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      Fade In


      
        
      


      Two days after the murder, a videotape arrived with his mail.


      Gill Kranish, thinking it was one of the dozens of audition tapes his production company received daily, popped it into the VCR in his office. The screen filled with a blurred close-up of a face: a nose that gaped with pores like craters, the liquid blue of an iris, a widening pupil as black as a bean. Then the image cleared. The only sound came from Kranish, who made a noise like hissing steam.


      He recognized the place, the person. It was inside the motor home on the set two days ago and the man was J.B. Domer. He was gagged, arms stretched out over his head and tied to the legs of the couch, ankles bound to the other end of the couch so he looked as if he were on a medieval rack, being slowly pulled apart. His head was raised a few inches from the couch. His terrified eyes were following whoever held the camera. The soundlessness, the absolute silence from the screen, seemed to quiver in the air around Kranish’s head. An acid taste rolled over his tongue. He wanted to shut off the machine, knew that he should, but he couldn’t move. He stared at the screen.


      The image tilted, the room widened as the person with the camera stepped back away from Domer. He tried to scream, tendons stood out in his neck, he struggled to yank his hands and arms free.


      Kranish blinked. His muscles tightened. His head began to ache. He gritted his teeth as the picture went fuzzy again, then cleared.


      Smoke wafted across the front of a TV set in the motor home. It was on. He knew the movie, the scene. It was Spin Weaver and his girlfriend, Molly Drinkwater, arguing because they’d run out of beer and were still five weeks away from Alpha Centauri. The smoke thickened and drifted across Spin’s face like a cloud, melting it. Tendrils of flame leaped from within the smoke. Kranish saw them clearly, bright orange, flaring, glowing like the eyes of some primeval beast. Now the camera panned the windows. Tongues of fire zipped along the hem of the curtains that hung in the motor home window, consuming the paisley in a flash.


      There was a skip in the film, barely discernible to the untrained eye, but Kranish caught it. The person had either switched the camera off momentarily or film had been spliced in. The hem of Domer’s slacks smoldered.


      Kranish swallowed hard, slammed his hand against the oFF button, and the screen went black. Sweet Jesus, he was burned alive. He opened his mouth to call for someone, but no sound came out. His fingers twitched against the button. The set flickered to life again.


      Now Domer was lifting his head, his face gleaming with sweat, eyes wide with horror as the fabric caught fire and tongues of orange raced up his right leg. Domer thrashed against the ropes, bucked, rolled right and left, trying to smother the flames and his silent screams went on and on, echoing inside Kranish’s head, echoing forever.


      There was a second skip in the film. Domer’s hair was burning. He jerked his head right and left, trying to press his hair against his shoulder. He screamed and screamed into the gag, slammed his head against the couch. Thin flames sucked off Domer’s eyebrows, his hair blazed, the flames blackened the skin on his forehead.


      Tears sprang into Kranish’s eyes. His knees went soft as putty. His heart rotted in his chest like dead meat. The tape skipped again, a definite break this time. Kranish sat there, paralyzed, the bitterness of bile coating his tongue. He didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until the picture flickered to life again. This time, the camera was outside, panning the flames that licked the belly of the dark September sky. An obscene beauty, Kranish thought dimly, a violent beauty, those flames, spilling orange down the sides of the sky. Then the lens dropped to the source of the flames, to the motor home going up like so much tinder. The windows shattered in a burst of glass that seemed to glisten in the apricot light like radioactive dust. The door blew off its hinges, then suddenly the motor home flew apart at the seams, exploding.


      A fireball displaced the sky and the remains of J .B. Domer scattered like motes of dust in a vagrant wind.


      The TV went blank and dark as death, and Kranish sank to his knees and wept.
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      Dailies


      
        
      


      “Making movies is a giant crap game.”


      —Gill Kranish


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter One


      
        
      


      The thing Quin later remembered about that morning was how at precisely 10:06 A.M. its perfection cracked like an egg.


      It was the sight of the bright red Mercedes that started it, a sleek little number snuggled into her spot under the banyan. Apparently the driver had failed to see the sign that announced parking was only for employees of ST. JAMES & MCCLEARY, PRIVATE EYES. In smaller letters was a warning that all other cars would be towed. Parking spaces in this area were like gold bullion; you hoarded them.


      Good-bye, Mercedes, she thought. She would call the towing company as soon as she got inside. Then she noticed the license plate on it that said SPIN and there was only one person in the world with a plate like that. Gill Kranish. The home boy had come home, and she had a good idea what he wanted.


      She considered leaving. She could go get a bite to eat or something, and maybe when she returned he’d be gone and she could pretend she’d never seen the car. Oh, Gill was here? Too bad I missed him. But Kranish was like the flu. Once he’d arrived, he was tough to get rid of, and sooner or later she would have to deal with him.


      Quin parked her Toyota at the other end of the lot, near the hibiscus hedges, and got out. The September heat swam around her, thick as molasses. Strands of her long umber hair dampened against her neck, her cheeks. Her blouse, a fancy little silk number that she should never have worn in this heat, she thought, stuck to her back. Her slacks felt as if they’d been ironed onto her legs.


      Four months without rain had checkered the lawn brown, despite a daily dousing from the sprinklers. The withered buds of the geraniums hung their heads like sinners, the usually vibrant purple Mexican heather had faded to lavender, even the hibiscus and ivy seemed to be dying from thirst. The heat, like Kranish, sucked everything dry.


      She sneaked in through the back door, so she wouldn’t have to go by McCleary’s office, where Kranish probably was. She could hear the buzz of voices from Ruth Grimes’ TV in the reception area, but otherwise the hail was quiet; that was a good sign. It meant the hoopla that Kranish’s arrival had probably generated was over. Or hadn’t started yet. In that case, when Kranish exited McCleary’s office, the staff would be lined up—ten private eyes, a receptionist, and two secretaries. They’d be whispering about Kranish the executive producer, Kranish the creator of Spin Weaver, Kranish the king like Spielberg. Gill’s groupies.


