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COLD AS
DEATH




Between the idea

And the reality

Between the motion

And the act

Falls the Shadow

Between the conception

And the creation

Between the emotion

And the response

Falls the shadow

—T S. Eliot, from “The Hollow Men”

 



PART ONE

Vision

We live in “nonlocal”
reality, which is to say that we can be affected by events that are
distant from our ordinary awareness.

—Russell Targ, from
Limitless Mind







Chapter 1

Hilt House

The hillside looked
as if a giant in the midst of a temper tantrum had torn across it,
knocking down trees, ripping bushes out by the roots, trampling
everything in its path. Here and there, Mira Morales passed pines
or banyans that still stood, but most of them had been stripped of
needles and leaves and their trunks had been sheared of bark. On
one area of the hill, a dense copse of pines had survived the
hurricane relatively intact, trees huddled together like orphans,
the top branches leaning left, blown that way by the wind.

On the street below her, piles of debris
waited at curbsides to be hauled away—vegetation, broken fences,
sheets of aluminum, chunks of concrete. Some of the piles stood
five or six feet high and included mattresses, doors, sofas,
chairs, rolls of moldy carpet, broken refrigerators, stoves,
tables. Even now, five weeks after Hurricane Danielle had roared
in, her winds in excess of 155 miles an hour, Tango Key still
looked like Hiroshima, but without the bodies.

Mira paused to catch her breath. The air was
so still that birds didn’t sing, branches didn’t stir. The
speckling of clouds in the vast blue field of sky resembled tiny
white sailboats stuck in the doldrums. The air smelled scorched, as
if an iron had been held too long to a wardrobe of shirts. The
extreme heat and humidity caused her T-shirt to cling to her. Her
denim shorts, soaked through with perspiration, felt like they
weighed fifty pounds.

She pulled her thick black hair behind her
head and snapped an elastic band around it, getting it off her
neck. She was tempted to pour her bottle of cold water over her
head, but decided she was much too thirsty to waste it. She twisted
the cap and drank down half of it.

Question: Why had she ventured out on a
morning in late July when the temperature already stood at a muggy
ninety and it wasn’t even seven yet?

Well, that was easy. She couldn’t stand the
reality of what she faced, another day of struggling to piece her
bookstore back together. The boxes of books she had salvaged were
now housed in the yoga room at the back of the store. Each day, she
opened boxes and checked each title against a master inventory
list. She figured she had saved only a third of her entire
inventory, but remained absurdly hopeful that the statistics would
improve.

Hurricane Danielle had crashed ashore at high
tide. The water had exploded upward through the wooden slats of the
Tango pier, collapsed the concrete pilings, and swept through the
downtown with the power of some ancient, enraged god. At its peak,
the water at the front of her store had reached six feet and when
it receded, it left behind a soggy beach of mud, sticks, stones,
and shells. As the mud dried, creatures crawled out of that dark,
erratic landscape: fire ants, snakes, skinks, spiders, roaches,
worms, mice, rats, a regular zoo.

For some reason, the yoga room at the back of
the store, separated by a wall and a metal door, had remained
relatively dry. The books she had stored in there and those she had
taken to her house were all that remained of her inventory.

The exterior of the store had sustained major
damage-holes in the roof, dry rot setting in to the wooden front
door and the floor, trees still down, the fence collapsed. The
storage shed, crushed like a tin can, still had an uprooted banyan
lying across it. The work crew that was replacing most of the
store’s roof would be hammering and pounding today, another crew
would be laying tile on the eastern side of the store, and someone
was coming out to remove the banyan and the remains of the
shed.

Yet, her store and home could be repaired and
rebuilt. Other people had not been as fortunate. With nearly a
third of the buildings on Tango completely destroyed, hundreds of
people were homeless and dozens of businesses had been wiped off
the map. On her bookstore’s block, only two buildings out often
remained: her bookstore and Mango Mama’s, a restaurant that had
withstood hurricanes since the early 1940s. The Tango bridge, the
island’s connection to the rest of the world, had lost six miles of
concrete and steel and wouldn’t open again for another year. The
only ways to or from the island were by air or ferry.

Since eighty percent of the island was still
without power, they lived under a curfew and what amounted to
martial law. For looting, they were told. To keep people safe, the
officials said. No alcohol was being sold on the island as long as
the curfew was in effect, so a black market now flourished. On a
given day, a bottle of ordinary California red wine—five bucks at
your local grocery store—could be had for thirty to fifty dollars a
bottle. A six-pack of beer was going for about fifteen bucks. A
bottle of hard liquor—any hard liquor, regardless of its
quality—began at about seventy-five dollars.

Generators were also in great demand. For a
basic unit that would power a refrigerator, a few lights, and maybe
a TV, the standing price was $1,200 cash. Without gas, though,
generators were useless and only one gas station on Tango presently
had power. Most mornings, its supply was sold out before
breakfast.

