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  Chapter One


  The fading afternoon light clung to the western horizon like blood to cloth. Mira Morales snapped two more photos of her daughter, a silhouette against the exquisite June light, as she moved along the beach, collecting another bucket of shells to take home.


  “Hey, Annie,” she called. “Let’s start packing up the boat.”


  “Five more minutes, Mom,” Annie called back.


  Five more minutes, not right now, I’m not ready yet: the litanies of a thirteen-year-old always smacked of procrastination. But they had fifteen miles of open water to cross between Little Horse Key, an uninhabited spit of land in the Gulf of Mexico where they had spent the day, and Tango Key, where they lived. The thought of crossing it in the dark, in a puny skiff with an even punier outboard motor, made Mira distinctly uncomfortable.


  She moved quickly, gathering up towels, umbrellas, suntan lotion, paperbacks, and the rest of the stuff strewn around the cooler and the boat. It looked as if they had come for several weeks rather than a day. She doubted she would ever master the art of packing lightly. But how could she possibly leave home without plenty of bottled water, food, snacks, her cell phone and Pocket PC? And it wasn’t possible to go to the beach without something to read, preferably a choice of books from the dozens of advance reading copies that her bookstore got every week. She’d also brought along a new tarot deck that a distributor had sent her, this one with a motif from Lord of the Rings. The digital camera that Shep had given her last Christmas had come with her, too.


  Annie bounded across the sand to show Mira the shells she’d collected, her exuberance over something so simple a refreshing change from the glumness that had shadowed her for the past year. Although she’d made a few friends since they’d moved to Tango three years ago, she didn’t have a single close friend, no one who called her up every night to gossip or with whom she could share her deepest secrets. At thirteen, the absence of a close friend left a mighty big void.


  The few times Mira had tried to tune in on Annie, she couldn’t get beyond the waves of utter loneliness and isolation. Years ago, Mira’s grandmother, Nadine, had warned her never to read someone she loved because the truth would shock her. In our heart of hearts, most of us are strangers to each other At the time, Mira considered the remark to be cynical. Now she realized that what Nadine had really been saying was that some things had to be lived through alone. Mira could be there for Annie, supportive and offering guidance, but she couldn’t banish her daughter’s pain. She couldn’t live adolescence for her. All of which was why she had spent a day on a little island, swimming and sunbathing with her daughter. Mom, the substitute companion.


  “I saw a lot of dead crabs on the beach, Mom.” Annie poured her newest shells into a smaller cooler. “You think it has something to do with that black water mass out there?”


  “I doubt it. The mass is fifty miles offshore.”


  The mass that Annie referred to had been reported about eight months ago by commercial fishermen.


  They described it as a large area of blackish-colored water with gelatinous globs floating on the surface of it. Fishermen who had been plying the gulf waters for fifty years claimed never to have seen anything like it. Although the mass didn’t leave a trail of dead fish, as red tide did, no live fish were found in the black waters, either. Initially, satellite photos showed that the black waters covered a 750-square-mile area roughly the size of Lake Okeechobee.


  Even though the mass had started breaking up into smaller pieces, environmentalists were concerned about its impact on marine life and on the coral reef, the only living barrier reef in the U.S. Marine biologists from all over Florida had been taking samples of the stuff ever since it appeared and had a host of theories.


  One theory said that the black water phenomenon was due to pollutants. Other theories attributed it to some sort of underwater explosion of algae or plankton, to a spike in ocean temperatures or salinity, or to a runoff of nitrogen from sugarcane fields in South Florida. But so far, no one had determined exactly what it was or what had caused it.


  “Last week it was fifty miles offshore,” Annie said. “On the news this morning, I heard the biggest piece of it is just a few miles south of here.”


  When Annie spoke with such authority, she reminded Mira of her father, the same passion in her dark eyes, the same flare to her nostrils, that proud lift to her chin. She was an extraordinarily pretty girl—not that Annie believed it—with her Cuban father’s beautiful skin and high cheekbones. Tom was killed on Annie’s third birthday, and at moments like this Mira ached inside for the life that she, Tom, and Annie would never have together.


  Get over it and move on, she thought. It happened ten years ago.


  “There haven’t been any reports of dead fish in that mass,” Mira said. “Hey, get on the other side of the boat so I can snap one more picture of you before we leave.”


  “You know, it’s okay if it’s dark when we head back to Tango, Mom. We’re not going to capsize and drown or anything.”


  “I didn’t say we were.”


  “But that’s what you’re thinking.”


  Annie flashed a mischievous grin and sprang over the skiff. She thrust out her right hip, planted one hand against it, and with the other hand flicked her long, dark hair off her shoulders, and Mira snapped a couple of pictures. Her daughter always joked that Mira’s fear of being on the water after dark probably went back to a life in which she’d drowned at night. Mira usually laughed when she said it, but suspected she was probably right. One of the problems with raising an intuitive daughter was that Annie’s intuition often surpassed her own.


  For generations back, all of the firstborn women in the family had been born with the Sight. Mira rarely referred to it that way out loud because it sounded so antiquated. But it was the best word to describe an ability that had been a part of her life as far back as she remembered. Because of it, she had foreseen her husband’s death several years before it had happened. The Sight hadn’t prevented Tom’s murder, but five years after it had happened, it had enabled her to provide Wayne Sheppard, who was then a Fort Lauderdale cop, with enough clues about the killer to find him. The ability was her livelihood, her passion, her greatest curse, and her most profound gift. It was as intrinsic to who she was as her own flesh and blood. But there were many times when the ability spoke to her that she wished it would shut up and leave her alone. Like right now.