      Spare me.


      As she rounded the corner toward the staff kitchen, she nearly collided with skinny Joe Bean. He grunted; coffee splashed out of the two cups he was holding, trickled down the sides and onto the rug. He barely noticed. His dark raisin face broke into a grin.


      “Quin. You know who’s in there with Mike?” he whispered.


      “Spin Weaver?”


      “You knew. You knew Kranish was coming and you didn’t tell me. I can’t believe it, Quin. I can’t believe you’d keep something like that from me.”


      She laughed. Bean paced around her, the way Richard Pryor did whenever he was in the middle of a hot monologue and the crowds were cracking up, begging for more.


      “I didn’t know. Really. I just saw his car in the parking lot.”


      “He’s a friend of Mike’s, Quin. How come you never mentioned it?”


      “You never asked.” She went into the kitchen, briefcase in one hand, her bag of lunch in the other, and Bean followed quickly.


      “They’re buddies, Quin. They grew up together.” Bean seemed to have forgotten she was married to McCleary and would therefore know all this. He set his cups on the counter, refilling them.


      “Right, I know.” She held out an empty cup and Bean filled it, too.


      “Now, you know I’m not a sci-fi freak, Quin. But lemme tell you, when I saw the first Spin Weaver flick seven, eight years ago, whatever it was, I thought, He’s my man, Spin Weaver’s my man. He’s—”


      “I know, Joe, believe me, I know.” Ole Spin charmed me, too, Bean. “So what’s Kranish doing here, did he say?”


      “Business. Something about the fire on the set and Domer’s death. You read about it, didn’t you?”


      “Hmm.” And she’d also heard about it from McCleary because Kranish had called him after it had happened. Then it had hit the papers—not because Domer was such a hot item, but because Kranish was executive producer of the movie, a made-for-TV movie being filmed on location in Miami.


      “Well, let me get in there with this coffee. I got things to say to this man. I want to pick his brain.”


      She chuckled. “I get the picture, Joe.”


      Bean took off down the hail, whistling softly under his breath. Quin put her lunch in the fridge, sipped at her coffee, and glanced at herself in the mirror, postponing the inevitable moment when she’d have to walk into McCleary’s office and pretend she was glad to see Kranish.


      She ran her hand through her hair, but it had frizzed from the humidity and was beyond fixing. Her eyes, a pale ghost blue, were bloodshot at the edges because she hadn’t slept well last night. Gill’s fault. She’d had a hunch she would see him today, that he’d drop by the office, drop by casually, like he just happened to be in the neighborhood.


      She touched the corner of her eyes, wishing she’d worn makeup. She rarely did when it was this hot, though, a fact Kranish was sure to notice. Her cheeks seemed too pale, her chin too pointed, her… “Oh, stop,” she snapped irritably. Kranish made her feel irreparably flawed.


      She looked away from the mirror. Maybe she would just walk into her office and shut the door. Kranish’s presence here was an invasion. The firm, after all, felt more like home to her than home did because she and McCleary spent so much time here.


      It was a comfortable old house in North Miami, large enough for their staff of fifteen, including her and McCleary, with room for expansion. The kitchen was her favorite room, with its high ceiling, Mexican tile floor, and the large window over the sink filled with a patchwork of pines and hedges from which curved a slice of scrubbed blue sky. Sunlight swept through it like a hot wind, striking two of McCleary’s most recent paintings that hung on the far wall.


      The first, her favorite of the two, depicted a man and woman embracing against a backdrop of flaming vines that curved and twisted, duplicating the shape of the entwined couple. But this morning, the mood of the second painting fit her own: a child and dog strolled a country road beneath a dark, sagging sky that threatened rain. They seemed to be walking out of the picture, abandoning the ominous weather, turning their backs on it, just as she should do with Kranish.


      They’d met twice. The first time was over a year ago when he’d blown into town to scout locations for the movie, for Night Flames, and again about six months ago. They had taken an immediate dislike to each other. It was never verbalized, because people like Kranish didn’t operate that way, and in the beginning she’d thought it was just bad chemistry. Now she understood that Gill saw her as competition. He and McCleary were like family, the closest thing to a brother either of them had, and she, as McCleary’s wife, was the interloper, the outsider.


      During his last visit, five or six months back, he and McCleary had vanished into the Everglades for a five-day canoe trip. She wouldn’t have minded going, but wasn’t asked. Well, on second thought, she probably wouldn’t have gone even if they’d asked. She wasn’t fond of bugs and reptiles. But it was the principle of the thing.


      Okay, she would get it over with.


      She rapped once at McCleary’s office door and peeked inside. McCleary’s smoky eyes smiled at her and whispered, Where’ve you been?


      Doing errands, her shrug replied. “I thought I saw a familiar license plate outside,” she said.


      Gill glanced around. He wasn’t a handsome man. His nose was a shade too long and squashed like a boxer’s at the end, and his forehead was too high. There was a lupine quality to his features that disturbed Quin. It was as if an atavistic, predatory hunger skulked beneath his civilized veneer. But his eyes were a wide, Pacific blue, the sort of eyes that could steal a woman’s soul, and hypnotized you into forgetting the hint of hunger. His charisma lay in his presence, in the power of his accomplishments, a power that seemed to surround him like an aura of sunlight.


      At the moment, though, his expression was petrous, and Quin felt as if she were peering into the mouth of a volcano. Then he grinned and got up and hugged her hello as if she were a long-lost friend.


      “Quin, it’s great to see you again. You’re looking wonderful. And still as thin as ever.”


      He held her at arm’s length, as if she were a child who’d grown two feet since he’d last seen her. Actually they were about the same height, five ten, and Quin wondered if that was part of what he didn’t like about her. Maybe her height intimidated him. It wouldn’t be the first time it had affected a man that way.


