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  OUT OF SIGHT


  PROLOGUE


  October 10, 1998


  Broward County; Florida


  The hangar doors clattered shut with a finality that unsettled Logan Griffin. She fidgeted with the end of the silk scarf that held her blond hair in a ponytail and swallowed the remnants of the tiny pill that had been dissolving under her tongue. It left a bitter taste in her mouth, like limes mixed with cloves. It was the third dose she and Tyler had taken in the last twelve hours and was supposedly a necessity. No one had told them what it was. Such questions weren’t allowed. That was in the contract.


  She glanced over at Tyler. He seemed calm and probably looked that way to others. But the tension in her husband’s jaw and the pinched wariness at the comers of his dark eyes told her that he felt uneasy. Not that he would ever admit it to himself or to her.


  They were seated in the middle of the old hangar, in comfortable canvas chairs on a raised platform, their suitcases at their feet. They also wore backpacks stuffed with various items that George Nash had insisted they bring with them. It seemed excessive, but hey, she wasn’t paying the bills. If Nash wanted them to bring mousetraps and birth control pills, she would do it. The project was his baby and he had paid her and Tyler thirty grand to be the first human guinea pigs.


  That money would pay off some of their graduate school debt, allow them to update their car and move to a larger, more comfortable apartment. It would give them a cushion until they found jobs. They couldn’t depend on Tyler’s family for help and she had no family. They needed the money.


  They had been told what the project involved and it had sounded exciting and cutting edge at the time. But now Logan was having serious second thoughts. Even though Nash had assured them repeatedly that they could back out at any time and keep half the money, she knew from the start that it really wasn’t an option. They had signed too many legal documents with fine small print about liability issues. For thirty grand, they basically had signed away their rights to sue if something went wrong.


  Nash and his assistant, Colleen Roth, had also assured them the process was reversible and that nothing would go wrong. And in private, Colleen had told Logan that if she really thought there was even a remote possibility that the procedure was risky, she wouldn’t be involved. This little confidence had soothed Logan’s misgivings at the time, but did nothing for her now.


  Even though the temperature in the hangar stayed at a comfortable sixty-five degrees, her palms were damp, her shirt stuck to her back. She wished she and Tyler were inside the open cockpit bi-wing plane parked some fifty feet away, taxiing toward that the hangar door, about to soar through the blue skies above the South Florida peninsula. It was December and the thought of all that cool, sweet-smelling air held infinite appeal at the moment.


  “You two know the routine,” Nash said over the PA, his voice crisp and efficient despite the ridiculously early hour. “You’ll hear a humming, the air may crackle, as if with static electricity, then there’ll be a flash of light. At that point, you may feel some disorientation. Just breathe normally, stay seated, hold hands, do whatever roots you in the here and now. Any questions?”


  Tyler took her hand, their fingers lacing together. “Not from us,” he replied.


  She envied the confidence in his voice, the apparent certainty. He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed one of her knuckles. With his other hand, he covered the mike attached to the collar of the shirt she had bought him for his birthday last month.


  “An adventure,” Tyler whispered. “Right?”


  “Right.” Logan looked over at him, Tyler with his big smile, his square jaw, and those dark eyes that looked rich enough to eat. “But, Tyler, if anything goes wrong …”


  “I know, I know.” He sounded exasperated. “We’ve been over this five million times, Logan.”


  She jerked her hand away from his. “We need a few minutes here, George.” She spoke loudly into the mike attached to her jacket, then pinched the thing open and set it on top of her bulging suitcase so the people in the control room wouldn’t overhear them.


  “Sure, no problem,” Nash replied.


  Tyler also removed his mike and set it down. “What did you do that for?”


  “I feel uneasy. There are risks, Tyler.”


  “Well, shit, we knew that four months ago. If we walk out, we lose the other fifteen grand.”


  “And if they turn on their gizmos, we may be zapped into never-never land.”


  He rolled his dark, beautiful eyes toward the ceiling, making it clear that he thought she was having eleventh-hour jitters, nothing more. “Look, they have all kinds of stringent rules and safeguards in place for this kind of research.”


  “Maybe so, but we’re the first, so they really don’t know.” She gestured toward the side of the platform, where several Tesla coils were attached. “We don’t know for sure what happens with those things.”


  “We’ve seen what happens, Logan. We’ve watched the experiments dozens of times.”


  Ha. They had watched experiments with objects—pens and pencils, gum, tools of all shapes and sizes, books, bottles of water, every conceivable type of inanimate object. But the only living thing they had seen undergo this process was a cockroach and that had happened accidentally. The bug was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and as the process had reversed itself, the cockroach had died. Not exactly a rave review.


  “They haven’t even told us what’s in these pills we’ve taken.”


  “They’re probably just to take the edge off.”


  “But we don’t know for sure. We don’t know anything for sure. Suppose the process doesn’t reverse itself?”


  “Of course it will reverse itself.” He sounded irritated now. “We’ve seen it happen over and over again. You’re thinking about the roach, that what happened to it might happen to us.”


  “It could.”


  “There’s nothing remotely similar between a roach and human beings, Logan.”


  “Are we ready, people?” Colleen’s voice rang out in the cavernous hangar.


  “Just about,” Tyler called back. Then, to Logan: “If you’re uneasy with this whole thing, then don’t do it. I’ll do it. The contract says we get paid as long as one of us participates.”


  Before Logan could say anything, George Nash limped out into the hangar from the control room. He was using his cane today, leaning heavily on it so that he could move more quickly. Colleen hugged his left side and to his right and slightly behind him stood a small man with hunched shoulders, a rich, olive complexion, and the features of a South American Indian. He had thick, black hair, long hair pulled into a ponytail. He continued to hang back as Nash and Colleen stopped just short of the platform. Logan knew she had seen the Indian before at the compound in northern Florida where she and Tyler had trained. But she’d thought he was just a campesino, one of the many migrant workers who tended the grounds. If that were the case, though, he certainly wouldn’t be here, now.