You could leave the island to buy any of
these items, but only if you had enough gas to make it somewhere.
Forty percent of the power in Key West had been restored, yet it
was as sporadic and unpredictable as true love. Most of Sugarloaf
Key, fifteen miles north of Key West, supposedly had gone back
online four days ago. But according to the grapevine, dependable
power, continuous, uninterrupted power there was a pipe dream.
Between Sugarloaf and Key Largo lay an electrical wasteland where
life languished in the Dark Ages.

To find anything being sold in the black
market on Tango, you had to drive two or three hours to Miami. Only
the courageous, the stupid, or the owners of VWs, hybrids, or other
models that got great gas mileage even attempted the trip. In a
state where SUVs, Hummers, Suburbans, and other gas-guzzlers
proliferated like mosquitoes in a swamp, she figured that maybe
five to ten people on Tango were making it as far as Key Largo or
Miami for liquor, food, generators, and gas. Even though there were
laws against price-gouging in the aftermath of a hurricane, no one
in Key Largo, the nearest place with steady supplies of gas, had
been arrested for charging five bucks or more a gallon.

Here on Tango, people whose homes had been
torn apart had banded together to keep watch over each others’
properties because looting was still a problem. And, like tribes of
old, they also shared supplies, food, and water. In this regard,
Mira considered herself fortunate as well. While the extensive
reconstruction of her home was under way, she was living in a
trailer on her property that belonged to two of her long-time
clients and friends. Until the hurricane, Ace and Luke had been
evening street performers on Tango’s pier. With the pier gone, they
now did odd jobs on the island and had become her extended family
while her daughter, grandmother, and three cats were staying with
friends in Miami, where there was power.

Unplugged from the grid, life in the Florida
Keys and especially on Tango Key had screeched to a halt. All the
rules had changed. It was a whole new universe.

In the weeks since Danielle had turned Mira’s
life into a parody of survival and a search for the most basic
items—ice, bottled water, canned food, gas, propane—she had
forgotten who she was. The who had become irrelevant.
What she could do and when she could do it were all
that mattered. And so, during those times when she couldn’t face
the stink or the mess in her store any longer, she went
walking.

Every day, at various times of the day, she
ventured to a different part of the island and invariably
discovered areas on Tango she had never seen before. Neighborhoods
tucked away in the hills, coves on the west side of the island
where dolphins frolicked, old buildings that had withstood time and
hurricanes. On these walks, she understood what had driven men like
Magellan.

And on these walks, she thought a lot about
global warming, the gradually rising temperature of the planet’s
oceans, the shrinkage of the ice shelf, the wetlands that the
current administration had opened to developers, the loss of
barrier islands that once had provided buffers from monster storms.
There would be more storms, bigger storms, monstrous storms that
would make even Danielle look insignificant. And then the coming
global oil crisis would bring about the collapse of an era of
unbridled greed, lies, and corruption.

She walked faster, as if to outdistance this
line of thought. Right now, she had to focus on her little corner
of the world.

Her thighs and calves had gotten tan, lean,
hard as rock. She had dropped eight pounds. Freckles now dotted her
cheeks and crossed the bridge of her nose. Physically, she felt
stronger and healthier than she had in years. She supposed her
psyche was healing too, but she had some serious doubts about her
heart.

Five years with Wayne Sheppard had ended in
the bleak hours when Danielle had moved on, ended out there in a
wind-ravaged grove of trees. The door had slammed shut with
resounding finality shortly afterward, when he had moved out of her
place and in with his partner, John Gutierrez. Annie, her teenaged
daughter, was furious with her. She loved Sheppard like a father
and as far as she was concerned, the whole thing was Mira’s
fault.

If you weren’t so weird, Mom, if you
weren’t always so certain you’re right… In other words, Mira
thought, bend like a straw and you can keep your man. Never mind if
you have to compromise yourself or what you know to be true. Five
years might be just spit in the huge cosmic soup of things. But it
was five years of loving the same man, of being accustomed to the
solidness of his body next to you in bed at night, five years of
habits and quirks and memories that were tough to obliterate. She
and Sheppard had hit dry patches before in their relationship, but
never had come upon something that felt as final as this did.

Mira started climbing again, moving more
quickly now to escape the pity party her thoughts had become. She
realized the hill was steeper than she’d thought, strewn with
fallen trees, uprooted vegetation, the old trail obscured. She kept
climbing; the air grew warmer. She spotted a lizard dozing on top
of a rock in the hot sun. As she passed it, the little thing opened
its eyes and watched her. Lizard, lizard. What message did the
lizard have for her?

Camouflage. Slow down the pace of your life.
Be still, watch, observe.

Yes, okay. That fit.

Nadine, her grandmother and business partner,
understood completely what had happened between her and Sheppard.
She never came right out and said Mira was better off, but Mira
suspected Nadine was thinking it. Nadine and Sheppard rarely agreed
on anything. There will be other men, Nadine assured
her.

Oh? That was supposed to console her? She
considered herself lucky to have loved twice—Sheppard and her
husband, Tom Morales, dead now for ore than a decade. She had
invested so much of herself in these two relationships that she
doubted she had the fortitude to go through yet another.