      She stepped back. “You’re not looking too bad yourself, Gill.”


      The remark obviously pleased him. He gave a self-conscious smile, twisted the end of his sandy-colored handlebar mustache, ran his hands over his jeans, and gazed down at his Reeboks. “Up until several days ago, things were going along just swell,” he murmured. “Now …” He shrugged.


      “I was sorry to hear about Domer,” she said as she sat down.


      “That’s part of why Gill’s here,” McCleary interjected.


      Kranish turned those blue eyes on her. “I’d like you and Mike to take the case, Quin.”


      “I didn’t know there was a case. I thought the fire and the explosion were an accident.”


      Kranish shifted gears now, so that he oozed presence. It was the sort of presence politicians and attorneys had. Or used-car salesmen. Or movie producers. It was a presence that, combined with enormous talent and vision, had made him a multimillionaire in less than ten years, with three of the biggest moneymaking films of all time.


      Not bad for a thirty-seven-year-old guy who’d started out with nothing but a dream.


      “Yesterday morning, Sergeant Tim Benson from Metro-Dade phoned to tell me the feds determined that the fire in the motor home which led to the explosion was the result of arson. Turpentine. I, uh, also received a videotape last night.” He briefly described what was on it, then McCleary held up the tape like an attorney wagging evidence.


      “So it was someone in the cast or crew?” she asked.


      Kranish nodded. “The security is so tight on the set, it had to be someone inside. We were filming out at Glades Airport, which is in the middle of nowhere. The motor home was one of several we use on location, and J. B. was in there having dinner between takes.”


      “Do you keep a video camera on the set?” Quin asked.


      “Yeah. We have a video historian, too, but he was out sick that night, so some of the camera crew had been using the video camera. Anyway, when we broke for dinner, the camera wasn’t turned back in to props. It was left outside with the other equipment. Anyone could’ve used it.” He rubbed his square chin thoughtfully. “I told Mac I’ll pay you double whatever your normal fee is, Quin, if you’ll take the case.”


      Double: this, too, was Kranish’s style, waving the proverbial carrot to get his way.


      “I’ve got a production schedule to meet,” he went on. “Normally, it takes from twenty-one to twenty-eight workdays to shoot a two-hour TV film. I’d already added a week to that in the original budget just to compensate for the vagaries of the weather down here. We’d been shooting five days before the fire and lost three days because of it.” He paused, looked down at his hands. “Given the videotape and the note, Sergeant Benson feels that Domer was killed as a message to me.”


      “What note?” Quin asked.


      “This one.” McCleary passed her a piece of paper. “It came with the tape.”


      “I didn’t see it until later,” Kranish explained, “because it got stuck to the inside of the wrapping paper.”


      The note was chillingly brief: “THIS IS THE FIRST,” She passed the paper back to McCleary. She was liking this whole thing less and less. “The first murder?”


      “We don’t know,” McCleary replied. “Benson feels someone’s trying to sabotage the film.”


      She shifted her gaze toward him. He’d been sitting back in his chair, listening to the exchange. His cheeks bloomed with color, as if he had a fever. His dark, trim beard was threaded with gray, and his wood-smoke eyes asked: So what do you think?


      Tell me more, her frown replied.


      “Tell her what you have in mind, Gill.”


      Kranish crossed his legs at the knees and brushed a piece of lint from his jeans. “Mike would be working with Sergeant Benson, on a so-called special task force to investigate J.B.’s death. I would hire you as an extra, Quin, that way you could work from the inside.”


      “An extra?” She laughed. “You mean, as an actress? God, I’d pass out in front of a camera, Gill.”


      “You’d do fine,” he assured her, sitting forward, anxious to convince her, his presence rolling out of him in waves. He touched her arm now and then, establishing contact. It sent an electrical chill along the surface of the skin. He kept his incredibly blue eyes latched on to hers. “There wouldn’t be that much actual camera stuff, Quin. You could help around the set when you’re waiting around. There’d be a lot of Willie Nelsons and—”


      “Willie whats?”


      “Will notifies. When you’re on call for a particular day, but the hour isn’t set. It’ll give you a chance to get to know everyone. You’ll do fine. I know you will.”


      “Listen, I might be able to pull off a fifteen-second commercial. But this is a Spin Weaver movie. I mean, I’m not the type for—”


      Kranish laughed. “You’d play a twenty-first-century secretary to a reporter, Quin. On Alpha Centauri.”


      “Alpha Centauri,” she repeated, and started to laugh. “How can you bring something like Spin, something larger than life, to television?”


      “Spin’s perfect for television. The characters have made the Spin movies what they are, Quin, not the special effects. I’ve got a new guy to play Spin who’s better than the original. He and the other characters will come across great on the tube. Better than on the screen, probably.”


      Kranish, the mass audience genius, was no doubt right, she thought. “What’s it about?”


      His blue eyes blazed. He sat forward. “Spin and Molly get involved in a money laundering investigation.”


      “I would think they’d only use credit by the second half of the twenty-first century on Alpha Centauri.”


      “It’s Old World money that’s being paid to a banker who arranges to smuggle periodic shipments of an hallucinogenic drug to Earth. It’s a type of cactus that grows in Alpha Centauri’s Great Hunger Desert. Two American reporters who live in Settlers’ City on the planet are also onto this banker. The story focuses on the reporters’ search, Spin’s investigation, and the banker’s wife and son. One of the reporters is murdered during the course of the investigation and the other one just abandons the whole thing, even though she knows who’s behind her friend’s murder.”


      “What’s the title mean?” Quin asked.


      Kranish shrugged. “Night Flames? It’s a metaphor for how the surviving reporter views her life after her partner’s been killed. Everything’s been wiped out—her integrity because she hides what she knows, her career because she abandons it, everything. In the end, Spin tracks her down.”


      “It sounds ambitious.” I think.


      “It is. We’ve found some terrific locations here in Miami that with a little help from our design people are ideal for the mood on Alpha.”