  For several moments, she had been aware of a growing discomfort just below her sternum, an intense heat that spread like melting wax. When she focused on the feeling to clarify it, the heat deepened, but no images came to mind. Maybe it was just indigestion from all the junk food she and Annie had consumed on the beach.


  “Okay, now let me get some pictures of you, Mom.”


  They traded places and while Annie was deciding whether to crouch or to frame the photos vertically or horizontally, Mira punched out Shep’s cell number. His cell was always on. It was the only phone he owned.


  “Agent Sheppard.”


  “Psychic Morales.”


  He laughed. “Are you two on your way back?”


  “In a few minutes. We’re taking some more pictures. Where’re you?”


  “Nadine and I are sitting in the kitchen, having a beer. She’s got a shrimp casserole in the oven.”


  “We should be there in under an hour.”


  “You feel like taking in a movie?”


  Only if we get to eat first. What’d you have in mind?”


  “A video at my place.”


  “Sounds good.”


  A night alone with Sheppard sounded very good. She couldn’t have said that two years ago. Shortly after the end of the investigation that had brought them together, Sheppard had inherited money from an aunt, quit his job at the sheriff’s department, and had taken off for six months, satisfying a deep itch to travel. When he’d returned, she was living on Tango and their relationship had been erratic, unsettled, and complicated by distance. He was trying to figure out the next step in his life and she was trying to figure out if he would fit into her life at all. Then he had gotten a job offer from his former boss at the FBI, where he had worked for five years before he’d joined the Broward County Sheriffs Department. So Sheppard had joined the bureau for the second time, moved to Tango, and their relationship had flourished ever since.


  “Oh, Nadine says to tell you that Annie got a call from that girl down the street,” Sheppard went on. “She wants to know if Annie can spend the night.”


  “Hey, Annie,” Mira said, covering the mouthpiece. “Christina called and wants to know if you can spend the night.”


  If she was hoping the news would cheer Annie up, she’d been grossly mistaken. Her daughter shrugged whatever—which perfectly expressed her angst these days.


  “Christina’s a pain in the butt, Mom.”


  “I take it that’s a no.”


  “I’ll call her when I get home. C’mon, move a little to the left.”


  “Got to run. Georgia O’Keefe is going to take a picture of me. We’ll see you in a while,” Mira said to Sheppard.


  “Hey, tell Annie she’s got three cats who love her,” he said.


  “I don’t think that’s much comfort right now, but I’ll pass on the message. See you soon.”


  She disconnected and Annie said, “Okay, hand on your hip.”


  Mira put her hand on her hip and Annie took a couple of photos. “So is dinner on?”


  “Shrimp casserole.”


  Annie wrinkled her nose. “I hate shrimp, Mom.”


  “You can have salad and cold chicken.”


  Annie, Little Ms. Picky. She hated shrimp, but loved fish. She had never eaten a hamburger or had a soft drink, but she consumed Dannon coffee yogurt with all the relish of a true caffeine addict.


  “Uh, Mom?” Annie said, lowering the camera. “There’s a guy coming up the beach.”


  Mira glanced around, shading her eyes against the glare of the setting sun. The man was pulling a small boat onto the sand and seemed to be struggling with it. She saw that one of his arms was in a cast. He crouched over the outboard engine and banged on it with something, the clatter echoing along the beach. “If he needs help, he’ll ask. C’mon, let’s get our stuff together, hon. We need to get going.”


  They started loading their belongings in the boat. The sun shimmered as it began its descent into the gulf, its light burning against the surface of the water. A slight breeze had risen, the air swelled with the scent of salt and sand, a wilderness of water. just offshore, a school of fish leaped up, a glistening silver mass in the light, then splashed down again. Mira realized the clatter had stopped and looked down the beach again. The man was trudging through the sand and now he waved.


  “Hey, hello,” he called. “My engine conked out. Can you give me a hand?”


  Mira waved back. She didn’t want to be held up any longer, but she couldn’t refuse to help someone stranded out here, either. “Let’s see what this guy needs.” She walked away from her boat to meet the man halfway.


  The discomfort she’d felt earlier just below her sternum now returned. She pressed two fingers against it, rubbing gently. It definitely wasn’t indigestion. This feeling, she thought, was all about her fear of getting caught out on the water in the dark, which now looked like a distinct possibility.


  “I’m really sorry to intrude like this,” the man said, and waved his cast at his boat. A forearm cast. “The damn engine died on me about three hundred yards from shore and I don’t have any tools or a cell phone.”


  “I’ve got a few tools. You’re welcome to look through them.”


  “Thanks so much. The idea of having to row fifteen miles to shore, in the dark, isn’t especially appealing.” She smiled. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”


  He was roguishly handsome, with a weathered face that said he spent a lot of time in the sun, and eyes the same color as the water at dusk, lead ringed with a dark blue. The sun had streaked his hair blond and he kept drawing his fingers through it as if to get rid of the salt and the elements. He carried a backpack slung over his right shoulder.


  “I started having trouble with the engine when I was fishing. It kept sputtering. I should’ve turned back then, I guess.”


  They were walking toward Annie, who waited by the boat. “You live on Tango?” she asked.


  “Key West. You?”


  “Tango.”


  “You just out here boating?”