Forty-one and your sex life is over.

Mira finally reached the top of the hill and
sat down to drink in the view. The Gulf of Mexico spread out far
below her, an unbroken vastness a deeper shade of blue than the
sky. The heat released the sweet scent of grass, the thick humidity
of the July air.

Distantly, like a voice in a dream, she heard
someone screaming for help, a woman. Her voice—wild, frantic,
desperate—hammered the stillness. Mira shot to her feet, listening
hard, and heard it again. She ran toward the voice, arms hugging
her sides, hands fisted. Her vision turned strange, blurry one
moment, clear the next; then she was racing through a world as
black and white as a photographic negative. She tore around a pile
of dried bushes and gnarled branches, crashed across a collapsed
wooden fence, and finally saw it, there on top of the hill, a
burning house.

Flames leaped from the windows, tongues of
fire licked at the roof, fat plumes of dark smoke curled toward the
dome of gray sky, swollen with thunderheads. And she saw it all
like a negative. A woman stumbled down the driveway, waving her
arms frantically, her clothes on fire. Before Mira reached her, an
old Buick raced away from the side of the house, tires kicking up
dust and gravel.

The car was between Mira and the woman. Even
in this strange black and white world, it shimmered and quivered
like a mirage. Mira shouted and waved her arms wildly, trying to
flag down the driver. She jumped a low hedge and ran fast across a
lawn, trampling recently planted flowers, and reached the driveway
just yards in front of the car.

She saw a boy’s face pressed to the glass,
his eyes wide, dark, horrified. He clawed at the window, his mouth
opened wide in a scream she couldn’t hear. The car didn’t slow. It
bore down on her at an alarming speed—and then passed through her,
ghostlike.

Mira felt the car’s passage through her blood
and bones. It shocked her so deeply that she looked down at herself
like some actress in a bad movie, almost expecting to see a huge
hole in her abdomen. She was intact, but her knees buckled and she
went down.

It seemed she lay there for half a lifetime,
her face in the dirt, the gravel biting into her forehead, her
cheeks, her heart hammering, the center of her chest seized up.
Heart attack. I’m in cardiac arrest and just hallucinated all
that.

Something wet and warm slid up the side of
her cheek. She raised her head and there sat a fluffy Himalayan
cat, its soft blue eyes regarding her with frank curiosity. Mira
rolled onto her back, sat up, and the cat scampered off.

Color had returned to her world, but she
didn’t see a car. Or a woman on fire. No burning house or terrified
kid. Her ticker was still ticking. Only one explanation fit: She
was locked inside a full-blown mental meltdown.

Jesus God, she was a mess. Mira got shakily
to her feet, feeling disassociated, not quite here, as though she’d
left part of herself back in the vision of the fire, the fleeing
car. She turned slowly in place. Tasted dust in her mouth. Felt it
caked on her hands, her face. The light was bright, the sky wasn’t
overcast. The house looked peaceful and serene and different.

What’s going on? Had she seen
something from the past? The future? A probable future? What? Just
what the hell had she seen? And why had she seen it in black and
white? As far as she could remember, that hadn’t happened
before.

Who lived in this house?

Where’s the woman? The car? The kid? The
cat?

Mira moved hesitantly up the driveway and
toward the house, slapping her shorts free of dust. Her face hurt.
She’d lost her bottle of water. A sudden terror gripped her. Maybe
recent events in her life had caused her grasp on reality to
unravel. Stress. Sure. Stress could cause it. Category-five
hurricane. House no longer habitable, living in a trailer, store
closed, no income, lover of five years gone, her family elsewhere.
Rootless.

She pressed the doorbell, listening for that
sonorous ring, that melodic hello, but didn’t hear anything. Of
course not. No power, no doorbell. She rapped sharply. Run,
whispered a soft, inner voice. Run now, while you still
can.

The temptation to take off nearly overpowered
her. She didn’t want to straddle two worlds anymore—this one and
something other. But given the clarity of the vision and the
discrepancies with what she saw in front of her—that the house
wasn’t on fire—and the fact that a child was involved, she had to
check. At the very least, she needed to find out if a child even
lived here.

Mira started to knock again, but realized the
door wasn’t shut tightly. She touched it with the toe of her shoe
and it creaked open slightly, releasing warm air from inside the
house.

Goose bumps broke out along her arms, the
skin along the back of her neck tightened. Mira hesitated and
finally nudged the door with her foot again. This time, it swung
wide open.

She called out once more, her voice echoing
through the cavernous house, and crossed the threshold, calling out
again. She glimpsed the cat as it vanished into a room off the
hallway. Then a figure appeared at the end of the long hall, a
portly woman in a blue flowered dress. She stared at Mira, hands on
her teapot hips.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” Mira said,
speaking loudly, as though the woman were deaf. “But I was…”

The woman seemed to motion for her to come
in, then moved quickly through a doorway on her left and out of
Mira’s sight.

“Ma’am?”

No answer.