      “Who would have a strong enough vendetta against you, Gill, to sabotage the film?” she asked.


      His brows, which were thick and dark, knitted together so they formed an almost continuous line above his eyes. “I don’t know. I’ve worked with most of these people before on my other films. Some of them are old Spin Weaver people. But I’m sure I’ve made my share of enemies in this business.”


      I’ll bet.


      “Since we were shooting on location, that meant dinner had to be catered,” Kranish continued. “So we set up a huge tent at one end of the airport. We’d broken for dinner around eight-thirty and were supposed to start shooting again at ten-fifteen or so, when the moon would be about right. The fire was reported at nine-sixteen, I think it was, by the airport security guard.”


      Ironic, Quin mused, that Domer was torched at night on the set of a movie called Night Flames. A synchronicity? Or had it been deliberate on the killer’s part?


      Kranish’s attention had turned to McCleary. “I’d been trying to catch a short nap in between takes in one of the other motor homes. The noise woke me up.”


      “What part did Domer play?” Quin asked.


      Kranish smiled. “The corrupt banker, the mastermind. He was a terrific villain. Fortunately, we’d shot most of his scenes, which weren’t many. I can get one of our stunt people to fill in as needed from here on in.”


      “We’ll need a list of names of cast and crew and who among them you’ve had run-ins with, Gill,” McCleary noted. Then he glanced quickly at Quin and asked: “If we take the case, I mean.”


      If? Why consult with me if you’ve already decided, Mac? her look grumbled. But he didn’t see it because his eyes were riveted on Kranish again.


      “No problem,” Kranish replied. “And I’ll need some information from you, Quin, so we can get your SAG card.”


      “What’s that?”


      “Screen Actors’ Guild. Unions, like lawyers, have this business rigged.” Then he slapped his palms once against his thighs. “So, when can we get moving on this?”


      Quin and McCleary exchanged another glance, which Kranish intercepted “What’s this, marital telepathy or something?”


      “Or something.” Although she smiled, she was a little miffed at McCleary for having committed them without their discussing it privately. They both had cases they were handling, and only so much could be pushed off onto the other investigators. “We need some time to check with Benson and the coroner and get some facts straight, Gill. How about if I report on Wednesday?”


      “Perfect.” Then he reached down to his briefcase, which had been leaning against the leg of his chair, and brought out a flask.


      So, Quin thought, nothing much had changed. “A celebratory drink. Are there any clean cups?”


      “Coming up.” McCleary opened a drawer in his desk and brought out three Styrofoam cups.


      Quin watched Kranish splash generous amounts of vodka into each cup. Her stomach burned just at the sight of it. Then, as though he were sampling a classic vintage of wine, Gill passed his cup under his nose. “Fantastic,” he murmured, and raised it.


      “To the successful completion of Night Flames,” McCleary said.


      They toasted. Quin touched her cup to her lips and pretended to swallow.


      McCleary, she noticed, did not pretend.


      Neither did Kranish.


      “Now,” the big man said. “Let’s talk money.”


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      
        
      


      She was a mythic bird, fleet and lovely, a silver RX7 which, beneath Mike McCleary’s hands, glided, darted, whipped from one lane to the other with the speed of light. Her name was Lady, and next to Quin she was the most important woman in his life. She was an anodyne for stress, constipation, and insomnia, and outstripped Advil, Kaopectate, and penicillin. Maybe, with time, she would even ease his disappointment that his closest friend and his wife couldn’t stand each other.


      He slowed for the exit, stopped at the light, and glanced over at Quin. Her nimble fingers were quickly peeling a kiwi fruit and dropping the bits of skin in a piece of Kleenex in her lap. She’d drawn her thick hair up, off the nape of her neck. Several strands had escaped and curled like commas against the sides of her face. Her sunglasses nested in her hair; sunlight slid along the tips of her lashes and spilled onto her cheeks. She wore a gold chain he’d given her last Christmas from which hung a delicate gold-leaf orchid.


      “You want some kiwi? Is that why you’re staring?” She looked up quickly. Her eyes, an eerie ghost blue that always startled him, creased at the corners as she smiled.


      “I’m appreciating, not staring. There’s a difference.”


      “Flatterer,” she murmured, and bit into the kiwi, her expression rapturous. Quin and food, like peas in a pod, were inseparable.


      “What network is the movie going to be shown on, Mac, do you know?”


      “NBC. Sight unseen, they want it. And the studio doesn’t even get to see the dailies. This is Gill’s baby, all the way.” The light turned green. “You still don’t like him, do you, Quin.” It was a statement, not accusatory, but puzzled.


      “This is only the third time I’ve met the man. You sure you don’t want a bite?” She extended her hand, crowned by the rich and gleaming kiwi.


      “No, thanks. That doesn’t really answer my question, you know.”


      She sighed, a small sound of resignation. “No, I don’t like him.”


      Well, he’d asked. And Quin, with her usual candor, had told him. So it was his own fault if he didn’t like the answer. “Why not?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “C’mon, give me a reason, Quin. I know you have reasons.”


      “A reason. Okay. Let’s see.” She wiped her fingers on the Kleenex, then folded it carefully and dropped it in the plastic garbage bag on the floor. “He uses you.”


      “Uses me? How? He’s paying us twice our normal fee for investigating a homicide.”


      She looked out the window. “I don’t think we should have this conversation.”


      McCleary turned left and pulled up in front of the county coroner’s office. He switched off the engine; it ticked like a clock in the silence. “Okay. I didn’t mean to raise my voice. I’m just curious.”


      She hooked a leg up under herself, and he watched her mouth. He considered himself something of an expert on mouths, an interest that had started with his painting. Like bodies, mouths had their own unspoken language, a code of twitches, pouts, smiles, and dimples, as well as a variety of shapes and sizes that offered other clues. At the moment, Quin’s mouth—bow-shaped and painted coral—was saying, I don’t want to discuss this but you’re making me.


