love this. I absolutely love it. Why
didn't you talk me into this sooner?"

"I tried." He laughed. "All right. Even
though you've logged some hours, we'll keep things simple today.
Head due west and then south. We're going to go around the island
once, then slide into a landing pattern. We'll try a couple more
takeoffs and landings, then go over everything when we're back on
the ground."

Kincaid's voice was that of a man who was at
home in the air, a regular Saint Exupéry. He'd bought the Cessna at
an estate auction almost three years ago, even though he'd never
flown an hour, and dubbed it Cat, short for Kathmandu, his favorite
spot in the world. He claimed he was sick to death of battling
traffic during the tourist season and now he could get to Key West
in six minutes instead of thirty and to Miami in just under two
hours. She'd expected the plane to sit on the airfield, a stepchild
of Kincaid's whim, and thought the purchase was an enormous waste
of money. But Kincaid had pursued his new hobby the way he did
everything else, with a relentless diligence that had earned him
four ratings so far—private, instrument, seaplane, and
instructor's.

He presently had six students—counting
her—enough to keep him busy, he said, when the private eye business
got slow. She had yet to figure out when that was.

"Let me take over for a second, Allie."
Kincaid placed his hands on the wheel on his side.

She surrendered control and followed his gaze
to the terrain below. They were at the western side of the island
now, near Suicide Cliff, where two dozen expensive homes dotted the
hillsides. A cluster of cars sprouted like exotic white wildflowers
from one of the crescent driveways. Even before Kincaid took the
plane down to 800 feet, she knew the vehicles were police cruisers.
It looked like most of the Tango Key police department was
there.

"Want to go take a look?" Kincaid asked.

"Yeah, maybe I should."

He smiled, as if this was exactly the answer
he'd expected.
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The February air, as
sweet-smelling as a kitten's breath, poured through the sunroof of
Kincaid's white Saab. The car negotiated the hills toward the west
end of the island with ease. He seemed to know exactly where they
were going. But then, unlike her, he was one of those people who
had a sense of direction as precise as a migrating bird's. A long
time ago, she'd believed it was a talent he'd developed during all
his years of traveling—a hundred-some-odd countries in thirty-eight
years. But now she knew it was an innate talent, instinctive.

He was a tall man—six foot three in his bare
feet—with curly hair a shade lighter than his beard, and wide-set
lapis eyes. They'd been lovers for a little longer than he'd owned
the plane, and although they'd talked about getting married, she
was in no hurry to change what was so obviously a good thing.

"I think the house we saw belongs to Judge
Michael," he said.

"We weren't really low enough to see the
house."

"We were close enough to see where it is in
relation to the rest, and it's the nearest place to Suicide Cliff.
So is the judge's house."

She suddenly wished they'd stayed in the air.
This was their first full day together in more than a month. They'd
saved for it, planned for it, mapped it out—a flying lesson, a hike
into the woods at the northeast tip of the island, and this
evening, a flight into Miami for a jazz concert in Coconut Grove.
Why risk blowing all that just to see what the ruckus was? This was
her day off.

"I changed my mind. Let's go have breakfast
or something."

"We already had breakfast."

"Then we can start our hike."

"Al, we're practically there."

"We drive in, then out, okay?"

"Absolutely."

But she didn't think he believed it any more
than she did. The house was a rambling two-story affair, made of
cedar, and set back in a clearing surrounded by pines. The glass in
its tall front windows had seized the chaos in the yard and frozen
it: two ambulances and four paramedics, five cruisers, the chief's
Chevy, and a ten-year-old Mercedes that belonged to the coroner,
Bill Prentiss. It couldn't get much clearer than that.

Radios barked, two officers were roping off
the area, and a handful of gawkers lined the edge of the driveway
as the Saab pulled in. Claudia Bernelli was on the front porch, her
thin bones zipped into a pair of skintight jeans, watching as one
of the coroner's skeleton crew dusted an overturned bicycle for
prints. Bernie glanced up as they ascended the stairs; her face was
alarmingly pale, almost the same color as her very blond hair.