  “My daughter and I came out here for the day.”


  “My name’s Pete,” he said.


  “I’m Mira. That’s Annie.”


  “Hi,” Annie said. “Mom, you’ve got to lift this cooler into the boat. It’s too heavy for me.”


  “Yeah, okay. Let me dig out the tools for Pete. He’s having engine problems.”


  She flipped open the lid on the fishing tackle box and brought out a pack of tools. “I hope there’s something in there you can use. Can I call someone for you?”


  “I hate to bother friends.” He opened the pack of tools, nodding to himself. “It’s a long way out here.”


  The discomfort she’d been feeling now exploded into a full-blown pain that caused her to catch her breath. “Keep the tools, Pete. We need to shove off and get back across the water before it’s completely dark. You sure you don’t want me to call someone en route?”


  “Thanks, I’m sure.”


  Then he raised his eyes from the tools and a second explosion of pain nearly drove to her to her knees. In an instant of utter horror, she realized that he was the source of the pain. She took a step back, tried to smile, to hide her terror.


  “Good luck. Grab the rope, Annie. I’ll get the coo—”


  He rose up, still smiling, and slammed his cast against the side of her head. Agony detonated in her bones, stars blew up in her eyes, blood pounded in her ears. She stumbled sideways, shaking her head to clear it, the metallic taste of blood filling her mouth, and shrieked, “Run, Annie, ru—”


  The second blow struck her in the back of the head. She heard the cast cracking, heard Annie screaming. The ocean thundered in her skull. Even as she was toppling forward, her arms shooting out to break her fall, her vision darkening, he threw himself into her and she crashed to the beach.


  Sand flew up her nostrils, got sucked into her mouth. She spat and rolled onto her back, jackknifed her legs, and her bare feet sank into his stomach. He staggered but didn’t fall. As she scrambled to her feet, the beach, the light, the water, everything rolled to the right. She hurled herself at him, but she was so clumsy, so weak, that he merely leaped to the left and she lurched forward like a drunk, her vision swimming with blackness.


  Then he hit her again. As she went down, she knew she would be unconscious before she struck the ground.


  Chapter Two


  The instant her mother shrieked for her to run, Annie took off down the beach, sand flying up and biting her heels, arms tucked in tightly at her sides. She looked back only once and saw her mother’s final fall, the way she sprawled in the sand and didn’t get up. And then the man tore after her, his long legs eating up the distance between them.


  Annie cut sharply toward the trees, a few tall pines and a mangrove swamp. Her terror, so pure and powerful, filled her like helium, and she ran for her life, air and sobs exploding from her mouth.


  It was nearly dark now. If she could make it into the trees, he would never find her. She would disappear. She would swim back to Tango if she had to. Without my mom?


  Never.


  Oh God, oh God… . Faster


  She blinked sweat from her eyes. Her leg muscles felt as tight as piano strings. She didn’t think she could maintain this pace much longer.


  The dark clump of mangroves loomed in front of her. I can make it, I can, I can.


  Annie stole another look back. Big mistake. He was closing in on her, moving like the wind. Seconds later, she plunged into the mangroves and promptly tripped on something, a protruding root, a branch, she couldn’t tell exactly what it was, and lost her balance. She went down on her hands and knees. Her hands sank into the gunk up to her wrists—thick, deep mud, rotting leaves, dead things. The gunk squished up under her fingernails, between her toes, releasing a stink like rotten eggs.


  She wrenched her hands back, shot upward, but the mud sucked at her feet, trapping them. Panicked, she twisted violently to the side, grappling in the darkness for something to grab, to use for leverage. Her fingers caught a branch and she grasped it and pulled her left foot out of the mud and the branch snapped and she stumbled forward. She heard him now, a giant crashing into the mangroves, breathing hard.


  Then he was on her, his powerful arms closing around her, lifting her out of the mud as if she were as light as a branch. Annie screamed, kicked, writhed, and sank her teeth into the back of his hand. She held on, biting deeper, tasting blood. He made a low, terrible animal sound and for seconds his hold on her loosened just enough for her to slam her elbow back. She didn’t know where she hit him, but it must have been exactly the right spot because he suddenly let her go.


  Annie tore forward, the mud sucking at her feet, branches clawing at her face and arms, bugs scampering up her legs. She reeled to the left, the right, the left again, trying to make herself a more difficult target, but it was so dark in here she couldn’t see a thing. She ran into a tree and tumbled back, the entire right side of her face burning with pain. He grabbed her again and they fell sideways and hit the water. Her head went under, the stink and the mud rushed up her nose, panic exploded inside her.


  He yanked her upward by the hair, grabbed the back of her shirt, and carried her out of the mangrove by the back of her shirt, like a piece of luggage. She screamed and kicked, trying to get loose. He jerked on her hair and she nearly passed out from the pain. “Look,” he said, his voice strangely soft, even. “If you struggle, you’ll make me hurt you. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  She didn’t say anything. She stopped struggling. He carried her so that she faced the ground. It made her dizzy and she shut her eyes. He eased the pressure on her hair, and moments later they reached the beach, the dry sand. He dropped her on her butt, but didn’t release his hold on her hair. If she moved her head, if she moved at all, she knew he would tear out a clump of her hair at the roots.


  Talk to him. Wasn’t that what you were supposed to do in a situation like this? Think, Annie, use your stupid brain. “What… what do you want?” Establish a connection. That’ll make it harder for him to kill you.