      “Look, Mac. Maybe it’s just me, okay? Maybe I just have a warped sense about people. Yeah, that’s probably what it is. Me.”


      “It’s because of that incident on Miami Beach last year, right?”


      She shrugged. “Partly. Gill was drunk and assaulted someone and he couldn’t buy his way out, so he comes whining to you for help.”


      It hadn’t been like that at all, he thought. Kranish was the one who’d been assaulted, and when he fought back, he and the other man were both arrested. But McCleary didn’t want to argue. He hated to argue. He made a visor with one hand, hiding his eyes, and Quin laughed and peeked around the side of it.


      “Oh, c’mon,” she said. “Let’s go see the doc. Just because I don’t like Gill doesn’t mean I don’t like you.” Then she kissed him quickly and got out of the car, and he tasted kiwi all the way across the parking lot.


      She didn’t understand. In many ways, Gill Kranish was the kid brother McCleary didn’t have. For the first fifteen years of their lives they’d lived a block from each other in Syracuse, New York. They’d gone through grade school and most of high school together, with Gill as the spacey kid who dreamed of making movies and McCleary as his practical sidekick. Gill’s family moved to Miami when he was fifteen, and ever since, he’d considered South Florida his real home, even though he’d left when he was eighteen for Europe and the London Film School. McCleary had spent four out of the next six summers in Europe, traveling around with Gill.


      For a while he’d even considered moving to London, until Gill had tried to talk McCleary into accompanying him into the Golden Triangle, the heart of the world’s opium trade, where he wanted to investigate material for a script. McCleary had said no way, and Gill had gone alone.


      At twenty-four Kranish blew into Hollywood with some minor film credits, his inimitable belief in himself and his dream, and a movie script he’d written based on his experiences in the Golden Triangle. He sold the script, directed the film. The critics loved it, but it bombed at the box office. After that, Kranish left Hollywood and McCleary lost touch with him for nearly three years. Then Kranish burst onto the scene again with his first Spin Weaver film, a sci-fi suspense movie with an off-the-wall, futuristic detective as the central character. It was a hit with both critics and audiences, and eventually became the fourth-biggest moneymaker in the history of films. Like the Star Wars saga, it was planned as a series, a kind of space-age soap opera. So far, there had been three Weaver films, with a fourth planned for next year, in addition to Night Flames—Spin’sfirst foray onto the tube.


      By the time they renewed their friendship, McCleary was working for Metro-Dade, and the years had changed them both. Gill was no longer just a spacey kid with a dream. He was the hottest producer around, and a man who walked the cutting edge of obsession, of frenzy, as if to compensate for the three years he’d lost when he’d left Hollywood after his box office failure. The only time he’d referred to those years, he’d called them the darkest in his life, but he’d never elaborated.


      McCleary couldn’t blame Quin for not understanding his friendship with Gill. There were times when he didn’t either.


      
        
      


      The building that housed the county morgue had once been a small apartment building and was part of Miami’s Art Deco preservation project. It was pale blue with yellow and green doors, pink trim around the windows, and a lemon stripe that circumvented the top part of the building. There was a neon sign out front that said DADE COUNTY CORONER. It was the sort of place where you could imagine corpses dancing to old thirties tunes once the rooms had cleared out at night. As the last stop before the cemetery, he supposed this building was preferable to most morgues.


      They found Doc Smithers in the lab, hunched over a microscope, his bald head reflecting the bright overhead lights like a mirror. On a VCR in a corner of the room, Phil Donahue was interviewing the unmarried parents of an infant who needed a heart transplant.


      “Hey, Doc.”


      “Mac, Quin. By God, it’s been a while.” He shook McCleary’s hand and hugged Quin hello. He reminded McCleary of Tweedle Dum: stray hairs sprouting over his ears like a cat’s whiskers, plump cheeks that his wife loved to affectionately pinch, a mischievous glint of humor in his dark eyes. “Tim was in much earlier this morning and mentioned you two might be working on the Domer case.”


      McCleary jerked a thumb toward the tube. “I didn’t know you were a fan of Donahue’s.”


      Smithers made a face. “I’m not. I taped that this morning. I wanted to hear about this baby that needs a heart transplant. He got turned down by a med center in L.A., you know. Because his parents are unmarried and too young, just kids really. Anyway, Donahue nabbed them when they turned custody of the child over to the girl’s parents. Now all they need is a heart.”


      “Did you know that the average American watches TV a little more than seven hours a day?” Quin remarked to no one in particular.


      McCleary laughed. “My wife, the trivia expert.”


      Smithers wrinkled his nose. “Poppycock, as my old man used to say. That means they watch the tube seven hours, work eight hours, sleep eight hours and have approximately one hour left in the day for meals, commuting, sex, and showers.”


      McCleary pulled two stools up to the counter. “So tell us what you know about the case, Doc.”


      “Not much, I’m afraid.” Smithers ran his hand over the crown of his bald head, his effervescence hissing out of him like steam. The twitch at the corner of his mouth said, This may be unpleasant.


      He shuffled over to a refrigerator and brought out an oblong metal container. He set it carefully on the counter and pulled up a stool. As he slumped onto it, his fingers rested lightly on top of the container.


      “You understand that an explosion doesn’t leave a man much to work with. These are just the smaller pieces of Mr. Domer that were found.” He flipped open the lid. McCleary’s breakfast skidded like a drunk across the floor of his gut as he stared at a hand, two fingers, and parts of what looked like a foot. His eyes skimmed across bones he couldn’t name with bits of flesh still attached. Some items were charred, others were untouched. Everything was tagged and categorized in Smithers’ neat, precise script.