Yeah, okay. What did that mean? Come in
but don’t talk to me? Mira went inside and hurried down the
hall, past an exquisite display of island art, then an original
Salvador Dali, a pen-and-ink Picasso, an original Andy Warhol. An
art collection already worth more than everything she owned.

She paused in the doorway of the largest
kitchen she had ever seen. Light spilled through a pair of
skylights and a double bay window that overlooked a large screened
pool with a curved slide, a Jacuzzi at one end and an explosion of
colorful plants at the other. The woman stood at an island in the
center of the kitchen, looking around with an expression that
revealed profound confusion.

“Listen, I’m really sorry to intrude like
this, but can you tell me if a child lives here?” Mira asked.

The woman didn’t hear her. She ran her hands
over her face, then smoothed them over her dress, and suddenly
thrust out her plump, fleshy arms. She turned them this way and
that, examining them, her confusion deepening. She lurched forward
with sudden, shocking swiftness, crossed the kitchen—and dissolved
into the wall.

Aw, shit, she looked so real. Who was
she? Not the woman from the vision.

Mira lurched forward and ran into the room on
the other side of the wall through which the ghost had vanished.
Mira glimpsed her moving down a hallway, the blue flowers on her
dress bright and vivid enough to attract butterflies. Mira’s
internal alarms shrieked. The muscles in her legs, her shoulders,
her jaw had gone tight, tense. Leave, the inner voice
warned.

The woman melted through a door at the end of
the hall, on the north side of the house. Mira loped after her,
shoes pounding against the tiled floors, and threw open the door.
In a single, sweeping glance, she determined the bedroom belonged
to a teenaged boy with some unusual interests—poster-sized photos
of dolphins and whales covered one wall, a large model plane hung
from the ceiling, the ceiling looked like outer space. The only
hint of normalcy lay in the movie and music posters that covered
another wall. The ghost in the blue flowered dress stood completely
still, staring down at a woman in voluminous pajamas who was
sprawled on the floor. Blood stained the front of her pajama top;
her eyes gazed vacantly at the ceiling.

The Himalayan raced past Mira’s legs,
screeched to a stop like a cat in a cartoon, its back hunched, fur
going up. It started hissing.

“That’s me,” the woman gasped. “I’m dead.”
She looked at the cat. “Dolittle sees me.” She raised her eyes to
Mira. “You see me.” Her mouth quivered. “I… I…”

Static filled Mira’s head. She understood she
wouldn’t be able to see the woman much longer, that their
connection was breaking down. “Who did this?” she asked
quickly.

The temperature in the room dropped so
rapidly that the next intake of breath hurt the inside of Mira’s
chest. Frost formed on the mirrors, the metal surfaces. The closet
door began to glow a luminous blue. The young woman Mira had seen
in the driveway emerged from the blue, stepping out of it with a
dancer’s grace. She wasn’t on fire now, wasn’t shouting or frantic.
She had a beautiful face and wore loose, khaki-colored pants, a
rose-colored shirt, sandals. The cat, Dolittle, apparently saw her
too, and took off, a blur of speed. The young ghost slipped her arm
around the shoulders of the older ghost, then glanced deliberately
at Mira, as if aware of her only now. Both women vanished and the
blue glow winked out like a candle.

During this entire episode—which lasted maybe
twenty seconds—the room had grown as cold as death. Mira’s teeth
now chattered. She blew into her hands to warm them. Her knees
creaked and complained as she sank to the floor beside the dead
woman. Mira gently shut the corpse’s eyes. Her fingertips tingled,
a sure sign that if she opened herself a little more she would be
able to pick up information about the woman. But she already knew
more than she cared to know. She rocked back onto her heels,
noticing that the room was warming as quickly as it had chilled,
and struggled against a tidal wave of emotions. Sadness for the
woman, deep regret that she herself had gone against her own
judgment and entered the house at all. But she had chosen. Only a
single option remained. She pulled her cell from her back pocket
and punched out Wayne Sheppard’s number.

It rang and rang. Either it was turned off or
Sheppard refused to take her call. She left him a message. Just as
she snapped her phone shut, an explosion of noise and shouting
erupted from the front of the house.

“Adam? Gladys?” The man’s voice boomed
and echoed through the rooms.

“Back here,” Mira shouted, getting to her
feet.

The man loped through the doorway, breathing
hard, blinking rapidly, and looked at her as though she were—what?
A thief? A serial killer? “Who the hell are you?” he demanded.
“Where’s my son? What…”

The sight of the corpse eclipsed his raging
monologue. “Gladys,” he whispered, and his eyes darted back to
Mira. “My son, where’s my… son?”

“I… I don’t know. When I came in here, the
body was on the floor, the…”

“Don’t you fucking move,” he yelled,
wagging one hand at her and pulling out his cell phone with the
other. “I’m calling the cops.”

“Hey, for all I know, you’re the one
who did this.” Mira, still clutching her cell, stepped forward.

“Stop,” he hissed, and whipped out a gun and
pointed it at her. “Stop right there.”