"What're you guys doing here?"

"We saw the cars from the air," Aline
replied. "What happened?"

Her taffy eyes skewed against the light.
"Unless you've got a strong stomach, don't go in there. The judge,
his wife, their two kids . . ." She shook her head. "The bodies are
gone, but it's bad. Real bad."

And that was when they should've walked away.
But they didn't. They stepped into a foyer steeped in light and an
eerie stillness. Everyone was upstairs, and the place seemed
utterly devoid of life. Kincaid headed for the stairs, and Aline
went left, toward the living room. She stopped abruptly in the
doorway.

The living room looked like it had been
turned upside down, shaken, and then someone had tossed a couple of
buckets of blood into the ruin. Blood smeared the walls, had
spattered the overturned furniture, and had caked in dry puddles
against the dove-gray rug. Two small, bloody handprints marred the
wall over the telephone stand. Directly in front of the stand was
the chalk outline of one of the children.

The cushions of the couch across the room
stood on end and had been torn open. Stuffing had leaked out and
littered the floor around it. A rocking chair nearby had been
tipped over; it reminded her of a Moslem bowing toward Mecca,
forehead touching the floor, legs bent at the knees, heels sticking
up. Next to it was the only undisturbed piece of furniture in the
room—a coffee table strewn with magazines. Between it and the couch
was the second chalked silhouette—larger, either Judge Michael or
his wife. Just beyond the head lay a pair of glasses with a
shattered lens.

Two men from forensics came into the room,
but they worked so quietly, Aline barely noticed them. She stepped
carefully around shards of glass where a display case had been
toppled. A lone figurine had escaped damage—an old woman selling
balloons. The entryway between this room and the dining room was
strewn with law books from a low bookcase against the far wall. It
looked as if the killer had simply grabbed books at random and
hurled them across the room.

The dining room was unscathed, except for a
broom on the floor that she guessed had been used to smash the
chandelier over the dining room table. Bits of glass sparkled
against the glossy wood of the mahogany table and studded the pine
floor.

She stared at the remains of the chandelier,
at the way the slivered vestiges fractured the light. She could
almost hear the chandelier shattering and bits of glass showering
to the floor, tinkling like wind chimes. You took a swing at it
like it was a piñata that was going to rain candy, didn't you. You
enjoyed this. You loved it.

Her shoes crunched over the glass as she
continued into the kitchen. Another adult had been found in front
of the sink; she guessed it was Jenny Michael. The chalk silhouette
enclosed bloodstains, as if to contain them. Blood also had
splattered across the cabinet doors, darkened the faucets, and
stood out in stark relief against the white of the refrigerator
door. The second child—a boy, the judge had two boys—had
fallen in the doorway between the kitchen and the hall.

Schoolbooks were piled on the round
butcher-block table; a yellow pen marked a page in a math book. The
door of the dishwasher was open, the top rack pulled out, stacked
with glasses and mugs. There was a dishpan filled with dirty water
on one side of the double sink. On the other side, the porcelain
was stained with blood.

She was too close to it—the afflux of smells,
the gloom, the vestiges of a fevered rage—and stepped back from it
mentally, visualizing the room as though she were high above it,
peering down. The bird's eye view: just like flying, she
thought. She saw the kitchen as it must've been last night, Jenny
Michael at the sink, probably rinsing and stacking dishes, and one
of her boys at the table, doing his homework. The judge and the
other boy were in the living room. It had been an ordinary Thursday
evening in the life of an ordinary family until . . .
What?