  “I want you to get up nice and easily and we’re going to walk down the beach.” He snapped a handcuff around her wrist; the other end was connected to his wrist.


  Annie noticed he no longer wore the cast on his arm. “Is my mother…”


  “She’s alive.”


  “The cast was fake.”


  “Yes.”


  “To trick us.”


  “To make me seem unthreatening.”


  “Ted Bundy did that”


  “You’re absolutely right.” He sounded surprised. “You’re a smart kid. I bet you have straight As in school.”


  “I’m in a gifted program.”


  “I knew you were intelligent.”


  “How the hell would you know that?”


  “Don’t swear.”


  Hardness in his voice now. It scared her.


  “I don’t like hearing kids swear. That’s the first rule.”


  Rules? What’s he mean by that? Keep him talking. She would keep him talking and look for an opportunity to kick him in the balls. “Okay.” She would tell him exactly what he wanted to hear. “How do you know whether I’m intelligent or stupid?”


  “I’ve watched you.”


  Her arms erupted with goose bumps. Don’t go there. But even as she thought this, her mind twitched, leaped around. When had he watched her? When? As she walked to or from school? Find out everything you can.


  He pulled a flashlight from his back pocket, turned it on. The beam of light found her mother, still lying in the sand. She looked like she was sleeping. Annie could barely speak around the lump in her throat. “Is is she breathing?”


  “Of course she is. Touch the side of her neck. You’ll feel her pulse.”


  He seemed to understand how important this was to her; he crouched so that she could crouch, too. She touched two fingers to her mother’s neck, to the carotid, and felt a strong, steady pulse. She also felt the warmth of her mother’s skin and inhaled her scent, a mixture of salt, sunburn, sweat, and something else, something pleasant, almost sweet, that she couldn’t identify. “Mommy,” she whispered.


  “Nope. She has to sleep.”


  He stood quickly and the cuff bit into her wrist, forcing her to her feet, too. “Please,” she whispered, and started to cry, pressing her knuckles hard against her eyes. “Please, let me stay here with my mom.” Her hands dropped away from her eyes. “I… I promise not to say anything about any of this. I… I promise….”


  “I’m afraid that isn’t possible. C’mon, let’s get down to my boat.”


  He started walking really fast up the beach, forcing her to keep up with him. She stumbled, went down, and grabbed a handful of sand. The instant he jerked her to her feet again, she hurled sand into his face and kicked him in the balls. He shrieked, a different animal sound this time, a more terrifying sound, and doubled over, grasping for breath, and wiping frantically at his eyes. He fell to his knees in the sand and Annie desperately tried to reach the flashlight, which he had dropped. She could pummel him with it, knock him out, and then find the key to the handcuffs.


  But the cuff cut into the soft underside of her wrist and now the man—Peter, his name was Peter—wasn’t shrieking anymore. He was still groaning, but not shrieking. She strained, her fingers nearly reaching the flashlight, almost able to touch it; then the man yanked on the cuff and it felt as if her hand were nearly cut off at the wrist.


  Annie screamed, twisted around, and kicked him hard in the chest. He grabbed one of her bare feet and then the other and pulled her toward him through the sand. She kept kicking and screaming and scooped up another handful of sand. She threw it, but must have missed his face because he didn’t stop pulling on her feet, dragging her through the sand. And when she was right up next to him, he hissed, “That was really bad, Annie,” and shoved her down against the sand, pinning her arms with his body. “I just want you to be part of my family. That’s not evil. It’s not bad. But your behavior is very bad. Bad behavior requires a sacrifice.”


  Then he slapped something wet over her nose and mouth and she recognized the smell, the same sweet odor that she had smelled on her mom, the same smell she’d inhaled when she’d had her tonsils removed. Chloroform, oh God, no. Don’t breathe. Go still. Make him think you’re out of it.


  But she finally couldn’t hold her breath any longer and had to breathe, to pull air into her lungs, and the odor rushed into her mouth, down her throat, and into her lungs, and she slid away into a soft, velvet darkness.


  Chapter Three


  Patrick Wheaton lifted the girl in his arms, marveling at how light she was. Her long hair fell over his forearm, a dark, tangled cascade, and her face looked strangely peaceful. She really was a pretty little thing, a looker just like her mother.


  He wanted to touch the curls plastered to the sides of her face, trace the shapes with the tip of his finger…


  Like Evie’s hair in the summer, when the heat made her blond hair frizz. Evie, Evie, please don’t leave me.


  Wheaton shook off the memory and glanced down at the handcuff, still locked around Annie’s wrist. It dangled from her hand like an extra appendage. He would have to cuff her to the boat in a little while, but he didn’t want to think about that just yet. About the trip back through the corridor. Every trip was progressively more difficult and more physically wearing.


  He carried Annie across the sand, toward the skiff, regretting that he’d had to chloroform her. He’d hoped she would be more compliant, more accepting of the situation. But maybe her feistiness boded well for her surviving the aftermath of the trip through the corridor. He hoped so. Out of the four children he had brought through so far, only one had survived.


  Wheaton set Annie carefully in the sand, put the cloth over her nose and mouth again so she wouldn’t wake up, then scooped up her mother’s cell phone and hurled it into the water. “Ring away,” he murmured, and considered doing the same thing with the camera, but decided against it. They hadn’t taken any photos of him and perhaps these last photos of Annie romping on the beach would bring Mira and her grandmother some measure of solace in the days ahead. He wasn’t entirely without compassion, after all.