  “Well?” said George Nash. He fixed his hands to his hips.


  He was an eccentric-looking man, Logan thought, very tall and lanky, with a wild, untamed beard streaked with gray. His right leg was apparently shorter than his left because he wore a special shoe with a stacked heel. Even with the shoe on, though, his limp was pronounced. His wire-rim glasses reflected twin points of light.


  “Are we ready?” he asked.


  “I am,” said Tyler.


  Nash stared at Logan, just daring her to back out. Tyler watched her, too, the weight of his gaze as heavy as a hand against her shoulder. “I’m ready,” she finally said.


  Nash smiled. “Excellent. The transponders attached to your shirts are already emitting a noise our radar will pick up, so don’t worry about our losing you.” He turned to the Indian. “Luis? Tienes algo que decir?”


  The Indian gazed at Logan with dark eyes as ancient as the blood that rushed through his veins. She held his gaze, aware that something inexplicable and strange passed between them. “Solamente una cosa. Esto no debe pasar.”


  Logan’s Spanish was basic, but she caught the gist of what the Indian said: This shouldn’t be allowed to happen. It wasn’t what she wanted to hear and it certainly wasn’t what Nash wanted anyone to say in front of her and Tyler. He looked miffed and gave the Indian a dirty look. “Okay, let’s start the sixty-second countdown now.” Nash raised his arm and sliced it down through the air, signaling the control room to start the countdown. “Good luck,” he added, and moved swiftly back toward the control room, Colleen hurrying alongside him.


  The Indian remained still for a moment, watching them, watching her. “Who is that guy?” Tyler whispered.


  “I don’t know,” she whispered back.


  The Indian smiled slightly, then pulled something from the pocket of his baggy, faded cotton slacks and hissed, “Chica, guardelo,” and tossed something at her.


  Logan caught it, her fingers closed over it. Then he turned away and she opened her fist and stared down at a small, flat rock with some sort of fossil embedded in it. She looked up quickly, but the Indian was already gone.


  What’s that? Tyler mouthed.


  A stone, she mouthed back, and pocketed it before Nash or anyone else in the control room could see her holding something that hadn’t been authorized.


  Colleen, her voice calm and businesslike, had already started the countdown. “Twenty-one, twenty …”


  Tyler reached for Logan’s hand again and gave it a squeeze. “I’m glad you stayed,” he whispered.


  “It’d be worse sitting inside the control room.”


  He laughed. “Love you, Logan.”


  “Ditto,” she replied, an echo of the line from their favorite movie, Ghost.


  Those were the last words they spoke to each other before a piercing hum filled the air and the platform began to vibrate. She felt the vibrations through the soles of her feet and tightened her grasp on Tyler’s hand. The hum escalated in pitch until it felt as if hot needles were being driven into her skull. She gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut, but the noise got worse and she screamed and doubled over at the waist, hands pressed to her ears to block out the horrible noise.


  The air exploded with light and for long, terrible moments she felt as if her body were being tom in opposite directions, the skin flaying, muscles ripping open, bones snapping like dry twigs. Her blood boiled, froze, then melted and froze again. Her brain screamed at her to leap up, to run, to flee, but her body paid no attention to her brain. It refused to move, couldn’t move. She felt welded to the chair. She knew that she screamed, that she struggled to free herself from the paralysis that gripped her, but she didn’t know if any sound came out.


  Just as suddenly as the paralysis had seized her, it released her and she jumped up so fast that the mike and the transponder were torn away from her clothes. “You lied’” she shrieked. “You lied about everything!”


  Logan stumbled over her suitcase, fell off the platform, and landed hard on her knees. As she heaved herself up, she spun around and grabbed her suitcase, dimly aware of voices shouting over the PA system, of people running toward her, of the strangeness of the light. Yes, that more than anything. Everything beyond her looked as though it were enveloped in a thick haze. But when she glanced back at Tyler, who stood unsteadily in front of his chair, his features seized up with puzzlement, the light seemed normal.


  “Tyler, fast, we have to get outta here!” She shouted the words, but he didn’t seem to hear them.


  Logan ran toward the hangar door, dodging the technicians who dived for her, her panic so extreme that she never looked back, never slowed. Voices blasted over the PA, locks clattered into place on the hangar door, employees poured out of the control room area. She barreled toward an EXIT sign to her right and slammed through it, setting off alarms, bells, whistles.


  She raced outside, into bright morning light that pierced her eyes like shards of glass. Hide, fast, but where? Fields of vegetables to her right, a wall of pines to her left, the road to nowhere straight in front of her. But on that road to nowhere was a Florida Power and Light truck, its two technicians staring toward the hangar.


  Logan, still moving, glanced back. Nash, Colleen, and a dozen other people spilled from the hangar door as though the building were spitting them out. She forced herself to run faster, faster. Air burst from her mouth, blood pounded in her veins. The FP&L guys would help her. She couldn’t scream, she didn’t have the breath, so she waved her arms frantically to attract their attention, waved until her pack slid off her shoulder and down her arm and she nearly lost it. She kept racing toward them.


  They didn’t seem to see her. Or maybe they thought she was part of Nash’s group. She didn’t know, couldn’t tell. She almost had reached the truck when she tripped and fell gracelessly forward and rolled down the soft grass, into a shallow gully, her suitcase tumbling down after her.


  She rolled into weeds, rocks, discarded bottles and cans, a roadside dumping ground. Dazed, her side aching, her eyes burning from the light, she sat up and saw the FP&L workmen not three feet from her. They were looking straight at her, but neither of them moved.


  “Hey,” she wheezed. “Hey …”


  The men looked at each other. “You hear something?” the taller one asked.


  “Uh, yeah. Must be those wackos from the hangar.”


  “Sounded closer than that.”


  Jesus God. No wonder I got away.


  Logan shot to her feet, hoisted her bag to one shoulder and her pack to the other, and moved quickly toward the road, the waiting truck. She put her bags inside as quietly as she could, then climbed in, settling among the cables, the ropes, the tools. She gazed toward the hangar, across what now seemed like a vast distance separating her from Nash and his people and from Tyler.