The sight of the gun triggered an inchoate,
elemental dread in Mira. She patted the air with her hands, backed
away from him, tried to speak calmly, as though she were dealing
with a recalcitrant two-year-old who had found Daddy’s gun. “Okay,
okay, I’m sitting down, see?” She lowered herself to the floor
beside the dead woman.

He backed up to the door, shut it, leaned
against it. “Yes, hello,” he said urgently. “There’s been a murder…
my son’s gone… A woman… broke into my house and…” His voice cracked
and he started to sob. “I… I don’t know… At home… I’m at home…
I…”

The temperature in the room started dropping
again and the ghost in the khaki tunic pants stepped out of the
wall and looked directly at Mira.

Say something, Mira pleaded
silently.

Her skull filled with so much static that her
head pounded.

In moments, the room felt like the Arctic
again. Mira scooted back until her spine was up against the foot of
the bed and pulled the end of the quilt around her shoulders. The
man, no longer talking on his cell, looked around anxiously,
murmuring, “What the hell. Why’s it so cold in here? Did the power
come back on or what?”

Mira didn’t say anything. She was afraid that
if she explained there was a ghost in the room, a young woman
standing over by the closet, he would lose it completely and start
shooting. So she brought her legs up against her chest, pressed her
forehead to her knees, and hoped that the cops got here before she
froze to death.

 



Chapter 2

Spenser Finch

Sugarloaf Key

Spenser Finch caught
himself grinding his teeth and immediately stopped. The last
dentist he’d gone to had told him that if he didn’t stop the
grinding, his teeth would be stunted in about five years. Not
acceptable. His teeth were his best feature, still perfectly
straight, strong, and healthy. In his thirty plus years, he’d had
only three cavities, one when he was in his teens, two when he’d
worked in Silicon Valley. No root canals, no crowns, no caps. He
even had his wisdom teeth. But his old man had had rotten teeth, an
upper bridge, all sorts of problems. Go figure.

He held his jaw still and gazed down at the
kid. Every detail he had tended to in the last year had paid off.
Right now, he thought, he should be feeling elation. Joy. Pride.
Instead, a deep unease gripped him, as if he had forgotten some
small but vital detail that might catch up to him tomorrow or next
week. Even worse, he didn’t have a clue what to do with the kid
once he came around. He didn’t know squat about kids. Couldn’t
stand them.

At the moment, Adam Nichols lay flat on his
back on the bed in the spare bedroom, sleeping off the shot of
Valium Finch had given him after he’d hauled him out his bedroom
window and carried him to his electric golf cart. He’d gotten the
Valium from a pharmacist he’d met in one of the Key West bars who
was into heavy downers. He didn’t know how long it would last
before Adam came to, and worried that he hadn’t calculated the dose
correctly. Suppose the kid died? What then?

No, that wouldn’t happen. He knew he had
calculated the dose correctly. Details were his specialty. He was
so anal about details that he had an entire notebook and a massive
file on the computer devoted to just Adam and his family. Finch had
studied them the way biologists study a particular species.

He knew, for instance, that Adam was a
lacto-vegetarian, a computer whiz who also played the piano by ear.
He occasionally smoked pot with his buddy, Jorge, an older rich kid
who lived up the block. He was a voracious reader, was tops on the
school track team. Finch knew that his mother’s accountant saved
her more than two hundred grand in taxes last year and that his old
man had a mistress. He felt such intimacy with the Nichols family
that they were like his extended family. In that context, he merely
had borrowed Adam, nothing more.

Borrowed. Considering that he had
studied and spied on the family for months, broken into their home
and nabbed their kid, shot him full of downers, loaded him into his
houseboat, and brought him here to his place on Sugarloaf Key,
borrowed was a stretch.

On the bed, Adam stirred, groaned, and rolled
onto his side, hands tucked between his knees. Finch moved closer
to the boy, studying his face. He definitely was his mother’s
son—the same beautiful bone structure that had graced movie screens
for twenty years, the blond hair, the wiry body. Yet he was small
for his age, maybe five and a half feet tall and a hundred and
twenty pounds. When Finch was his age, he had reached his full
height of six feet one and had lurked around with hunched
shoulders, his head perpetually bowed, trying to look smaller,
shorter, invisible. It really wasn’t a fair comparison, though.
Finch’s childhood had been shit. Adam’s was the American dream.

He noticed a stray bit of electrical tape
stuck to the corner of Adam’s mouth and quickly picked it off. With
any luck, he wouldn’t come around until this afternoon. Regardless,
Finch had prepared the room well. The double bed was deliciously
comfortable, with two down pillows, fresh towels in the bathroom,
and some of Adam’s clothes tucked in the drawers. For
entertainment, he had a DVD player and a library of several dozen
movies, including some of his mother’s. The satellite TV gave him
access to more than three hundred channels. Hell, he could watch
news from Russia and cartoons from Japan, if he wanted to. The Xbox
games were the newest on the market, the Mac was equipped to the
hilt with everything except Internet access. There was also a
library of e-books, all selected with Adam’s tastes in mind. Finch
figured that a busy teen would be less trouble.