  He pulled a kerchief from his back pocket and used it to lift the lid on the cooler. There wasn’t much left, a few apples, several bottles of water, a sandwich in a Baggie. He stuffed an apple in the pocket of his shorts and drank down half the bottle of water. He splashed the rest of it on his face, then twisted the bottle down into the sand and wiped it clean of prints. Let the cops figure it out.


  The last of the light hugged the western sky, turning it a dove gray struck through with deep yellow. He needed to get moving. He picked up the girl, the cloth still covering her nose and mouth, and hurried down the beach to his boat. It wasn’t anything fancy, his little vessel, but that was the point. Fancy boats attracted attention. The engine, however, was fast and new and would get him to where he wanted to go.


  The many months of planning had paid off, he had what he’d come for. Months, he thought, in which he had watched her on the school grounds, riding her bike, and watched her at the bookstore, putting away stock, helping out customers. He had watched in his many disguises—as a man with dark hair, gray hair, blond hair, bearded and unbearded, with and without glasses. He had learned her school schedule and, since classes had ended, had learned her recreational schedule. He had learned that she didn’t have many friends, that she was a loner.


  She was also something of a renegade, this Annie Morales, who rejected the usual trendy fashions in favor of shorts or jeans that she wore with sandals and cotton shirts. An independent thinker. While none of these traits would ensure her survival, all of them would give her the edge she would need and made her worthy for his purposes.


  Even though several more weeks of fine-tuning lay ahead and he would have to play things with the utmost caution, this was an excellent beginning.


  He set the girl down on the quilt he’d spread out on the floor of the boat and locked the other end of the handcuff to the metal handhold on the inner left wall. If she came to during the trip, which she probably would, she wouldn’t be able to do too much damage with just a single free hand. But she might try to kick him, so he secured her ankles with a length of rope and tied the end to the bench where he would be sitting. He didn’t blindfold her, but decided he’d better gag her. He removed the chloroform cloth from her face, dropped it onto the sand, then pulled a Baggie from his back pocket and pulled out the kerchief inside. He tied it over her mouth and worked it between her lips, tight but not too tight.


  The kerchief, of course, was scrupulously clean, bleached, ironed, sealed. Germless. It was so clean that Wheaton wouldn’t hesitate to put it in his own mouth. Nothing less would do.


  He slipped a small pillow under her head to make her more comfortable. The cooler just beyond her head was built into the boat, so he didn’t have to worry about it shifting or tipping over during the trip. But since the crown of her head pressed against it, he put a folded towel between it and the top of her skull. He placed the paddles lengthwise in the boat, along both sides, then pushed the boat back into the water and got in.


  He took a compass reading, cranked up the engine, and turned south, away from Little Horse Key and toward the black water mass that awaited him.


  The boat had a searchlight mounted at the front, but he didn’t turn it on. Instead, he turned on the running lights, glowing blue orbs along the sides of the boat, and dropped his head back, watching the stars pop out overhead. The moon wouldn’t rise for another hour, but the stars provided enough illumination to navigate.


  Out here in the silence, his worries crowded in around him. Had he forgotten anything? Overlooked some important detail? Would he make it into the corridor in time? Even a well-laid plan didn’t necessarily mean he would succeed.


  When he had arrived in March, he had docked his boat at a marina on Tango, walked into town, and taken a taxi across the bridge to Key West. There, he walked to the post office, where he had a P0 box in the name of Peter Wheat. In the box was an updated driver’s license and his second credit card in Wheat’s name that he’d applied for the last time he was here. Armed with the license and the credit card, he rented a car and checked into a fleabag motel in Key West. Since 1997, he’d had a checking account in Wheat’s name and he wrote a couple of checks when he was here just to keep the account active. But the ATM card was what he used the most.


  Every morning for the last ten weeks, he had driven across the bridge, parked his rental car at the pier, gotten out his bike, and begun his surveillance of Annie Morales. He had first seen her last fall, when he had been here on a buying trip, and had stopped in at One World Books, her mother’s bookstore. Annie had been stocking inventory, a busy little bee who was exactly the right age, at the edge of puberty. Right then and there he’d known he had found his next target.


  During the last several months, Wheaton had left only three times to check on things at home. These trips and many others through the corridor had taken a physical toll, he could feel it within himself, but he didn’t know the exact extent of the damage this time. Tissues? Cells? Organs? Blood? All of the above? He knew these journeys often leeched iron and calcium from his body, but thought that the fatigue he’d been feeling lately was something new. Or maybe he was just more paranoid now that he’d turned fifty.


  He couldn’t worry about it now, though. The girl was stirring, coming awake. He cut the engine back to idle and turned the flashlight toward her so that he could see her better. Eyes wide open, staring at him, terrified. Free hand jerking the gag from her mouth. Now she screamed. The scream echoed in the silence and steadily rose in pitch until it collapsed into a full-blown shriek. He just sat there, watching her, waiting. Still screaming and now thrashing as well, jerking on the cuff, clawing at the ropes around her ankles. When she realized she couldn’t get free and that no one was around to hear her cries, she shut up.


  “Finished?” he asked. “Or do I need to restrain your free hand and gag you again?”


  “I won’t scream anymore,” she said quickly. “Look, if it’s money you’re after, my mother isn’t rich or anything. She just owns a bookstore and—”


  “It’s not about money.”


  “Then what?” she whispered.


  “You’ll understand in time.”