Mentally, she zoomed in closer now. She
plucked a paper towel from the roll over the sink and used it to
open the kitchen door. She ran her hand over the wood and lock; it
hadn't been jimmied. But a streak of blood trailed across one of
the planks to the steps that led to the driveway. She walked to the
end of the porch, descended the steps, peered right, following the
driveway with her eyes to the two-car garage. Then she drew her
gaze back to the white concrete of the driveway directly in front
of her. No blood. Why not? Why did the trail end right here?

To either side of her, along the edge of the
house, were wide strips of grass and a bushy hibiscus hedge that
bloomed with bright red and pink buds, and farther down, at the
corner of the house, gardenia bushes. She knelt in the grass, in
the scent of gardenias and jasmine, looking for more blood. She
found it—thin streaks that vanished into the hedge.

She parted the branches with her hands and
gorge surged in her throat. There, curled in a tight ball against
the side of the house, partially hidden under an old plastic gray
tarp, was a child. There was so much dirt and blood on the face
that Aline couldn't tell if it was a boy or a girl, alive or dead.
Clutched to the child's chest was a dead orange cat whose fur was
matted with blood.

Aline leaped up, shoved her way through the
hedge, and crouched down at the top of the child's head. A girl.
Curly blond hair. Long lashes so blond they were almost white.
Please be alive. Her hand trembled as she sought a pulse in
the girl's neck. Her skin was cool, damp, but, oh Christ, she felt
it, a faint, erratic pulse. The child, just like the lone figurine
of the balloon woman, had somehow survived the slaughter. Aline
threw off the tarp, unhooked the child's arm from the cat, and
picked her up.

She raced along the driveway toward the front
of the house, the girl's head hanging limply over the side of her
arm, her mouth slightly open, her jeans and T-shirt stinking of
blood and urine. As Aline rounded the corner, she spotted Doc
Prentiss and the chief on the porch with two officers. Aline
shouted; her voice pierced the breezy, February air, a
supplication, a cry of hope.

 



Chapter 2

KINCAID

1

He didn't hear the
shouts in the yard.

Ryan Kincaid was upstairs, at the back of the
house, in the master bedroom, where the air was as still and deep
blue as the bottom of a lake. Everything in here was in perfect
order. The king-size bed was made, spread folded down, pillows
puffed up. The twin mahogany bureaus shone and were free of dust.
The blue curtains at the picture window were closed, and the twin
closets with the pine French doors stood ajar, but the stuff inside
was neat neat neat. So how come there was a maroon towel hooked
over the knob of the bathroom door? And why was the edge of the
matching bath mat flopped over at the corner like a basset hound's
ear?

He padded into the bathroom, glancing around,
disturbed by something he couldn't name. The bathroom was huge,
with inlaid Italian tile floors and a pair of eggshell-blue
matching sinks with gold-plated faucets. A Jacuzzi and an adjoining
bathtub dominated the far corner where the window jutted out and
curved upward to a skylight. Plants billowed from clay pots along
the windowsill and the back of the tub. At the other end of the
bathroom was a shower. A pair of monogrammed gray towels were
draped over the rack.

Kincaid opened the shower door with the hem
of his T-shirt and squatted. His eyes moved slowly across the tiled
walls, the floor, the faucets. The wall was dry, but moisture had
beaded on the floor, near the drain. He yanked a piece of Kleenex
from the box on the back of the toilet and touched the edge of it
to a drop of water. The corner turned faintly pink. He pulled a
couple more pieces of Kleenex from the box, looked through the
medicine cabinet until he found a pair of tweezers, and returned to
the shower. He plucked several hairs from the area around the
drain—blond, brown, and black. Mrs. Michael and the judge had black
and brown hair respectively. The boys both favored their mother. So
who the hell did the blond hair belong to?

He set the hairs on the bed of Kleenex and
carefully folded it into a neat little square. He reached into the
box of Kleenex, removed the stack of tissues inside, and set his
folded piece of tissue into the box. Next, he straightened the
corner of the bath mat and stretched out on the floor, eyes roaming
the surface for more hairs.