He had kept the hurricane shutters on the
windows. Here and there, a dusty, muted light filtered through. The
shutters would prevent Adam from knowing exactly where he was.
Would keep him somewhat off balance. It also meant that even if he
found a way to break the glass—damn unlikely—he still wouldn’t be
able to escape.

The windows were fiberglass-reinforced and
consisted of three layers—two heat-treated glass sheets with a thin
layer in the middle that was made of polymer reinforced with glass
fibers. Finch knew what they could withstand because he had
conducted the same tests that the glass industry did. He’d fired a
two-gram bullet that struck the glass at 160 miles an hour, at the
exact same spot until the glass broke, and then did the same test
on a standard glass panel. The standard panel broke after about
forty shots. The fiberglass-reinforced panel could withstand at
least a hundred shots before it broke.

He had done his homework. That was how you
won the game.

And this game had been a long time in the
making. A dozen years. When he thought back to that time, the exact
sequence of events and dates got all mixed up in his head. But he
knew he had gone to Hollywood when he was eighteen, a self-taught
computer guy with a GED, good-looking, talented, but still a
wannabe, determined to become the next Big Name. He had given
himself five to seven years to make it.

Thanks to the computer work he’d done on the
side, he never had to depend on his acting to pay the bills. He
didn’t have to wait tables, tend bar, or do any of the other usual
and awful things that wannabes were forced to do. It had freed him.
And within three months of his arrival, his cocky charm had paid
off. He had landed print and commercial gigs because, as one
photographer had confided, the camera loved his face. Other
opportunities had followed—the role of a leading bad boy in a
short-lived TV series, then several small parts in movies. And just
when he’d been poised to make a leap into the big time, Suki and
Paul Nichols had entered his life and had caused him to fail at the
one thing he had loved above all else.

If she had been a different sort of
woman, if she hadn’t had the clout she’d had when their
paths had crossed, if she had gotten sucked in by his
talents or his smile or some other goddamn thing, the entire course
of his life would have been different. But that wasn’t the way
things had turned out. So now the entire course of her life
would be different because of him.

Karma.

Finch stood there watching Adam as he slept
off the drug, and couldn’t help feel a bit sorry for him. The kid
was just a pawn in some vastly complex game that even Finch didn’t
fully understand. After all, other people in his life had screwed
him and he hadn’t gone after their kids, now had he?

But only a few people held the defining power
over the crossroads in your life, he thought. His old man had held
that sort of power over Finch. And he was dead. Suki Nichols had
held that kind of power too, and before he was finished he would
make her wish that she were dead.

He pulled the sheet up over Adam’s body,
suddenly terrified that if the kid got sick here—from the cool air
that poured out of the AC vent, from stress, fear, a virus,
bacteria—what the fuck would he do then? Aspirin, vitamin C,
Echinacea: He had only so many options for sickness.

Finch’s old man had believed that a shot of
whiskey could cure anything. So by the time he was twelve or
thirteen, Finch had downed more shots of whiskey than he could
count. In his milk, his hot chocolate, sprinkled over his pancakes
and scrambled eggs. He rarely drank now and when he did, it was
nothing more than a cold beer or a glass of wine.

He enjoyed an occasional joint and considered
leaving a couple for Adam. To take the edge off. But if he left
behind joints, he would have to leave matches or a lighter. Either
of those could be a potential weapon.

Suddenly, Adam bolted upright, his dark eyes
widening,, darting about frantically, and then he started
shrieking.

Nothing intelligible issued from him, just a
relentless, high-pitched noise that clawed at Finch’s nerves a
million times worse than fingernails scraped across a
chalkboard.

He watched as Adam leaped off the bed and ran
to the door. He jerked wildly on the handle, but the door was
controlled electronically and the remote-control clicker was in
Finch’s back pocket. Scream away, kid. Go for it. Get it all
out.

Adam kicked the door savagely, repeatedly,
and kept right on shrieking. Then he ran over to the window and
beat his fists against the glass. He spun around, eyes burning,
face bright with rage. “Let me outta here, you can’t do this, it
kidnapping, it’s…” He threw himself at Finch.

He wasn’t ready for it, didn’t anticipate it,
and the assault nearly knocked him off his feet. Adam clawed and
kicked, hit and bit. For such a small fry, he was surprisingly
strong, rabid, wild. Finch grabbed him by the arms, lifted him up,
up into the air, and tossed him onto the bed.

“No screaming, hitting, clawing, biting,”
Finch shouted.

Adam fell silent, his face as bright and
shiny as a new penny. “Why… why’re you wearing a mask?”

“So I don’t have to kill you.”

That shut him up. The power of language,
Finch thought with satisfaction. But the kid’s silence lasted about
ten seconds.

“Alien masks are so, like, retro. Especially
ones like yours, where the aliens have those huge, shiny, black
wraparound eyes and a slit for a nose and an asshole for a
mouth.”