  “You’re… you’re a goddamn pervert, that’s the only other explanation.”


  He hated the way that curse word rolled off her tongue so easily, so casually. Eventually, he would have to make her understand the rules, and rule one was No swearing. “I’m not going to hurt you. This isn’t about money or sex.”


  “If you’re not a sexual pervert, then what… what kind of pervert are you?”


  “You use that word too loosely.”


  “Look, you… you can just drop me off on Tango Key. I… I swear I won’t tell anyone… I won’t describe you or anything… I sweat I always keep my word.”


  “No, I can’t do that.”


  She started crying, soft, pathetic sobs that were muffled when she turned her head into the pillow. Wheaton touched her foot. “Listen, in another few minutes, the engine is going to conk out and the air is going to feel strange to you. Tight. Heavy. Oppressive. It’s important that you relax as much as possible and—”


  “Relax?” she burst out, and bolted forward, the cuff rattling. “How the hell can I relax when I’m handcuffed and my feet are tied up and I’ve just been kidnapped?”


  “You’re screaming.”


  “Damn right I’m screaming,” and started shrieking again.


  Wheaton stood it for about ten seconds, her screams echoing through the darkness, grating on his nerves. Then he reached into his backpack and pulled out another pair of cuffs and snapped one end around her right wrist and the other end to the handhold on the right side of the boat. This shut her up instantly.


  “If the boat tipped over, I’d drown,” she said.


  “We’re not going to tip over. But if you keep screaming, I’ll gag you again. Understood?”


  He didn’t hear her response. He opened the engine up as far as it would go and the din drowned out the sound of her voice.


  2


  Pain sliced into Mira’s awareness.


  It was a hot, crippling pain that seemed to be everywhere and nowhere, like a point of light that darted randomly about. If she remained very still, the pain receded and she returned to a soft, comforting memory of the day she and Tom had brought Annie home from the hospital.


  She was a tiny little thing, barely six pounds, bald as a radish. Instead of buckling her into the car seat, Mira had held her during the ride from the hospital and she and Tom talked about how beautiful she was, with her ten perfect fingers and her ten perfect toes and skin as smooth and pale as a pearl.


  We have to teach her everything, how to brush her teeth and comb her hair and how to toss a baseball, he said, the awe in his voice so powerful that they both started laughing.


  And in that moment, it had struck her that they knew absolutely nothing about being parents. Even though they had read books on pregnancy, gone to Lamaze classes, talked about how to raise their daughter, they were essentially clueless. Nothing prepared you for parenthood.


  Within three days, Annie was on a bottle and suffering terrible bouts of colic because nursing didn’t work the way the books said it was supposed to. Annie cried a lot, didn’t sleep well, and by the end of the first month, Mira and Tom were so sleep-deprived that they were arguing with each other over the smallest things.


  During the second month of Annie’s life, Nadine saved them by moving in for a while. She got up with Annie during the night, cooked their meals, and watched Annie during the day so Mira could get back to the bookstore and Tom could continue the practice of law without nodding off at his desk. By the third month, they started to get the hang of it. They learned to make room in their relationship for another person and from then on, they were a tightly knit unit and jokingly referred to themselves as the three musketeers. And that was how it had remained until Tom’s death on…


  No, don’t go there…


  The pain returned with a vengeance, clawing through the bones in her face, radiating up and down the right side of her body. She sucked air in through her teeth and inhaled a mouthful of sand and started coughing, a violent spasm that forced her to push up, to rock back on her heels. The instant she opened her eyes, she doubled over and vomited.


  It all rushed back then, the man on the beach, the way he’d struck her with the cast, Annie running away, the whole terrible nightmare, and she started to sob.


  Annie, sweet Christ, where’s Annie? Where had he taken her?


  She threw up again and realized he had chloroformed her. You didn’t pay attention, Mira. You didn’t pay attention to what you were feeling. The signs had been there, that burning discomfort just below her sternum that she’d wanted to believe was indigestion or fear of crossing the open water in the dark. Sure. Right. Oh Christ, oh God. Get up, get moving Find the cell phone, call Shep.


  She managed to get to her feet. A faint gray strip of light remained in the sky, just enough for her to make out the vague shapes of the cooler, the boat. She weaved toward them, dropped to her knees next to the cooler, raised the lid, brought out a bottle of water. She spun the cap and drank. She patted around inside the cooler until she found the bottle of papaya enzymes that she took everywhere and shook some into her hand. Five, six, who cared?


  Mira chewed them all, praying they would settle her stomach. Think. Focus.


  The cell phone. Where had she put the cell phone? The flashlight?


  Light first. She opened the toolbox, which he apparently dropped or never picked up, and dug out one of the two flashlights inside. She shone it around inside the skiff, looking for her cell phone. It wasn’t in the boat, the cooler, or clipped to her belt. He took it. She pressed her hands against the edge of the skiff, pushed to her feet again. She felt dizzy, nauseated, not here.


  Okay, no cell phone.


  But who had stuck a half-finished bottle of water in the sand? She turned slowly in place, shining the flashlight around the immediate vicinity. She shouted Annie’s name. Did he kill her? Is it as bad as that? She let the questions move through her—and beyond her. Somewhere distant, she felt Annie, felt her daughter, her flesh and blood. The connection seemed pathetically weak, as if Annie were almost out of her range.


  Or drugged. Chloroformed. Of course. He had slapped that wet cloth over Annie’s nose and mouth and taken her.