"If you're settling in for a siesta, Kincaid,
let me suggest the bed," said a voice in the doorway.

"Hi, Bernelli." He didn't look around. With
the tweezers, he lifted a blond pubic hair from the mat and placed
it on another tissue.

Bernelli lowered herself to the floor beside
him. "Forensics has already been through here."

"Not very well. The killer took a shower
after he finished his business downstairs." He sat up, gestured
toward the Kleenex box. "I'm placing bets the bastard is blond.
Like you, kiddo."

Bernelli rolled her taffy eyes, pulled a pack
of cigarettes from her shirt pocket, and lit one. "You aren't
exactly a brunette yourself, Kincaid." She pulled her legs up and
rested her head against the wall. "Aline found a little girl out by
the side of the house. Still alive. She rode the ambulance into
town, with Bill Prentiss following in his car. You're supposed to
meet her at the hospital."

She said this so factually, it took a moment
for the import to sink in. "Any idea who she is?"

"Nope. Prentiss said she's in shock. She was
holding the Michaels' dead cat. It had been stabbed."

"How old is she?"

"Nine, ten, around there. A possible witness.
They're going to keep it out of the papers." Bernelli's voice
maintained that hard, factual edge—the voice of a seasoned cop. But
the way she smoked her cigarette, with quick, almost urgent puffs,
said she wasn't inured to any of it.

She was a thin, intense woman whom Aline had
known—since junior high and with whom Ryan had had a brief affair
about four years ago. Her skin was smooth and creamy, the sort of
skin other women envied and sought through cosmetics and mud packs.
She wore her curly blond hair very short, which set off her long
neck, where the tendons now stood out like cords of rope. The four
gold chains at her neck were tangled, and as she spoke, her fingers
worked at them nervously, impatiently.

"Danny was going to spend the night here last
night, Ryan," she said, referring to her fifteen-year-old son. "He
and Paul Michael were good friends." She looked over at him,
emotion swimming in her eyes, the fluorescent lights turning her
soft, flawless complexion milk-white. "But he flunked a math quiz
yesterday so I told him no way was he going to spend the night with
anyone. Suppose he . . ." Her voice cracked then, and she pressed a
hand over her eyes.

Kincaid gave her shoulder a squeeze.

"Don't," he said gently. "It didn't happen,
so don't play the 'what if' game, Bernie."

Her hand fell away from her face and she
stared at the far wall.

"Who took the call?" he asked.

"Me. A neighbor lady called the station. She
and Jenny Michael were supposed to have breakfast this morning and
then go shopping. When Jenny still hadn't shown up at eight, she
called here, then came over. No one answered the bell, so she
walked around back. The kitchen door was unlocked, and she came in
and saw . . . saw Jenny and the youngest boy." She paused, flicked
the ashes from her cigarette into her hand. "The bodies were hacked
up, Kincaid. The judge's throat had been slit, he'd been shot in
the knees, his hands were tied. Something had been . . . been stuck
in it, I think. Paul, the older boy. . . I found him between the
kitchen and the hall . . . the fingers on his right hand were . . .
were gone . . . " She leaned forward and dropped her cigarette in
the toilet. It hissed as it went out.

"Did you talk to the neighbors?" he
asked.

"Sure. No one heard anything. The houses are
too far apart, and besides, it was hot last night and most everyone
on the street had the air-conditioning on, windows closed up. The
phones here were dead, too."

"C'mon. Let's get out of here. I'll buy you a
cup of coffee or something."

"What I need," she said, "is a stiff
drink."

"Fine. Then I'll buy you a stiff drink."

"We'd better take this bath mat with us."

"And the towel," he added.

"I'll find a garbage bag."

She seemed grateful to have something to do,
and stood quickly. She found a package of short white garbage bags
in the linen closet in the bathroom, and Kincaid folded the bath
mat carefully and slipped it inside one of the bags. He did the
same with the maroon towel and the bar of soap from the shower. He
picked up the bags, and Bernelli, the Kleenex box.