“How poetic, Adam. Let’s get something
straight. You’re going to be here for a while. The more cooperative
you are, the better you and I will get along. In return for your
cooperation, you can use whatever is in this room.” Finch threw his
arms out, indicating everything he had assembled here for the kid.
“And you’ll get three square meals a day and as many snacks and so
on as you want. I’ll leave a Styrofoam cooler in here filled with
water, soda, whatever else you drink. We clear?”

“I don’t drink soda.”

Right. How careless of me. “And you
don’t eat meat or chicken. Occasionally, you eat fish, eggs,
cheese. Your preferences are salads and fruits.”

His eyes widened. Finch could see that Adam
was starting to get it, to realize how much planning had gone into
this.

“What… what else do you know about me?”

“Everything I need to know. You’ve got an
I.Q. of one-forty-eight. You’ve been in gifted programs all your
life. You’re a very bright kid, so I expect you to follow my few
basic rules.”

“I have a medical condition, I bet you don’t
know that.”

“Bullshit.” But hey, good try. “I bet
you saw that in Trapped. The kid had asthma.”

“Actually, it was in one of my mom’s
movies.”

“Yeah? What movie was that?” Finch had seen
all of Suki Nichols’s films.

“Romancing the Raven. It was the first
thing she ever did, a twenty-minute video when she was in
college.”

Clever little shit. He’d caught Finch on that
one. “I haven’t followed her career that far back.” But the hidden
camera in the room was catching all of this and once Finch ran it
through his computer, editing out anything that would compromise
him, it would make a compelling piece of documentary.

“Do I get to shower and use the
bathroom?”

“That’s why the bathroom’s here.”

“It’s so dark. Can you take the hurricane
shutters off?”

Hurricane shutters: That would have to be
edited out of his little documentary, he thought. “No. But you’ll
have plenty of lights.” He slipped the clicker from his back
pocket, pressed a button, and every light that wasn’t already on
blazed brightly. The press of another button turned on the
television and Mac and released the remote control on both. “Is
there anything else you’d like?”

“My mom.”

“Sorry, I didn’t bring her.”

“You killed Gladys.”

He spoke in a hushed voice, but without
tremors. That was good. Rage was understandable, but a crybaby,
especially in a teenage boy, would piss him off. “She got in the
way.”

“You want something, but Friend says it isn’t
money.”

“What friend?”

“Friend. That’s her name.”

“You’re a little old for an imaginary
playmate.” It seemed that a sly smile tugged at the corners of
Adam’s mouth, a reminder that Finch didn’t know everything about
him.

“So what do you want?” Adam persisted. “Sex?
Are you a pervert? Are you looking for publicity, because of who my
mom is? Is that it?”

“You watch too many Lifetime movies,
Adam.”

“Lifetime is for women and teenage girls. I
don’t watch Lifetime.”

Hey, I stand corrected. “I don’t want
money or publicity and I’m not a pervert. As we get down the road a
bit, we’ll talk about what I want. But for right now, now about
something to eat?”

“Okay. Do I have any clean clothes?”

Finch gestured at the bureau. “In there.
Clothes from your closet. In the bathroom, you’ll find everything
you need—towels, soap, shampoo. How about scrambled eggs and
toast?”

“Are the eggs vegetarian?”

“Yes. And the bread is whole wheat, with
organic butter and some organic strawberries on the side.”

“No meat byproducts?”

“None. I’ll be back in a while.”

Adam nodded and remained on the bed, watching
Finch, his vivid blue eyes filling with contempt. As soon as Finch
shut the door, Adam screamed, “You perverted fucker!” He started
kicking the door, banging his fists against it.

This would be simple to remedy. Finch aimed
the clicker at the door and pressed the button that turned off all
the lights.

The temper tantrum abruptly ended.

“See what happens when you don’t cooperate,
Adam?” No answer, just soft, choked sobs.

“Now you’ll have to sit
in the dark for a while.”

And suddenly the
room goes dark and the bogeyman moves around under his bed, a soft
rustling like leaves. Then he hears that small, evil cackle and
knows that the bogeyman, emboldened by the darkness, is coming for
him. He screams and screams and the door to the room flies open.
The man marches in, slapping a leather strap against his open
palm.

“You pipe down in here, boy, or I’ll
really give you something to scream about.”

“It’s under my bed,
get it out, help me, help me……

Finch staggered against the weight of the
memory or whatever the hell it was, and fell against the wall,
breath exploding from his mouth, heart slamming against his ribs.
These images, their presence, were nearly too much to bear.
Gasping for breath, Finch slid down the length of the wall.
Shudders whipped through him. I’m dying.

After several moments, his heartbeat
stabilized, he sucked air in through his teeth. His perfect teeth.
Upper teeth met lower and started to grind. No, don’t do that.
Don’t grind them.

Relax the jaw. There. Good, very good.

Who was that kid cowering on the bed and
screaming about the bogeyman? It felt like a memory, but he didn’t
think the memory belonged to him. The boy was young, maybe five.
Was it him?

Couldn’t be.

His first clear memory was of speeding across
a desert with his old man, the hot sun beating down against the
windshield and burning his legs. While it was true his old man was
a mean bastard when he was drinking, mean enough to punch Finch
around, he never had locked him in a dark room, never had hit him
with a leather strap.