  Helplessness overwhelmed her and she started to cry again, sobbing into her hands, unable to think beyond this incomprehensible act. Some stranger had asked for her help and she had ignored her feelings about him, had been taken in by his rugged good looks and that cast on his arm, and now her daughter was gone. Her worst nightmare had happened and it was her own fault.


  The side of her face ached and throbbed. She scooped out a handful of ice from the cooler, wrapped it in a towel, held the towel to the side of her face. The coldness relieved the ache and snapped her back into the moment. This moment. She couldn’t go back, couldn’t change what had happened. Her point of power lay in the present. Use what you have.


  Mira sat down in the sand. It was dark now and she set the flashlight on the cooler, its beam aimed toward the sky, so the light dispersed over the sand. She picked up the bottle, held it between both hands. An image surfaced of the man, standing in the twilight, gulping from the bottle. She released it and slapped her hands against her shorts, trying to rid herself of the feel of him, of his energy, his evil.


  She took a deep breath, hesitated, gathering her strength, then picked up the bottle again and shut her eyes. Where’re you taking her? Which direction?


  The image that surfaced was of Cuba. A neat little mental map of Cuba. Ninety miles south. She tossed the bottle in the skiff, her one fragile but tangible link to Annie, grabbed her flashlight, and pushed the skiff toward the water, her resolve now so strong and focused that even her connection to Annie felt stronger. Once the skiff bobbed in the breaking surf; she tipped the engine down into the water and slipped the compass out of her shorts pocket. South, she had to maintain a heading directly south, she thought, and turned on the engine.


  She held the flashlight and compass in one hand and steered with the other. The narrow beam of light comforted her, made the darkness seem less threatening, until she glanced to the right and the darkness loomed around her like some vast, empty cave. She quickly looked down at the compass to be sure she was still headed south, and switched off the flashlight.


  Terror instantly claimed her, rolling through her in huge, crippling waves. Shudders tore her apart, she began to shake, her teeth chattered. Her connection to Annie started to fray and she struggled to shove her fear aside, to compartmentalize it, seal it off from the rest of her. She set the compass on the floor of the boat, next to her foot, and picked up the bottle again.


  Feisty little thing…


  His energy was so thick, so dark and viscous, it was like treading through a snake-infested swamp in the middle of the night. She nearly hurled the bottle out into the dark, but didn’t dare. It was her link to the man—Peter, say his name, identify the evil—and, through him, to Annie.


  Headed south to the black waters …


  What the hell did that mean?


  She turned on the flashlight again, checked her heading. South, good, she was still headed south. She shone the flashlight at the water and thought that it looked darker now, murkier, as if she were in the midst of an oil spill. She turned the flashlight off and forced herself to look upward, into the star-strewn belly of the sky. The moon hadn’t risen yet, but as her eyes became accustomed to the starlight, she found that she could actually see pretty well without the flashlight on. She also found a switch on the back of the compass that lit up the face so she didn’t have to turn on the flashlight every time she wanted to take a compass reading.


  Even though she still clutched the bottle, her link to Annie felt frailer now, like some weak radio signal she might lose at any second. She considered turning toward Tango and calling Sheppard from the public phone at the marina. But it would take her at least forty minutes to get there and more time for Sheppard to obtain a seaplane or a boat. She didn’t have any idea how long she had been unconscious on the beach, how much of a head start he had, and knew that she couldn’t lose any more time. The man and her daughter were out here somewhere and as long as she maintained her connection to Annie, she would find them.


  Gripping the bottle in both hands again, she tested the inner connection again. Fading faster now. Dear God, please, please….


  A bank of clouds drifted across the stars. She glanced down at the compass again. The needle swung wildly from one side to the other, like a pendulum. She shook it. “C’mon, don’t do this, please,” she hissed, and shook it again.


  The needle kept spinning. Impossible, she thought. The compass was brand-new.


  Then the engine sputtered and died.


  Gas? Was she out of gas?


  Mira turned on the flashlight, checked the gauge. She still had half a tank. How many gallons? She couldn’t remember. Her brain had emptied of nonessential details. She pressed the starter switch again. And again. And again. She slammed the heel of her hand against the engine. “Start, “she screamed, and banged the handle of the screwdriver against it.


  The clatter echoed through the silent darkness and reminded her of the man—Peter—banging on his boat’s engine with something. What kind of boat was it? She didn’t know, hadn’t noticed, couldn’t remember. But she clearly remembered his face, the cast on his arm, and she knew she would remember the sound of his voice for the rest of her life.


  I hate to bother friends. It’s a long way out here.


  The current nudged the skiff along. Water lapped at the sides. She tried the engine again and this time it coughed and started. Even the compass was working now, the heading at 81W0508, 24N5008. She was south of Tango Key now, but not south of Key West.


  She gripped the bottle again. Annie? You still with me?


  Annie? She felt the link, very weak now, almost gone. Stay with me, Annie. Stay with me.


  Mira made a slight adjustment in her heading and the engine died once more, the face of the compass refused to light. She tilted it to catch the starlight and suddenly realized there was no starlight. She dropped her head back and saw only blackness. It wasn’t a cloud cover, it didn’t smell like rain. She didn’t see a single star, not even a pale ghost light that suggested a star. This darkness was absolute, as if she’d been swallowed by a whale.


  “What the hell?” She pressed the switch on the flashlight to turn it on, but nothing happened. “Matches, somewhere in here I’ve got matches.”