"How well did you know the judge?" Kincaid
asked as they started downstairs.

"Mostly through work. He presided over some
of my arrests through the years. I actually knew Jenny better,
because of our kids."

"Did the judge have any enemies that you know
of?"

"What the hell, Ryan, you know as well as I
do that judges always have enemies, and I think Henry Michael had
more than his share because he was pro-capital punishment. But why
ask me? You knew him. You worked for him from time to time, didn't
you?"

Kincaid nodded. Henry Michael had been a
friend—not a close friend, true, but a friend nonetheless, and he
didn't feel like discussing the man's enemies here in the house
where he'd been killed.

In the living room downstairs, they turned
the goods over to Conchita Guzmán, the only Cuban on the forensics
team and the only woman.

Kincaid set the bags on the floor beside her.
"They missed some stuff upstairs."

Conchita rocked back on her heels and
regarded him over the rim of her tortoiseshell glasses. Like
Bernelli, she wore her chestnut hair short and had smooth, flawless
skin that barely creased when she smiled. "My area's this room,
Ryan, but I'll make sure it gets back to the lab. What is it,
anyway?"

He told her. Conchita made a face. "We do our
best, Ryan, but unfortunately, when you're dealing with a lunatic
like this, the best sometimes isn't enough. I'll keep Aline
posted."

"Thanks."

As they headed toward the door, Bernelli
said, "Were you working on something for the judge?"

"Why do you ask that?"

"Why else would you be picking hairs out of
the shower, Ryan?"

"Curiosity?"

"Ha," she said with a snort.

Outside, the hot light had thickened, coating
the front lawn like varnish. The sprinklers, hooked into an
automatic timing system, had come on and twirled mindlessly,
showering the marigolds and zinnias that bordered the edges of the
driveway. The blooms on the proud and neatly trimmed hibiscus hedge
at the front of the yard drooped as though they were weeping.

"C'mon, Ryan. Were you working for him?"
Bernelli persisted. "On what?"

Bernelli, who was about nine inches shorter
than he, impaled him with her eyes as she waited for an answer. Her
tenacity was admirable, but he didn't want to go into it here. He
wasn't sure he wanted to go into it at all until he'd had a chance
to think about it. "We'll talk about it over that stiff drink I'm
buying you."

"We should swing by the hospital first and
pick up Al."

"Okay. Meet you there." He hurried away
before she could call him back.
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He followed the Old
Post Road back into Tango, wondering what sort of statement the
chief would give to the press. There'd be no mention of the girl,
of course, although word might leak out. Gossip was ubiquitous on
this island, and surely some of the gawkers had seen the child
being put into the ambulance. He doubted that the chief, Gene
Frederick, would mention the mutilations either. The statement
would be far more succinct and vague than the judge's conversation
with Kincaid two days ago, when they'd run into each other at the
courthouse.

Kincaid had been over there checking the
public records as a favor to his first ex-wife, who was in the
process of divorcing her third husband and wanted to know about
some property he owned. Henry Michael had stopped him in the hall
and invited him out to the house over the weekend.

"Bring your suit and we'll take the boat out.
I've got a couple of things I'd like to discuss with you,
Ryan."

"My parking tickets are paid up."

Michael had laughed. He was a short,
good-looking man in his late forties who had shared Kincaid's
interest in traveling. When he'd been Tango County's star
prosecutor, Kincaid had worked on a half-dozen cases for him,
mostly culling information. Kincaid couldn't stomach Michael's
opinions on issues like capital punishment, but he liked the man
and agreed to join him on the boat Saturday.

"So if this isn't about my parking tickets,
then what is it about, Henry?"

"I've gotten some rather disturbing phone
calls and a note. They may just be cranks, but I'd like you to look
into it. It wouldn't surprise me if they were connected to an old
case. I've got several possibilities as to the source."