  Tyler, forgive me, I’m sorry; sweet Christ, I’m so sorry. But I can’t go back in there.


  The shrouding had worked.


  Something broke inside her then, something huge and irreparable, and she sank down against her bags, hands covering her eyes, and wept for what Nash had done to her, to Tyler, to their marriage. She wept for her own stupidity, for trusting someone she didn’t know.


  She could feel pain. She could cry. She could feel discomfort, hunger, anguish, fear. None of that had changed. What had changed, she thought, was the most obvious thing.


  She was completely invisible.


  PART ONE


  Into the Belly of the Beast


  June 8-9, 2007


  “… consciousness thinks it’s running the shop. But it’s a secondary organ of a total human being, and it must not put itself in control. It must submit and serve the humanity of the body.”


  —Joseph Campbell
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  THE TOWNSENDS


  Fort Lauderdale, Florida


  Renie Townsend believed in signs—not the road variety, but those that seemed to rise unbidden from some place within the hidden order of things. And on June 8, all the signs seemed to be pointing to the same thing, that she should stay home and let her husband and daughter head out together on their camping trip to the Everglades.


  Ordinarily, this wouldn’t be a difficult choice. Renie hated camping. The bugs, the hard ground, the sleeping bags that stank of mothballs, the flimsy tent, the absence of lights and air-conditioning and a decent bathroom: it spelled disaster in her book. Youth hostels were fine when you were eighteen, but she was forty-four and liked her creature comforts. It seemed, though, that for the last six months, she and Andy and Katie had been running in opposite directions from morning till night. Now that school was finally out, Andy had gotten some time off from the ER and they had a chance to spend a long weekend together.


  She had been hoping for a resort somewhere and, if not that, then at least a motel on the beach up the coast. But Katie had informed her in that blithe, offhanded way endemic to young teens that she and her dad were going camping in the Everglades. And they hadn’t asked her if she wanted to come. That was what had prompted her to say she was going, too.


  You’ll hate it, Mom, Katie had said. Bugs, humidity, snakes, the hard ground…


  I’m going.


  As it turned out, the camping trip wasn’t just a critical turning point in their lives. It was the worst decision they ever made.
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  The first sign happened shortly after eight that morning.


  Andy was outside, loading the Jeep, and Renie was standing in front of the fridge, wondering what else she could jam in the cooler. Did she have time to run up to Publix to buy a new, larger cooler? Would there be room in the canoe for three people, two coolers, and all their camping gear? Probably not. But Christ, she had to have cold water, lots of it. Never mind that the ice would be melted by tomorrow morning. As long as it lasted, cold water would go a long way toward mitigating other physical discomforts.


  She flipped open the lid on the cooler, wondering how the hell they were going to lug this thing through the Everglades. But she couldn’t remove anything. Tonight they would have the cold chicken she’d baked and the potato salad she’d made and a can of baked beans. Camping food, for sure. She had grapefruits and cereal with milk and fresh strawberries for herself and Andy for breakfast and the usual coffee yogurt for Katie. She had bread for tuna fish sandwiches tomorrow for lunch. That left canned shit for dinner tomorrow night because by then the ice would be melted. No point in packing anything for tomorrow night, she thought, and removed the hot dogs and veggie burgers.


  I’m going to be an insane woman by Sunday morning.


  No, no, no. It would be fine. She would do okay on this little jaunt into the wilderness. She would slather herself in insect repellent and turn on the little reading light that clipped right on to the book, and make sure that she was having a good time.


  And that was when Katie started screaming.


  Until just then, Renie never had understood the phrase bloodcurdling scream. But that’s what this was, a sound so primal that she felt it in her cells, her blood, at the very core of her being. As she slammed open the French doors to the back porch, she had visions of Katie lying on the ground next to her trampoline, her spine broken, her body paralyzed from the neck down. She had visions of Katie lying at the bottom of the swimming pool, her hair drifting like pale seaweed around her.


  She exploded through the porch door and the humidity struck her instantly, air of a texture like cotton. The screaming collapsed into shrieks.


  In the morning light, the pool looked tranquil, inviting, not even a ripple on the surface. She knew even before she could see the bottom that Katie hadn’t fallen in. The surface was too still, too perfect. She rounded the corner of the house, where the trampoline was, and spotted her daughter. Katie wasn’t on the ground. She was standing at the fence, her back to Renie. Not dead, not injured, she’s okay…


  So why the hell was she screaming like that?


  “My God, Katie, what’s going on?”


  Katie’s head whipped around, horror frozen in her eyes, one hand stabbing at something Renie couldn’t see, the other plastered against her mouth. She was trying to stifle her cries and they sounded like great, heaving hiccups.


  Renie stopped beside her, struggling to catch her breath, to stem the assault of adrenaline that now raced through her body. She followed her daughter’s fingers to the grass, where a tiny bird lay on its back, chest moving up and down so fast that Renie knew it was dying. She knew it before she saw the foam caked at its beak, knew it before she slid her hands up under it and felt its heartbeat faltering.


  “It’s … it’s dying, oh God, Mom, it’s dying,” Katie wailed. “Do something. It’s in pain.”


  Give her something to do, get her out of here. “A shoe box, get me a shoe box from my closet and an old towel, a soft towel. Quick, go, go …”


  Katie took off and Renie, with the bird now lying in her cupped hands, rocked back onto her heels. She raised her hands to the light, so she could see the bird better. It was such a little thing, a baby mockingbird, and it probably had fallen out of its nest somewhere at the top of the tall ficus tree to her left. Or perhaps the mother had pushed it out of the nest because it was sick. She knew from experience that wild birds rarely survived such injuries.