  She pawed through her backpack, found a box of kitchen matches, struck one. The flame flared, such a tiny bit of light. She stared at it until it filled her eyes, her skull. Wrong, something was very wrong. The flame didn’t flicker, didn’t move at all. It stood straight and motionless, a little soldier at full attention. What happened to the breeze? It wasn’t this still moments ago, was it?


  Mira held the match out over the water and the light spilled onto the surface of the water. It looked as utterly black as the sky. Terror crept up on her again and she dropped the match, grabbed the paddles off the floor of the boat, plunged them into the water. She knew she wasn’t out of gas, so that meant the engine had worked at a certain heading. How far had she drifted from that heading? She paddled for a few moments, then tried the flashlight. It came on. She pressed the starter button on the engine and it roared to life.


  She took a compass reading-81W0509, 24N5009. The engine had worked when both coordinates had ended in 08 and now it worked at 09. She had no idea what this meant, if anything, but reasoned that if she remained within this range of coordinates, she would get the hell out of here.


  Wherever here was.


  Keep moving.


  The air now felt oppressively hot, heavy, not a breath of air. Yet, she could feel the current getting stronger and she checked her heading to make sure she wasn’t drifting off course again. Her ears began to ring, a hard, relentless pounding that traveled upward from the back of her neck and swept in over the top of her head. A crippling pain bit into the back of her skull, her bones turned to rubber, the soles of her feet felt as if they had been plunged into hot tar.


  A tidal wave of agony burned upward through her body. Her skin tightened and pressed in against her skeleton as if to crush her bones, pulverize them, and then she felt as if she were being flayed alive, the skin sliced away with a sharp, hot blade. The pain drove her to her knees, the skiff pitched violently to the left, the right, the left again. Water washed over the sides. She tried to reach the navigating stick, but her arms refused to move. The air tightened around her like wet leather and was now plastered to her forehead and across her nose and mouth, robbing her of air.


  Every time she tried to breathe in, the invisible thing that covered her mouth and nose was sucked into her air passages. And when there was no more air to breathe, she sank like a stone into darkness.


  Chapter Four


  Tick-tock. Tick-tick-tock. Tick.


  To Wayne Sheppard the noise of the art deco wall clock sounded like the beginning of a Grimm brothers’ nursery rhyme that would end badly. He especially disliked the final tick at the end, just hanging there, waiting. It was 8:17. In another thirteen minutes, it would be dark.


  According to the time recorded on his cell phone, he had spoken to Mira about an hour and a half ago. He knew she didn’t like crossing open water at night and that she intended to leave early enough to get back here by dark. But neither she nor Annie had walked through the door yet.


  He pushed away from the kitchen table, aware that Nadine was still on the phone in the other room, calling everyone she knew to find out if anyone had seen Mira. He already knew her attempts were futile. Mira would not have stopped anywhere, not when she was hungry, tired, and sunburned. She would be thinking of food, a shower, and the evening they had planned. But Nadine was the sort of woman who had to exhaust all the avenues before she allowed herself to think the unthinkable.


  He was already thinking the unthinkable, a professional hazard, the result of too many years in law enforcement and the specific result of the cases he’d been working on since he’d joined the bureau for the second time and moved to Tango—missing children. A child doesn’t come home from school and the parents are frantic with worry. That was how it usually started. Nine times out often, the kid stopped at a friend’s or stayed after school or went to the ice cream store. Nine times out often, there was a rational explanation.


  And this time it’s a mother and a kid and there’s probably a rational explanation, something I’m just not seeing.


  She stopped at the grocery store.


  She would’ve called.


  She had car trouble.


  She would’ve called.


  She had trouble getting the canoe on top of the van. She would’ve called.


  Unless her cell phone had died.


  She always carries an extra battery.


  “Stop it,” he muttered, and went over to the picture window.


  During the day, it provided a spectacular view of the gulf and the beach. At the moment the glass swam with darkness, and his own reflection stared back at him. An ordinary face, all things considered. Bearded, threads of gray showing through. He still had most of his hair, but it had begun to pale at the temples. Good eyes, great teeth. That was about it. No matter how hard he tried, he’d never been able to glimpse in his own face any trace of the Englishman who Mira said he had been several centuries ago. In that life, she said, he had left her.


  Even though he was fascinated by the British Isles and had spent six weeks just in Scotland during his trip more than two years ago, that didn’t mean that he had had a life in that country. Even though he had known the Edinburgh streets as intimately as he now knew the streets of Tango Key, that didn’t necessarily point to a former life in that city. He wanted to believe because Mira’s beliefs in this area were so strong, so powerful, but somehow he always maintained his skepticism about such things.


  He leaned closer to the window and cupped his hands at the sides of his face, trying to see anything down below. The house, a vintage three-bedroom cottage built in the early sixties, occupied a prime spot about three hundred feet above the gulf. The place had been in foreclosure when Mira and Nadine had bought it two and a half years ago and had been abandoned and neglected for several years before that. Over a period of six months, they had enlarged the family room, redone the kitchen, enclosed the back porch, added a second bathroom, and laid down tile. Nadine had landscaped the backyard, creating a lush little Walden that was as comfortable as the rest of the house. All told, Sheppard figured the place was now worth four or five times what they’d paid for it.


  His own place, three miles southeast as the crow flew, was considerably smaller and didn’t have the view that Mira’s house did. It was perfectly adequate for himself and his cat, but he would
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