Guilt swept through him, and he struggled to
his feet and pressed the button on the remote control that turned
on the lights in the kid’s room. No torture chamber. Christ, what
the hell was wrong with him?

That wasn’t in his game plan.

It wouldn’t be in the video.

As he snagged the alien mask over the hook
next to the door, a snowstorm of light exploded in his peripheral
vision. Panic tore upward from the pit of his stomach. He knew he
had about a minute to reach his meds before the light became a
full-blown migraine.

He stumbled into the kitchen and poured what
was left of the morning’s coffee into a mug and gulped it down
cold. Cuban coffee, thick, heavy, loaded with caffeine. He followed
this with two homeopathic remedies for migraines that Eden had
given him. She was a former nurse who had studied alternative
therapies. She knew about these things.

He barely made it to the table and collapsed
in a chair directly under the AC vent. Cold air poured over him. He
went utterly and completely still, eyes shut, the cold air blowing
down over his head, face, his aching temples.

He didn’t know how long he sat there, his
mind blank. But when he opened his eyes again, his vision was
normal. No aura, no blurring, no brightness.

He pressed his forehead against the surface
of the cool table, absurdly grateful that he had averted a migraine
that might have lasted two days. I got lucky.

This time.

 



Chapter 3

Body Heat

The cop stood near
the screen door that led from the porch and swimming pool to the
back of the property. Just to his left, Mira saw that panels of
screen were missing and that the inner struts that held up the
structure of the porch looked new. Destruction and repair, that was
the rule of life on Tango now.

Now and then, the cop glanced Mira’s way, as
if he expected her to bolt any second. No one had said the cop was
keeping an eye on her. No one had to. She didn’t have to be psychic
to know that she was the primary suspect in a homicide and in the
disappearance of a teenage boy.

For years, Nadine had drummed into her that
when she psychically read anything or anyone, she was opening a
door to herself and that object or person. At no time in her
forty-one years had this adage been driven home so completely. It
occurred to her that she maybe she should call an attorney, but she
didn’t know any criminal attorneys. She had read for physicians and
politicians, for scientists and teachers, for celebrities and con
men, for judges and killers and rapists, for artists of every type,
for directors and CEOs, FBI and CIA agents. But she never had read
for a single criminal attorney, except Wayne Sheppard, who had
practiced law between his stints in the FBI. But he didn’t count
because she hadn’t read for him when he had practiced law.

She knew plenty of people who knew criminal
attorneys, so she could make some calls and get a name. The
question was whether she wanted to open that door and what would
happen if she needed to open that door—and didn’t.

Mira eyed the apple on the table in front of
her, probably left by someone who had sat here earlier. Fresh food
and vegetables generally didn’t convey anything she could read
psychically. Give her metal, wood, ceramic, fabric, glass, plastic.
Sometimes even fabric and paper retained emotions and psychic
residue that she could read. The best conduit was the human
body.

Okay, so the apple was safe and the plastic
bottle of water beside it, set here moments ago by Sheppard’s
partner, probably wasn’t. She picked up the apple, bit into it, put
it down and tucked her hand inside the bottom part of her shirt,
and grasped the bottle of water. Nothing. The fabric between her
hand and the bottle blocked any impression. Goddamn. She was on a
definite roll here. She twisted off the top, drank.

Behind her, the sliding glass door opened,
shut. John Gutierrez stepped out. “You need anything, Mira?”

“Yeah, Goot. An honest answer.”

He pulled out the chair across from her and
sat down, an earnest man who was not only Sheppard’s partner, but
his closest friend. Cuban-American, the grandson of a renowned
Cuban santera, he understood her abilities nearly as well as
Sheppard did. His wide, dark eyes regarded her with an openness
that belied his body language—fidgety, uncomfortable, tense.

“Shoot,” he said.

“Hey, relax. My question isn’t about Shep. Do
I need a lawyer?”

Goot rubbed his hand over his unshaven jaw
and glanced toward the local cop at the screen door. Mira followed
his gaze. Beyond the cop, a line of police officers with dogs
fanned out across the fields, looking for the missing boy.

“I’m supposed to say it would be premature.”
His voice softened. “But yeah, it’d probably be a good idea,
Mira.”

“You think I killed that woman? That I
kidnapped some kid? Jesus, Goot.”

He looked as if she’d punched him and leaned
forward. “Do I think that? C’mon, Mira. We know each other
better than that. But it doesn’t matter what I think. The boy is
missing, the housekeeper is dead, and the guy who owns the house
found you next to the body.”

“And this man is who exactly?”

“No one told you?”

“He sure didn’t pause long enough in his
rantings to introduce himself.”

“Paul Nichols, movie director and now a
visiting professor in that film program at the University of Miami.
Married to Suki Nichols, the actress who…”

Uh-oh. “I know who she is.” What were
the odds? “I’ve read for her.”

“You did? When?”

When the universe brought her my way.
Maybe, she thought, the portal had been opened
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