      “Most of the samples in here are about what you’d expect for an explosion. Based on the blood-sugar level, my guess is Domer hadn’t had dinner yet. For whatever that’s worth. There was also some alcohol in his blood. Under the index fingernail here”—Smithers gestured toward one of the fingers—”I found some skin and blood, maybe from whoever Domer struggled with, maybe just someone he accidentally scratched at some point during the day. Anyway, if it’s the killer, you’re looking for someone with type 0 blood who’s hypoglycemic.”


      “Which means what?” McCleary asked.


      “Whereas diabetes is characterized by elevated blood sugar, hypoglycemia means an abnormally low level of sugar in the blood. It can be tolerated by normal people for brief periods of time without any symptoms whatsoever. But if the blood sugar remains low for a prolonged period of time there can be mental confusion, hallucinations, convulsions, and eventually deep coma.”


      “Could you tell if Domer was dead before the explosion?”


      “That would’ve depended on when the fire was set. He bled to death, but since I had so little to work with, I don’t know from what. Maybe a gunshot wound, maybe a stabbing, I just don’t know. But the serotonin levels in his blood indicate he lived at least ten minutes after it happened. I’d say he died between seven and ten in the evening.”


      “What do the serotonin levels have to do with how long he lived after it happened?” Quin asked.


      Smithers’ mouth, which was large, with a thin upper lip, formed an 0 as he yawned and tried to stifle it. “Sorry, it’s already been a long day.” He jerked a thumb toward the wall drawers where corpses were kept. “Got six in there from last night—a domestic argument with no winner and a drug deal gone bad.” He sighed and a small frown burrowed down between his eyes. “Now what’d you ask? Oh, serotonin. Right. It’s a powerful neurotransmitter that prevents surges of chemicals in the system that could overwhelm the heart when a person is terrified or angry. From the amount of serotonin in the blood, I could roughly estimate how long he lived.”


      “It’s not much to go on,” Quin remarked.


      “It’s more than we had fifteen minutes ago,” McCleary replied. “Doc, would you mind taking a look at this?” He removed the videotape he and Quin had viewed and set it on the table. “You may see something we didn’t.”


      Smithers wrinkled his nose. “The videotape?” McCleary nodded. “Benson told me about it. Sure, I’ll take a look at it. I’ve got some stuff here that may help you two.” He opened a drawer and brought out a stack of photographs. “These are pictures the crime lab sent over, showing where his remains were found in relation to the motor home. I understand the police still have the area where the explosion occurred sealed off, so it might be worth your while to drive out there.”


      McCleary nodded. “We were planning to.”


      On the VCR, the mother of the child was sobbing and Phil Donahue looked on the verge of apoplexy. Smithers turned up the volume, and for several moments Donahue’s voice flooded through the autopsy room. A donor had just been found for the child. “I knew it,” Smithers said. “See? You see the power of the tube? Drama in the making. Well, this is taped, but you know what I mean. History as it happens zipping into two hundred million homes. Or whatever. Incredible.” He turned the volume down again, then closed the lid on his metal box and returned it to the refrigerator. “So what’s he like?”


      “Who?”


      “Gill Kranish.”


      McCleary shrugged. “A regular guy.”


      Smithers chortled. He leaned against the refrigerator, hands in his pockets. “Just like Spielberg’s a regular guy, huh. I usually don’t go to movies, you know. I like to rent and sit at home like the old fart that I am. But Spin Weaver’s different. He’s like a member of my family. I not only bought those films on cassette, Mike, I’ve seen each of them at least three times, not to mention Kranish’s other stuff. The man’s brilliant. Brilliant people are rarely just ‘regular guys.’”


      “McCleary and Kranish grew up together,” Quin commented.


      “Yeah?” Smithers brows shot up. “Well, ask him sometime who his technical advisors were on the Weaver films. His forensics stuff was correct down to the last blood cell, and some of the nifty tools he created were pretty damn close to what the field will probably have by the latter half of the twenty-first century.” Smithers tapped his temple. “He filters information differently than the rest of us. Visionaries always do. This movie he’s working on, what’s it about?”


      McCleary briefly explained.


      “Same actors?”


      “Some. A new Spin Weaver, though.”


      “Oh, why? What happened to Jackson?”


      “He was getting too big for his britches. Gill put him in his place.”


      “Well, if you two are ever knocking around with some time to kill, Mike, come by. I’d love to meet the man.”


      “You’d like him.” Most everyone does except my wife. And whoever was trying to sabotage his film.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      
        
      


      The Mercedes whispered east on Dania Beach Boulevard, sunlight sliding off its darkly tinted windows like water. Inside, Kranish had the vents turned in his direction so the cool air spilled onto his face, easing the pain in his head somewhat.


      At the Dania pier he turned into the parking lot for the public beach and followed a dirt road shrouded in pines. It wound back behind the beach to a half-moon cove where the crew was filming today. He parked between two pines and got out of the car.


      Despite his dark sunglasses, the light poked into his eyes like hot darts as he came out of the shade. The pain in his head slid off to one side and pounded against his temples. Jesus, the light down here brutalized like its heat—marvelous for shooting, but deadly to a man with migraines.


      He stood at the edge of the cove, watching the activity. Half a dozen technicians were rigging up cables that connected to several huge vans that supplied electricity. Cameras sprouted from mobile platforms like exotic trees. A cluster of boulders, hauled in from the central part of the state, rose from the sand, dark, majestic, symbols of the barrenness that had prompted Alpha Centauri’s settlers to live in domes. This slice of beach, of impossibly white, flat sand, and the brilliant backdrop of blue water, were supposed to be just outside the domed city. The water, for all its beauty, was fed by hot mineral springs and poisonous to drink.


      “Gill?”


      He glanced around. Irene Bedford strolled over, dressed in the shimmering jumpsuit that marked a person as a denizen of Settlers’ City. Hers molded itself to her slender hips and legs, and the gold contrasted sharply with her black hair and dark eyes. Although she was the stunt coordinator for the movie, she was also playing the part of Lynn Weatherspoon, one of the Centauri Tribune reporters.