"What kind of calls?"

"Threatening. Toward me."

"Male?"

"Don't know. There've
only been two calls, and the person always whispers. But here's the
note." He'd reached into his wallet and pulled out a 3-by-5 card.
Typed on it was a verse, signed with a deep green smiling-face
sticker:

Death will come by
night,

a sharp and bitter
bite

which you & yours
will fight

& lose—against
God's greater might.

"Why don't you go to the cops, Henry?"

Michael had shrugged and folded the card,
slipping it back into his wallet. "Listen, Ryan, the police really
don't have the manpower to deal with something that might just be a
loony tune out there who's decided he's got a beef with me. It's
better like this. And I don't want Jenny to get wind of it, because
all she'll do is fret." He'd smiled. "My wife is a great
fretter."

Then an attorney had interrupted them and
Michael had handed Kincaid a check for $3,500, said, "That should
cover your expenses for a while. See you on Sunday," and walked off
with the other man toward the cafeteria. It was the last time
Kincaid had seen him. He didn't doubt that the calls and the note
were connected to the murders. And the $3,500 obligated him to at
least find the connection, didn't it?

The Saab crawled the last four miles into
town because the traffic was so bad. Every other license plate, it
seemed, was out-of-state, and those that weren't were rentals. The
snowbirds had swollen the island's population to almost 17,000 this
year, and he knew it would get worse as Easter and spring break
approached. Tourists pumped millions into Tango's economy, but they
also strained every facility on the island—from the police
department and hotels to things as basic as the water supply.

He blamed the snowbirds, in fact, for Aline's
virtual absence from his life these last few months. She and the
other detectives and officers in the department were putting in
sixty-hour weeks. When she had a free day, she usually spent it in
Whitman's, her bookstore, thus relieving her co-owner, who kept it
running smoothly and efficiently six days a week.

Like so many people on Tango Key, Aline
couldn't have lived here without the income from two jobs. The
property taxes were the highest in the state; groceries cost twice
what they did anywhere else in Florida; and basics like
electricity, water, and gasoline were astronomical. If two could
live as cheaply as one—and he wasn't entirely convinced that was
true—then maybe the answer was for them to move in together. It
would ease her financial problems and give them more time together.
The problem, of course, was who would move where.

They both owned houses. One of them could
rent for the season and make a tidy little sum—enough to cover the
months when the house was unoccupied, with some profit left over.
But again, which of them would rent? He didn't particularly like
the idea of strangers living in his house and knew Aline felt the
same way. The ideal would be to get married, sell both houses, and
build one of their own. But Aline didn't seem to be in a big hurry
to get married; he supposed he had his lousy track record to blame
for that. Two marriages, two divorces: hardly the stuff stability
was made of.

So here they were—their free day together
over before it had barely begun, and the same old concerns swarming
like mosquitos around him: murder, mayhem, and the elusive American
dream.
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He parked in back of the Tango Key Hospital
and entered through the emergency room. Aline wasn't in the waiting
area. He didn't know if that meant the girl had died—or been moved.
He approached the desk and asked the nurse where Bill Prentiss
was.

"With a patient, sir."

"A child?"

"Uh, yes. That's right. The little Jane
Doe."

"There was a detective with them. Would you
happen to know where she is?"

"Oh. Aline. Sure. She's in the coffee
shop."

Was there any local on Tango who didn't know
Aline? But then, she was a Fritter, born and raised here; he was
just a twenty-three-year transplant.

He walked down the corridor that smelled of
Pine Sol and wax to the coffee shop and saw Aline sitting alone at
a table, paging through the newspaper, a mug in front of her. Her
wavy cinnamon hair was gathered at the back of her head in a loose
ponytail that snaked halfway down her right arm. She stroked the
end of it, wrapped it around her index finger, stroked it again.
Then, as if sensing him nearby, she looked up. Her eyes were the
vibrant blue at the cool tip of a flame, and they watched him
intently, as if she could see right through him. Her nose was long,
slender. Her mouth was one that begged to be touched, and it slid
into a smile as he neared. No one had a smile quite like that: it
could've lit up Pluto.