  Over the years, she and Katie had rescued injured doves, ducks, crows, and all but the ducks had died. Baby birds often took a long time to die, hours of excruciating writhing and wheezing while their organs shut down. She didn’t want to bring this little mockingbird along in their canoe, on their camping trip, not in a shoe box or any other kind of container. It was already suffering more than she could bear. So she did for the bird what she had done for her father. She moved her hand in small, tight circles over its little head, opening the energy center, making it easier for its spirit to depart. Then she pressed her thumb and index fingers over the slits that served as its nostrils and, with her other hand, gently closed its little beak.


  It was over in seconds, the suffering done, the life gone.


  She started to cry, she couldn’t help it. She cried and closed her hand over the little bird and waited for her daughter to return with the shoe box.
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  She and Katie buried the little bird in the backyard, in among the marigolds, the violet Mexican heather, the flaming vines. Other pets they had lost over the years were also buried here, the Townsend pet cemetery.


  Katie patted the dirt with her hands and made a cross out of twigs. “At least it died fast,” she said. “I… I just couldn’t stand seeing it suffer like that.”


  “When we get back from this camping trip, we’ll buy a new plant for the grave.”


  “Something blue.”


  “Perfect.”


  “Did you talk to Dad yet about getting a dog?”


  “I’m planning to do it on this camping trip.”


  Pets were a touchy subject. During her and Andy’s sixteen years together, they’d had all sorts of animals, from hamsters, guinea pigs, and mice to cats and birds. But each adoption was preceded by ranting and raving from Andy, who invariably listed all the rational reasons why they shouldn’t have this pet or that pet. He eventually came around, but Renie had learned that half the battle was timing. Andy seemed to believe that someone had to object, to present an opposing viewpoint, so once he’d done it, then it was okay to join the tribe. She figured this trip would be the perfect opportunity. Right now, they were without animal companions and as Katie entered her teen years, pets might mitigate some of the problems she and Andy were anticipating. That would be her argument, anyway.


  “C’mon, we’d better get our stuff. Your dad’s probably wondering where that cooler is going to fit in the Jeep.” The screen door slammed open then and Andy called, “Hey, Renie, where’s this cooler supposed to fit?”


  Renie and Katie glanced at each other and laughed as they stood up. “It can go under my feet, Dad.”


  “What’s so funny?” he asked, eyeing them both suspiciously as they strode toward him.


  “Mom was just saying that you were probably wondering where the cooler would fit.”


  He smiled at that, a quick smile that lit up his blue eyes and reminded her of all the reasons she loved him. At nearly six and a half feet tall, Andy was more than half a foot taller than Renie. Like many very tall people, he had a slight stoop to his shoulders, a dead giveaway that he’d gone through his early school years feeling self-conscious about his height. He was the tallest doctor on the hospital staff, the tallest person among their friends. Katie apparently had inherited the tall gene, as they referred to it, because she was already five feet six inches. But she enjoyed her height, enjoyed the edge she thought it gave her, and never hunkered over to make herself less noticeable.


  “So what was going on over there by the pet cemetery?” Andy asked once they were in the kitchen.


  Katie told him about the baby bird. Andy slung one of his long arms around his daughter’s shoulders and planted a kiss in the middle of her forehead. “If you really decide to become a vet, kiddo, you’re going to have to develop a thicker skin.”


  “Maybe I’ll just be an animal documentary filmmaker. Jeez, I’ll be right back. I forgot my video camera.”


  “And her I Ching for Kids,” Renie murmured.


  “So what’s the Ching say about this trip?”


  Renie shrugged. “Beats me.” She rarely had any idea what the I Ching hexagrams meant. Hell, she couldn’t even interpret the simplified Ching for kids. Her mind simply couldn’t wrap itself around archaic Chinese thought. Besides, she didn’t have to use the Ching to know she would be happier staying home.


  “My God,” Andy groaned as he picked up the cooler. “This feels like it has bricks in it.”


  “I even took out some stuff.”


  “We won’t need all this, Ren.”


  “Ha. You’ll see. I’m going to bring the little cooler, too. Just for more bottled water,” she added quickly.


  Andy just shook his head, as if to say she was a hopeless case, and headed for the garage door, struggling with the cooler.


  When they finally hit the road, Andy handed Renie his pocket notepad and asked her to jot down the time and mileage. Mr. Organized, she thought with a touch of envy.


  “It’s a good idea if we keep track of all our stuff, just so we don’t forget anything at the campsite,” Andy said.


  “I’ll call out the stuff, you make the list, Mom.”


  This routine happened at the beginning of every vacation. Andy simply had to take inventory. Renie didn’t know if the roots of this habit lay in medical school or in Andy’s childhood, but either way, it drove her crazy at times. She was the most disorganized person she knew. Leave her alone in a tidy room for about five minutes and when she walked out, there would be clutter everywhere. Her desk at work was constantly strewn with folders and papers and notes to herself. Yet, she usually was able to find what she needed when she needed it, and in her seventeen years in real estate, had never blown a deal because she had lost a file or papers.


  Renie suddenly couldn’t remember if she’d packed her toothbrush and toothpaste. There was nothing worse than going through a day with your teeth feeling as if they had moss growing on them. As soon as the list was done, Renie handed Andy his notebook and searched her purse, then her backpack for the toothbrush. Not there. She asked Katie to look through her bag, but she didn’t find a toothbrush, either.


  “We have to stop somewhere so I can buy a toothbrush and toothpaste, Andy.”


  Andy glanced at the clock on the dashboard and shook his head. “No time. We left an hour late, it’s a two-hour drive to the park, and it’ll take us another three hours of paddling to get to the campsite, depending on the wind. You can use mine.”


  “Gross, Dad.”


  “I don’t want to use yours. I want my own.”


  “Okay, okay. As soon as we see someplace, I’ll stop.” Yeah? Which exit? They were already speeding west and the farther west they went, the less of everything there was. Out here, she would be lucky if anyone even knew what the hell a toothbrush was. And what was the deal with the three hours of paddling once they put the canoe in the water? That meant Andy had some specific spot in mind, probably a place where he and Katie had gone on one of their frequent camping trips together, some hidden nook no one else knew about.