      She nodded amicably, but as always, Kranish sensed her remoteness. “You going to be around while they shoot this scene?” she asked him.


      “Should I be?”


      She slid a hand into the pocket of her jumpsuit, looked down at the ground, then up at him again, cocking her head to one side. “I’d appreciate it if you were. So you can tell me if you think I pulled it off.”


      “You’ll do fine,” he assured her.


      “Hey, Irene, we’re about ready,” shouted Patrick ‘Patty Cakes’ May, the director. Then he waddled quickly across the sand, his bulk equaled only by his capacity as a director. He scratched his unkempt beard and tilted his sunglasses back into his hair. “Gill, one of the cameras is blitzing out. I rigged it for now, but we’re gonna need another one from L.A. pronto.”


      “I’ll get Dina on it.”


      “C’mon, Bedford, back out on the set.” Patty Cakes stabbed his thumb in the air. “I gotta talk private with Gill.”


      “Stay around, Gill,” she called, then trotted off across the sand.


      “It’s going without a hitch, Gill. But I’ve got some script changes for tomorrow I want you to look at.”


      “Fine. I’ll pick them up before I leave. Also, we’re going to have another character, a real small part. The reporter Sammy plays will have a secretary.”


      Patty Cakes scratched the back of his neck. “A secretary, huh. And who’s gonna write her lines?”


      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll go over it.”


      The director fixed his hands to his ample hips and fell forward at the waist, reaching for his toes. He rose up again. “It worries me when you do things like this, Gill.” He flopped forward once more, inhaling, then exhaling with: “We don’t need an extra character.” Now he straightened again and patted his belly. “Five of these every hour.”


      Kranish laughed, and it brought a flare of pain to his temple. He rubbed it hard. “Look, Pat, trust me. We need this character.”


      Patty Cakes finished his exercise. “Trust you. Shit. I’ve trusted you this far and I’m still alive and working, so what the hell.” He frowned; it brought his bushy eyebrows close together, giving him a slightly simian look. “Headache bad?”


      Kranish nodded.


      “Yeah, I thought so. I can always tell ’cause you get that look in your eye.” He patted Kranish paternally on the back. “Get your ass to a doctor, Gill. See you later.”


      For a long moment, the pain paralyzed him. “Brought on by stress, Mr. Kranish,” one physician had told him. “It’s psychological,” a second doctor had opined. “When did they begin?” a neurologist had asked.


      Fourteen or fifteen months ago, Kranish thought, when the pre-production work had begun on Night Flames. That was when the migraines started. He thought it odd that none of these learned men had mentioned guilt as the source of the pain.


      When he could move again, he turned and walked slowly back to his car, sorry that he couldn’t stick around to see Irene’s scene, knowing it would be Just one more black mark she placed against him. But he couldn’t help it. If he stayed, the pain in his head would bring him to his knees, and for an executive producer, betraying such a weakness could prove fatal.


      He took one of his pills and then drove recklessly along A-I-A to Hollywood Boulevard. By the time he drew up in front of a building on Young’s Circle, he could barely see. He fed two dimes into the meter, then glanced around, his eyes sweeping through the streets. Ever since the fire, he’d been jumpy as hell, looking over his shoulder wherever he went, unable to shake the feeling that he was being followed, that the note, This is the first, meant that he was next.


      He wanted to follow this thought, pursue it, but it made his head throb fiercely and he shook it off and hurried into the building. It was one of the older ones in the Circle, with a huge atrium filled with plants in the center and stairs that twisted through vines and ferns toward a skylight. It was the sort of building which, with a little imagination, could have been used in Night Flames. Maybe he could still use it. Larger, more exotic plants, that skylight enlarged perhaps…


      Hell, he didn’t know. His head hurt too much to think about it.


      He entered an office off the atrium with a sign on the window that said LEE LING, CHIROPRACTOR & ACUPUNCTURIST. He didn’t have an appointment, he never did, but that was why he paid Lee three times her normal fee. Even at home, he never scheduled appointments with dentists or doctors or people like that. He simply appeared, strolled in unannounced. It was convenient, of course, and convenience was one of the many pleasures money bought, but more than that, it meant he was in control. It meant he did not have to hang around anyone’s office like he used to do, victimized by another person’s schedule.


      The air inside was cool, the lighting soft, the music subdued. The walls were pale blue and pearled like clouds. Chinese symbols hung on the walls. Tremendous plants billowed in delicately painted clay pots near the window. He rang the bell, and a moment later Lee Ling appeared. She was slender and short, about thirty, he guessed, although it was hard to tell with Orientals because they aged well. Her sloe eyes matched the shade of her thick black hair that fell nearly to her waist. A Chinese-American from San Francisco, he thought, who carried the imprint of her heritage in her soft voice and in eyes that seemed to see everything.


      “Gill, what a nice surprise.” She leaned over the counter and brushed her cheek against his. The touch of that skin, as soft as a baby’s, seemed to absorb the pain in his head like a sponge. “I am most sorry about the tragedy, Gill. I read about it in the paper, saw it on the news.” She waved a hand. “Well, it is everywhere. You are having headaches again?”


      “Worse than before.”


      She nodded. “Please, go down the hall to the second room. I must tell my other patient she can leave now.”


      Her businesslike manner amused him. She gave no indication they’d ever been lovers. “Put up your OUT TO LUNCH sign while we’re back here,” Kranish told her. “And lock the door.”


      She nodded. Ordinarily, he couldn’t have cared less about the front door. But since Domer’s death, paranoia had rooted inside him and unfolded like ferns. It made him nervous to think how easily anyone could just waltz in the front door, sneak down the hall, and blow him away.


      He undressed, then slipped on a colorful brocade robe. The air in the room smelled faintly of lilacs. The soft music drifted around him. His head continued to pound, but not as badly as before. He closed his eyes, trying to practice the visualization techniques Lee had taught him for controlling the pain. Imagine your head packed in snow, imagine….