"You left me in Bernelli's clutches," he
said, sitting across from her. "How's the girl?"

"She's in shock, but not seriously injured
physically; Bill moved her into intensive care. He said he'd be
down in a couple of minutes."

"Who is she?"

Aline shook her head. "I don't know. I called
the station and asked Roxie to run a computer check through the
missing children's division in Miami. They're hooked up with the
feds. Maybe that'll turn up something."

"How old is she?"

"Bill says she's between ten and twelve, but
small for her age. Did Bernie tell you about the cat?"

He nodded. "Was it orange?"

"Yeah."

"Then it was probably the Michaels' cat."

"I should ticket you for speeding, Ryan,"
Bernelli said, coming up behind him. "For a stretch there on the
Old Post Road you were doing eighty-five." She claimed the seat
next to him. "You're lucky I've already had my coffee this morning,
otherwise I'd be real grumpy and ticket you now."

"Mean, tough Bernelli."

She winked at him, signaled the waitress, and
lit a cigarette. "Okay, now I want to hear about Judge Michael.
What he hired you for."

Aline's brows lifted. "What? When?"

Bernelli stabbed a thumb toward Kincaid. "Ask
lover boy here."

He explained and showed them the 3-by-5 card.
Both women glanced at it; Aline rubbed her arms as if against a
sudden, deep chill. "He didn't give you any indication as to who
might have sent the note and made the calls?"

"No. But I got the impression he thought it
was connected to a case he'd presided over."

"Where was the note mailed from?" Bernelli
asked.

"He didn't say."

"It gives us a place to start," Aline said.
"We can go back through the courthouse records to see which cases
Judge Michael sat on."

Bill Prentiss strolled into the coffee shop
and made a beeline toward them. He was a lean six feet and had a
handsome, kind face and curly black hair that was just as thick now
as it had been ten years ago when they'd met. He didn't fit
Kincaid's idea of a coroner; he looked more like a male model for
BMWs.

As he sat down next to Aline, Kincaid
connected them with a mental line; Prentiss had been Aline's first
lover. He drew a second line between himself and Bernelli, since
they'd also been lovers—however briefly—and a third line between
himself and Aline. That left only the right side of this people
square open, because he didn't know if Bernelli and Prentiss had
ever been lovers. The odds said yes; life on Tango Key sometimes
bordered on the incestuous.

". . . her vital signs are a lot stronger
now," Prentiss was saying. "She has a nasty lump on the back of her
head, and she's a bit dehydrated, but otherwise she's okay. The
shock was brought on by a severe psychological trauma, probably
from witnessing what went on in that house."

Bernie stabbed out her cigarette. "The chief
wants a round-the-clock guard at her room, Bill."

"I hope to Christ he didn't release anything
about her to the press."

"No. Nothing. His statement was pretty vague.
But you never know what might get around on this island."

"When do you think she'll come out of it?"
Kincaid asked.

Prentiss shrugged. "Hard to say. People react
to shock in different ways. But she's in intensive care, where they
can monitor her closely. As soon as she starts coming around, I
want a child shrink to take a look at her. A woman I know in Miami
who works with severely traumatized children has already agreed to
donate her services. And the county's picking up the medical
expenses, at least until her parents or guardians turn up."

"When will you have the autopsies done?"
Aline asked.

"I'll get started this afternoon. But I don't
think they're going to tell us anything we don't already know."

"But what I found in the master bathroom
upstairs might." Kincaid told him about the stuff he and Bernelli
had passed on to Conchita Guzmán. Prentiss didn't look too happy
about the fact that his skeleton crew had been sloppy, but promised
to have something on the hair samples by tomorrow morning.

"And since it looks like I'm going
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