  Thirty minutes later, they pulled into a place called Last Stop Quik Stop with a single rusted pump. Potholes riddled the parking lot and the window of the store looked to be covered with several years’ worth of grime and dirt.


  “This place doesn’t inspire my confidence in the human race,” Renie muttered as she and Katie got out.


  Katie wrinkled up her nose. “I’m not using the rest room here”


  Inside, an old geezer with an unshaven jaw sat behind the counter, paging through a tabloid. “Mornin’,” he said. “Help you ladies wit’ something?”


  “Do you carry toothbrushes?” Renie asked.


  “Ayuh, sure, over there.” He gestured off to the right.


  A scrawny cat came out from behind the counter and rubbed up against Katie’s legs. “What’s your cat’s name?”


  “Stray.”


  “What?”


  “Stray. She lives out yonder, in the fields. Comes in here to cool down.”


  Shit, Renie thought, and wandered over to the right side of the store to look for a toothbrush. First the bird, now this. The universe seemed to be trying to tell her something.


  She looked through rows of motor oil mixed with canned goods, camping supplies, and paper products. Then, on the very bottom shelf, she found the toiletry supplies: a box of tampons, two tubes of toothpaste, and a toothbrush in a container so dusty that she figured it had been in this same spot for as long as the Last Stop had existed. But it was better than brushing her teeth with her finger. She grabbed the toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste and hurried to the counter, where Katie and the scrawny cat already had bonded.


  “Girl’s a nat’ral with animals,” the geezer remarked.


  “Yes, she is. I’ll take these.”


  “That’s eight-fifty.”


  “For this?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Thief, she thought, and handed him a ten.


  Less than twenty-four hours later, when their lives had veered into the unthinkable, Renie would be deeply grateful for that toothbrush and toothpaste. In fact, she would consider the eight bucks and change to be one of the best last-minute purchases she had ever made. She also would recognize the toothbrush episode, as it came to be known in the family history, as the second sign that she ignored.


  4


  When she and Katie exited the store, the Jeep was nowhere in sight. It was one of those surreal moments, when Renie felt as if she had stumbled off the track of her own life and into some other place. Then she spotted the Jeep parked at the side of the building, the rear hatch open, Andy digging around inside, some of their stuff lying on the ground.


  “Uh-oh.” Katie rolled her eyes. “This looks—”


  “Like another sign that I should’ve stayed home,” Renie finished.


  The left rear tire on the Jeep was flat.
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  THE TESLA PROJECT


  Throughout the brief chopper flight to the Everglades village, Dog whined and howled and threw herself against the sides of her cage. She knows, thought George Nash. She knows what the chopper means.


  “Dog’s in a fierce mood.” The voice of Wayne Dobson, the pilot and Nash’s right-hand man, came through loud and clear on the headphones.


  “Can’t blame her. This will be trip number twelve into the zone.”


  “Actually, boss, I think it’s trip thirteen.”


  He was probably right. Dobson was a numbers man. For years, he had been keeping track of the project’s minutia, all the stuff that slipped through the cracks in Nash’s world. When things went wrong, Dobson cleaned up the mess. None of this was part of his job description, he simply did it because he was good at it. He didn’t write anything down, either. He had one of those steel-trap minds that captured information that interested him.


  In fact, Dobson knew nearly as much about the Tesla Project as Nash did and never had given Nash cause not to trust him. Yes, he was paid very well for what he did. But money wasn’t what motivated Dobson. He was here because he was as intrigued by shrouding as Nash was.


  “Hey, Colleen,” Nash said into his mike. “I thought you gave Dog some Dramamine.”


  “I did. I don’t think the stuff works on her anymore.”


  “Then you’d better find something else that works.” He sounded exactly like he felt, cross and irritable.


  “I’m working on it,” she snapped back.


  Nash rubbed his aching leg and wished he’d worn the brace today. Lately, his leg had been giving him a lot of trouble and he knew it was due to stress, not to any change in the weather. The cane helped him balance when he walked, but he couldn’t use the cane out in the Glades, not without looking like the cripple he was.


  He had contracted polio when he was three years old and although his case was considered to be relatively mild at the time, it had left his right leg several inches shorter than his left. Sometimes at night when the leg ached, it woke him from a sound sleep and he spent hours soaking in a hot bath and talking to his leg, talking to it as though it were a separate entity with a life and will of its own. He often bargained with his leg—if you stop hurting, I’ll treat you to a Swedish massage—and when bargaining didn’t work, he got mad. He just kept moving and moving and moving, shutting himself away from the discomfort and the pain until it finally crashed over him, forcing him into bed. He hated his leg. But at the moment, he couldn’t afford to have it fail him, not out here. So he massaged it and spoke to it in his head, assuring his leg that it would have some time off later this evening.


  When the ache subsided, Nash shifted around in the passenger seat to look at Colleen. She sat in the backseat, an arm flung over the edge of it so she could grasp the cage’s handles to keep it from sliding around in the well behind her. She glared at him, her pale green eyes like those of a cat, her lovely face now eaten up with annoyance. After all, he had pulled rank in front of someone else. Unforgivable in her book. Later, when this test run was over and they had time to be alone again, he would pay for his outburst. She might wrench away from him when he started to draw his fingers through the cascade of her luxurious black hair.


  Or if he suggested they get together, she might say she was busy. Or, even worse, she might be more blatant about it and turn away from him in bed.


  Then again, she might not do any of those things. She was hard to figure at times. She had ambition, but she could be lazy. She had a profound sexual appetite, but sex didn’t rule her life. She was bright and innovative, but not arrogant. No question that he loved her more than he had ever loved his wife. She didn’t seem to notice his bum leg, his limp. His wife did, but Colleen never had. Love wasn’t the issue. But sometimes, like right now, he didn’t like her very much.


  As his assistant, one of her jobs was the dog. She was supposed to keep Dog comfortable, fed, exercised, and she was responsible for drawing the animal’s blood, spinal fluid, and everything else they needed for the lab tests. When they brought Dog out here and then transported her back to Homestead again, Colleen was supposed to sedate the animal enough so that she would remain tranquil.