      She came in and closed the door. “So it is an acupressure treatment you would like?” she asked, washing her hands at the sink against the wall.


      “And then a massage.”


      “Where is the pain, Gill?”


      “At my right temple and some across the top of my head.”


      She came up behind him and placed her fingertips against his temples. She rubbed slowly, gently, talking to him quietly, and Kranish floated away in the music of her voice. After a while, he didn’t know how long, she lowered the head of the chair, so it flattened out like a table, and instructed him to turn over on his stomach. She pressed her thumbs to the center of his left foot and began to massage an acupressure point, then switched to the same spot on his right foot. The pain in his head began to recede.


      “I’ve been having more intense headaches,” he murmured. “Sometimes it’s almost like I black out.”


      “Where you actually faint or you simply can’t remember?”


      “Can’t remember.”


      “You will excuse me for saying so, Gill, but I believe that is due to drinking and stress, not to the headaches. The headaches are only a symptom.”


      A symptom. Yeah. He nearly laughed, but when he opened his mouth, the laughter wasn’t there, he couldn’t cough it up. He whispered, “Someone’s trying to kill me. I feel like someone’s trying to kill me and what happened to J.B. was meant for me.”


      Her voice touched him as lightly as feathers. “You punish yourself with such thoughts, Gill. You believe that someone is trying to kill you because you feel guilty about something.”


      “Maybe you missed your calling, Lee. You should’ve been a shrink.”


      “That, my friend, is exactly part of what I am. I am like the hairdresser to whom people spill their secrets. The body never lies.”


      The pressure of her thumbs against his foot warmed his insides until the warmth became a heat that focused in his groin. Kranish felt himself getting hard. He mentioned it and Lee laughed softly. “The bottom of the feet are erogenous zones. But we’ve had this discussion before.”


      He opened his eyes and gazed down the length of the chair at her. She was watching him, her inscrutable smile hinting at her dark chest of wonders. It had been three months since he’d flown her out to California and they’d spent four days at his cottage north of San Francisco. Four days that had ended with Dina’s unexpected arrival. He’d seen Lee since, here in the office, but things had been strictly professional.


      She knew what he was thinking, because she said, “Dina is with you on location?”


      “Yes. She’s manning the office at the hotel.”


      “Ah.” Lee began kneading his calves, his ankles. “She has recovered?”


      Kranish chuckled. He had a sharp, sudden image of prim and proper Dina moaning softly on silk sheets the color of eggshells as he and Lee initiated her, drew her into an erotic web of sentience. “She doesn’t mention it.”


      Lee laughed. “We will have to see sometime what the evening taught her.”


      “I don’t think she’s too enthused about a repeat performance.”


      Lee flicked her hair off her shoulders and gazed down at him with that implacable Oriental tranquility. “That is what she would have you believe, Gill. Just as you would like to believe that someone wants to kill you.”


      Was she mocking him? Making fun of him? Jesus, you could never tell with her because her face hid so much. He felt an irrational urge to strike her, to rip off her starched white uniform and pull her down onto the chair and rape her.


      But the urge passed. Her dark eyes sucked at him just as they bad always done, luring him into a wind tunnel of strange desires. “I’ll have a car pick you up tonight,” he said.


      Her hands kneaded his toes. “And Dina will be there?”


      He closed his eyes, allowing himself to imagine, for just a moment, a repeat of what had happened in San Francisco. Softly, he said, “Sure, Dina will be there.”


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      
        
      


      Glades Airport lay at the edge of the Everglades, in the heart of Dade County’s farming community. There was no tower, only two small hangars, and a general aviation school which ran a flight training program. McCleary didn’t see many planes parked in the field, maybe three or four dozen in all, and of these, at least ten were crop dusters.


      They circumvented the field by car first, checking the number of entrances. There were only two. Both had been guarded the night of the fire. Although it was possible an outsider could have flown in, killed Domer, and left, McCleary admitted the insider theory was certainly the most promising. A man in Kranish’s position probably made enemies the way missionaries made converts.


      He parked in front of the general aviation building. The hot afternoon sun brutalized the stillness; a wall of sweat sprang across his back.


      Maybe we should move to Colorado, Mac,” Quin grumbled, cleaning her sunglasses with a piece of Kleenex, then slipping them back on.


      “We don’t ski.”


      “So what. We’d be snow bunnies.”


      “How about a cabin in the Smokies for the summer? Something simpler?”


      “Can we afford that?” she asked hopefully.


      “No. But we can’t afford five new computers for the firm, either, and we’re going to get those.”


      But she didn’t want to hear about computers. She was now fixated on a cabin in the Smokies. “We could get a place with a balcony that has a fantastic view, see.”


      “And we’d leave Miami in June and come back in October, right?”


      “Now you’re talking.”


      “What’re we going to live on?”


      She made a face. “I wish you weren’t so practical.”


      The inside of the building was cool as a cave, and nearly as quiet, except for the drone of a TV set against the wall. When, McCleary wondered, had televisions impinged on the workplace? The morgue, a general aviation office, and come to think of it, even Ruth Grimes, the firm receptionist, had a set behind her desk. For hurricane reports, she said, but McCleary suspected she was an avid fan of the soaps. No wonder surveys had determined that Americans derived more pleasure from TV than they did from sex, food, hobbies, religion, or marriage. He could almost believe it.


      “Afternoon,” said the brunette at the desk as she polished her nails. She waved one of her hands now to dry the polish. “If you’re here about renting a plane or taking lessons, everyone’s out to lunch.”


      “No planes, no lessons,” Quin replied. “We’d like to ask you a few questions, though.”


      The woman’s hands stopped waving. “You’re cops, right?”


      “Private detectives.” McCleary dropped his ID on her desk. She barely looked at it.


      “Oh. Private eyes. Well, I was close. Ever since this thing happened, there’ve been cops and feds and reporters and all kinds of people poking around outside, probably looking
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