  At forty, Colleen was ten years younger than Nash, a looker by anyone’s standards. She’d worked for him for six years, and for the last three, they had been lovers. Dobson knew it, of course, and although he’d never offered his opinion, Nash knew he didn’t approve. At the moment, Nash wasn’t so sure that he approved of the relationship, either.


  Lately, the personal part of this equation had become a problem because she took advantage of it. She had dentist appointments, doctor appointments, hair appointments. In the past few months, it seemed she had been absent from work more than she had been present, which had added to his already considerable workload.


  “Do you have any other tranks with you?” he asked.


  “Yeah. I’ve got a couple of other things I can try. But not until we’re in the village. I can’t do it in here or on the airboat.”


  Dog’s whimpers stopped, almost as if she were listening to them, Nash thought. Almost like she understands every goddamn word we say. He didn’t like the dog, never had. He didn’t like dogs, period. They slobbered, they drooled, they could turn feral any second. But they made better test subjects than cats, which were too unpredictable, too independent. In the three years since the Logan and Tyler fiasco, the project’s use of live animals had been confined to reptiles, rodents, birds, and a couple of cats. Dog was the first animal to be used repeatedly in the shrouding tests.


  She was a two-year-old black Lab that Colleen had picked up at the pound about a year ago. She was smart, well trained, and back then, eager for human companionship, an ideal animal for experimentation. The first time she had gone into the zone, out there in the village, everything had gone without a hitch. The shrouding had held for three days before she began to materialize again.


  As she became progressively more solid, however, she’d gotten sick. The blood tests had revealed some sort of anomaly, a virus that had lain dormant until the shrouding had triggered it. Before her second trip into the zone, they had bolstered her immune system with all sorts of antibiotics. She still had gotten sick afterward, but not as badly.


  After the fourth shrouding, she had gotten loose at the project’s Ponce compound and had been found in a field, eating grass. The grass turned out to be wheat grass and it had cured her of the shrouding sickness, as Luis had called it. Nash always had detested that name, perhaps because he wanted to believe that shrouding had no detrimental side effects. But the name had stuck and they continued to refer to the side effects as such even though Luis was long gone, back to the Ecuadorian Andes where he belonged.


  After half a dozen shroudings, the process had changed Dog in complex ways. She was no longer eager for human companionship. Her behavior was unpredictable. Sometimes she materialized in a matter of hours, other times it took days. They never knew which it would be and didn’t have a clue why it happened. Nash suspected that Luis might know, but pride had prevented him from getting in touch with the old man. After all, Luis had left the project because he’d believed that Nash was meddling with “forces and powers best left to God.”


  God. Right. Like God had anything to do with it.


  And the brass at the NSB sure wasn’t thinking about God. They didn’t give a shit about God. They had seen the dog videos, Dog fading, Dog materializing, and a couple of them had witnessed the actual process. They were impressed enough to keep the funding flowing. But they also were pressuring him for more. They wanted human subjects. They wanted concrete results and applications. They were chafing at their collective bit to cash in on the research and use it for their own agendas.


  Invisible aircraft, invisible battleships, invisible spies. The future had not only arrived, it lay in the sweaty, grubby paws of the bastards who ran the country. Nash could hold them off awhile longer, but ultimately they would win. You can’t fight city hall, his mother used to say. Like her other well-worn aphorisms, this one had gotten old quickly. Unfortunately, it also happened to be true. Nash’s city hall, though, was more than he had bargained for ten years ago, when he desperately needed funding and Ross Farris had approached him with a deal.


  He rubbed his eyes and wished he were in Europe with his wife.
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  The chopper came in low over the mangroves, mile after mile of greens checkered with blues, browns, tans. The drought had hit the Everglades hard, that was evident from the air. The peninsula was down sixty inches in rainfall for the year. Lake Okeechobee, which fed water into the Everglades, was so low that it had wide beaches. The sparse flow of water into the Glades had reduced many channels to mud and made them impassable by any kind of water vessel. Wildlife acted erratically. The delicate ecological balance on which South Florida depended had tipped in a dangerous direction.


  In the lagoon where the village was located, however, the water level remained relatively high. It was fed by a small lake, and tributaries from the Wilderness Waterway ran into it. The chopper was able to land in the center of the lagoon, well clear of the mangroves. He felt immensely relieved when Dobson finally killed the engine and that relentless whup whup whup of the rotors ceased.


  “I’ll be waiting right here till you’re done, boss,” said Dobson. “You two need help with Dog’s cage?”


  “We can handle it, Wayne,” Colleen told him. “Thanks.”


  For moments after Nash stood up, he was terrified his right knee would buckle, that his leg would betray him, and Dobson would have to help Colleen get the cage off the chopper. But his leg cooperated and they made the transfer to the waiting airboat.


  The dog made no sounds at all. She cowered in a corner of her cage, her snout tucked into her tail. She knows. The airboat pilot kept the powerful engines at a fraction of their speed and noise, and within minutes the village came into sight. Built entirely on stilts, it consisted of interlocking chickees or wooden platforms with thatched roofs. Dobson had found the site, Nash and Colleen had come up with the concept, then Dobson had overseen its construction, and tax dollars had paid for it.


  The half dozen huts in the center of the village weren’t habitable, but they looked great on video. The NSB brass loved those goddamned huts, loved watching them fade—and appear again. In his darker moments—and there were plenty of such moments these days—Nash imagined the brass sitting around the Pentagon, bullshitting about how they had the capability of rendering an entire village and all its inhabitants’ invisible. Except there had been no inhabitants shrouded in this village. Only Dog.


  NSB stood for National Security Bureau. It was one of what Nash had come to believe were many such shadow agencies, all of them enfolded in secrecy. This year, the bureau’s budget surpassed the net worth of Bill Gates. In the bureaucracy’s financial scheme of things, he thought, the Tesla Project comprised merely a slice of the bureau’s interests. A drop in the old proverbial bucket.


  So why was Ross Farris, the bureau’s chief financial officer and Nash’s immediate boss, waiting on the village’s dock? Guess what, guy, whispered an insidious little voice in his head. City hall has arrived.


  Nash leaned in close to Colleen, close enough to catch the scent of soap on her skin. “What’s Farris doing here?”


  “Beats me.”


  “You didn’t call him?”


  She looked at Nash as if he’d lost his mind. “Why would I call him, George?”


  Farris was a muscular hunk of a man, an ex-marine with a large, bony head that looked even larger and bonier than it actually was because of his military buzz cut. He wore battle fatigues and combat boots, definite overkill for the Everglades, and his usual reflective sunglasses. The shades completed his resemblance to a redneck playing war games.


  “Ahoy,” Farris called as the airboat stopped next to the dock.


  Ahoy? Nash felt like gagging. “And what brings you here, Ross?” Old buddy, ole pal.


  “Just minding the store, George. I got your e-mail about the test run today and thought I should be here to observe from beginning to end.”


  “We don’t observe from here.” But Farris already knew that. “How’d you get out here, Ross?”


  “I rented a skiff.” Farris’s phony cheerfulness dried up in a flash. When he spoke again, it was in his official don’t-fuck-with-me voice. “I’m here to watch the entire process, from beginning to end—preparations, redundancy plans, the works.”


  Ha, Nash thought. Farris never showed up just to watch. He always had an agenda. And the three times in the past that he’d shown up to watch, he’d done so from their Homestead headquarters, within the safety of the bunker. Now he was in the field, dressed like a military commando on a security mission, such a radical departure from his past pattern that Nash knew today’s agenda would not be music to his ears.


  “You’re here for the show, in other words.”


  “Something like that.” Then Farris gave an inkling about what he was really doing here. “For some time now, I’ve felt this project is ready for the quantum leap.”


  Ahoy, minding the store, quantum leaps. Farris was supposed to be a bright man, but he often talked like a character in a badly written sitcom. And just which quantum leap was he was referring to, anyway? The human quantum leap? Good, let him volunteer. “Excuse me, Ross, we’ve got to haul the cage off the boat.”


  Farris stepped to one side as Nash grabbed hold of the ladder and prayed that his leg could stand the climb. The climb wasn’t difficult for someone with two normal legs. But with his one leg shorter than the other, the climb might as well have been Everest. His right hip began to hurt before he reached the top and it was everything he could do to step on to the dock instead of collapse on it. Even when he knelt at the edge to grab on to the cage as Colleen and the airboat pilot lifted it, his joints cracked and creaked. He felt Farris watching him, measuring his physical performance, and hated him for it.


  Even Colleen scrutinized him in that way sometimes. He knew her leg didn’t repulse him, but sometimes he wondered if she pitied him. A pity fuck, George. Hell, maybe that was why his wife had married him. Maybe men with handicaps stirred some atavistic compassion in women like Colleen and his wife. In fact, as far back as Nash could remember—and that was very far, there was nothing at all wrong with his mind—the girls and, later on, the women he’d attracted were damaged somehow themselves. Not in obvious ways, as he was, but in deeper ways—psychologically, emotionally, spiritually.


  “So this is the famous canine,” Farris murmured once the cage was on the deck. He crouched down. “Hey, doggie, you have any idea how famous you are?”


  He spoke to Dog in what Nash had come to think of as a “Doggie voice,” the same kind of voice that many adults also used with young children.


  “She’s in a bad mood, Ross,” said Colleen. “Don’t get much closer.”


  But Farris, a been there and done that sort of guy, either didn’t hear or pretended that he hadn’t, and stuck his fingers through the bars of the cage. Before either Nash or Colleen could say anything, Dog emitted a low, fierce growl and lunged for him.


  Farris wrenched back so fast he fell on his ass—but saved his fingers. Dog chomped down on empty air, then snapped at the bars and kept on growling, her lips furled back from her teeth.


  “My God,” Farris spat, scooting back on his butt, farther from the cage. “What the hell is wrong with that animal?”


  Colleen’s expression was one of pure disgust. “What’s wrong with the dog, Ross, is the same thing that would be wrong with you if someone put you in a cage, subjected you to an excruciating scientific experiment, and stuck you with needles. Just back off. Both of you. Get outta here so I can calm her down enough to get her out of the cage.”


  Farris scrambled to his feet. Nash touched his elbow and they moved away from the edge of the dock. Nash limped, he couldn’t help it, and he hated his leg for that, hated its rebellion in the few moments it took him and Farris to get out of hearing range of the others.


  The summer air here beneath the overhang of mangroves was thick and still, like a sauna, and Nash could tell that the heat and humidity bothered Farris. Wait till August and September, pal.


  “Goddamn mutt’s a liability,” Farris said, brushing off his fatigues, wiping his arm across his sweaty face. “It’s time for you to find another mammal, preferably of the human variety.”


  “Great, so why don’t you volunteer, Ross? Talk about redefining the word spook” Nash laughed.


  Farris didn’t look amused. His face was red from the stifling heat and droplets of sweat stood out on his forehead and between the prickly hairs of his buzz cut. “The committee wants things speeded up.”


  “The kinks aren’t worked out of the process yet.”


  “We know that.” Sunlight glanced off his reflective shades as if off chrome. “But unless the human element is reintroduced into the shrouding process, we’ll never get the kinks worked out.”


  “We could end up with another Logan and Tyler fiasco on our hands.”


  “The committee’s willing to take that risk.”


  But am I?


  Nash stared at the twin miniatures of his own face in the lenses of Farris’s sunglasses. He looked like shit. The hairs of his gray-streaked beard clumped together with sweat, his eyes had gotten smaller, darker, his face was flushed from the heat. His head ached, the inside of his mouth tasted the way the air here smelled, of something incomparably rich and fertile and excessively wet.


  Farris apparently mistook his silence for reluctance and immediately said what he thought Nash wanted to hear. “Look, I can’t force you to do this. The project has always been your baby.”


  It had started out that way, Nash thought. But once he had accepted Farris’s offer of financial help, his baby had ceased to be his alone and gradually had become a communal child, subject to the rules and restrictions imposed by a number of surrogate parents. Yes, it was true that he had more money for research now, the one thing the project had lacked before, but at what price?


  Now Farris really sweetened the pot. “The committee is willing to release a big chunk of change if the project is taken to the next level, George.”


  He felt a sharp stab of pain in his leg, almost as though it were a warning. “How big a chunk?”


  His thin lips stretched like Silly Putty into a conspiratorial smile. “Huge.” He named a figure.


  Nash’s incredulity quickly collapsed into suspicion. “What prompted this sudden change of heart? The last I heard, they were threatening to cut the budget.”


  “Let’s just say that the committee took the videos to their contacts at the Pentagon and suddenly the Tesla Project is very hot.”


  A snake coiled in the pit of Nash’s stomach.” Which videos?”


  “Of, uh …”


  “Of Tyler,” Nash finished with a whisper.


  “Yeah.”


  The snake uncoiled and struck. It felt like needles piercing the walls of his gut. “Jesus, Ross. What the hell did you do that for?”


  Farris rubbed his jaw. “Look, I had to give them something. They were threatening to kill the entire project.” The hushed urgency in the man’s voice led Nash to believe that Farris’s ass had been on the line. He could just see it, the committee—six to eight men, of whom Nash had met only two in ten years—informed Farris that he would be out of a job and collecting a pension unless he produced something major in the Tesla Project. The committee was pressuring him for a new defense weapon, one that would make sense. Well, Tyler Griffin was major, all right. But until Farris had shown the committee videos of Tyler, they’d believed that he and Logan were dead. Knowledge of Tyler’s existence had been confined to Nash’s employees.


  Farris rushed on. “When they realized we’ve had a snake in the grass for the last three years, they were, shall we say, ecstatic.”


  A snake in the grass. That had been Farris’s phrase for Invisibles since the first experiment they’d done with anything living—a black racer, one of Florida’s common and harmless snakes. Nash hated the phrase. But it sure fit Farris. He was the snake in the grass.


  “They want to see him for themselves,” Farris continued, “and will be at the Ponce facility on the afternoon of the tenth.”


  Nash’s head snapped up. “What? But…”


  “No buts. It’s set. It can’t be changed now.” He tapped the face of his watch. “I’ll meet you back at Homestead at eighteen hundred hours.”


  With that, Farris strode to the back of the village, disappeared over the side, and moments later chugged off in the skiff he had rented. Nash just stood there in a kind of shock, his leg screaming in pain.


  3


  THE OLD GEEZER


  The pathetic truth was that Andy Townsend didn’t know how to change a tire. He could set a broken limb, provide emergency care for a gunshot victim, remove an appendix or a gall bladder, and could set up a camp anywhere and eke out an existence. But he couldn’t change a stupid tire because he never learned how and never had a reason to learn how to do it.


  He’d grown up in a family where nearly everything was done for him. The cook cooked his meals, the maids made his bed, cleaned his room, and ironed his clothes, the chauffer took him and his brother to and from school. When they got sick, the housekeeper had whisked them off to the pediatrician. Their lives had hummed along on automatic, all of it paid for by their parents’ lucrative law practice.


  During the summers, they were shipped off to Europe or to South America or some other far-flung spot to spend several months with their maternal grandparents, aging bohemians with strange passions and eccentric friends. They had given Andy and his brother enormous freedom, but in return he and Jim had to soak up some of the culture of whatever country they happened to be in. That meant museums, archaeological sites, coffee houses, odd villages with even odder mythologies. During Christmas and spring breaks, they’d gone camping with their grandparents, into the Everglades, out to the Rockies, into the back hills of Appalachia.


  As a result, by the time Andy was sent off to boarding school, he knew he would not be going home again and that he would not be going to law school, as was expected of both him and Jim. He wanted to be a doctor. His old man was disappointed, but not for long. After all, being a physician was certainly as respectable as being an attorney and besides, he knew he couldn’t force Andy to go to law school by threatening not to pay for med school, because the grandparents would pay for it.


  But when he’d announced that he intended to go to the University of Florida medical school, which had an excellent emergency medicine program, his father had balked. ER medicine? Was he crazy? And at the U of F? Why not Harvard, where he’d been accepted? Why not neurology? Or dermatology? In South Florida, both specialties were incredibly lucrative. He hadn’t bothered to argue. Where his old man saw dollar signs, Andy saw an opportunity to make a difference in the world. His grandparents had paid for college and med school and his fragile ties with his parents had snapped completely.


  Jim, two years younger than Andy, had followed him to the University of Florida and majored in computer science. They had lived together, celebrated holidays together, and had created the sort of family for themselves that they’d never had, except during those long, magical summers and holidays. Then they’d both gotten involved in serious relationships, found their own places, and set up housekeeping.


  Jim turned out to be fickle with women. Every time one of his relationships fell apart, he sold his house and bought another one. He was making incredible money by then and could afford to buy and sell homes. Good thing, too, because otherwise he might not have met Renie, who was Jim’s Realtor on all those house deals. Jim had introduced them when Andy had been looking for a home. During their first hour together, while she was driving Andy around and showing him houses, her Buick had a flat. Instead of expecting him to change it or calling AAA, she’d changed the tire herself. He could still see her in his mind’s eye, her dark hair wild and unruly, her deft fingers doing what had to be done.


  But damned if he would ask for her help now. He would get this tire changed even if it took him the rest of the day.


  Now and then he glanced at his wife and daughter, sitting on the curb in front of the rest rooms, in the shade, talking too quietly for him to hear what they were saying. Girl talk, probably. Katie was at that age where her favorite topics were animals and, well, what else? Boys.


  Just as frequently, though, Renie and Katie were at each other’s throats, and he and his daughter were able to bond in
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