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PROLOGUE

JUNE 21, 1:38 AM

Billy Joe Franklin
loved the darkness. Always had. He could pull it around himself
like some sort of magical cloak that endowed him with special
powers or he could lean into it and disappear, as he was doing
now.

He stood alone on the upper deck of the Tango
Key Ferry, a tall, muscular man in jeans, a black T-shirt, and a
black cap pulled down low over his forehead. Black was his favorite
color. Even his hair was black these days, and long, pulled back in
a ponytail. You could project anything you wanted to on blackness,
he thought, and often wished he’d been born black.

He stared out across the rough, dark waters
at the island lights in the distance, a festival of lights, a
wonderland, a sleeping paradise. He drank it in, the promise and
exquisite beauty of it all. In a little while, he would descend on
the island and, like some angry, vengeful god, would plunge it into
chaos.

Behind him, a baby cried. Off to his left, a
couple huddled close together, arms around each other. Directly
behind him lay the stairs to the ferry’s lower deck, where the
strollers were stored, the bikes were carried, the cars were
parked. The customized black Hummer waited for him down there, more
than a hundred grand worth of car that weighed in excess of three
tons and would do the job it was designed to do. And parked several
blocks from the Hummer’s final destination, in a parking lot where
other residents kept their cars at night, was the innocuous black
van with walls where the side windows should be. It would take him
and Crystal to the cabin in the Tango wilderness preserve.

The cabin had enough food and supplies to
last them a month if they were careful. He had planned well. He
felt good about everything. He was water, that element that assumed
the shape of the vessel into which it was poured. But without
Crystal, he was just a vessel half-filled with diluted, impure
water. He needed her. And for her, for them, his vessel tonight
would be called successful businessman and that was how he would
look when he was behind the wheel of the Hummer.

Stars appeared and vanished behind the
rapidly moving clouds. Earlier, he’d been worried about hurricane
Danielle four hundred and some odd miles out there in the Atlantic,
who couldn’t seem to make up her mind about where she was going. A
front moving down from the north had been steering her southward,
keeping her at coordinates that would bring her over the south end
of Cuba so that she would miss the Keys and South Florida
altogether. The front might be weakening, though, which meant that
Danielle could turn to the north.

This possibility was why the National
Hurricane Center probably would issue a hurricane watch sometime
after sunrise for Monroe, Dade, Broward, and Palm Beach Counties—in
short, everything from the Keys northward for three hundred miles.
If that happened and the front continued to weaken, the center
would upgrade the watch to a warning sometime later tomorrow.
Either way, it didn’t matter to him. He and Crystal would be safe
in the cabin even if the hum-cane struck. She, too, was water, and
together they would become the Amazon, the Nile, or even the
Pacific. They would do just fine in the cabin’s forty-foot-deep
cellar. It was well stocked, with enough money hidden on the
property to cover just about any unforeseen eventuality.

Even if a warning was issued, it didn’t mean
Danielle would hit Tango Key. The center usually erred on the side
of caution.

He knew all about the center’s caution.

Until five years ago, he was one of its
meteorologists, a behind-the-scenes weatherman with a TV-friendly
face and a voice as smooth as old scotch. In those days, he’d had
blond hair and a Pepsodent-white smile and should have been in
front of the camera. But when he didn’t get the promotion that he
deserved, he lost it and made a scene. He was fired. The center
mistrusted instability in employees as much as it distrusted
instability in storms. End of story.

Twelve years of service, Christ knew how many
hurricanes, and suddenly he was gone, out of work, a has-been. He’d
grown bitter. His bitterness had rooted so deep inside him that
he’d felt forced to change his outward appearance. He wore contacts
now instead of glasses. He sported a neatly trimmed beard. His body
was muscular, slender, strong, sculpted through endless hours at
the gym. And of course, his hair was different. He had poured
himself into the vessel called darkness and become the night.

The Billy Joe of today could afford to blow a
hundred grand plus on a custom-made Hummer. This Billy Joe, he
thought, had luxuries that five million from a federal bank heist
allowed him. Stupidly, he and Crystal had pulled that job during
the day and things had gone wrong. She had taken the fall and he
had escaped.

But he wouldn’t think about her right now.
Instead, he would become water and pour himself into the nearest
vessel and assume the shape of that vessel.

The ferry began to slow as it neared the
island. From the air or on a map, Tango Key looked like a misshapen
cat’s head, with the right ear a wilderness preserve that spilled
down into the cat’s cheek and across a part of its forehead. The
town of Pirate’s Cove was located between the cat’s eyes and
everything else above the eyes and into the cat’s left ear was
occupied by homes and small businesses. The island’s north half was
hilly, filled with fields, old farms, citrus groves. The highest
point—1 10 feet, to be exact—was also in the north. The entire
island was a geological oddity, an anomaly amid a curving string of
flat islands that jutted out into the vastness of the ocean with
impunity. Hit me, these little islands seem to shout.
C‘mon, I dare you. Tango Key was the only place in the Keys
and the lower half of the Florida peninsula with hills.

The ferry would bring him in just below the
cat’s mouth, where the land curved inward, forming a natural marina
for the ferries and other boats that docked here. Well below the
mouth, where the land was as flat as a postage stamp, lay the town
of Tango, home to government offices, attorneys, doctors, the usual
white-collar crowd, and the county jail. Dozens of small,
family-owned businesses occupied the maze of narrow, shaded
streets, some of them still paved with cobblestones that dated back
to the 1700s.

Franklin shrugged his pack onto his back. He
had plenty of cash in it. In addition to the cash on his wilderness
property, he also had more cash in the Bahamas and in a Swiss bank.
He’d been busy, efficient, thorough.

Down he went to the first deck, into his
Hummer. How he loved the solidness of this vehicle, the smell of
new, black leather, the way his hands fit over the steering wheel.
A sexual feeling. That was what the Hummer did to him.

In addition to the brush grille guard at the
front, both the front and the back were reinforced with steel
plates. At the touch of a few keys on the computer under the dash,
the Hummer could become nearly as impenetrable as a tank. The rear
storage carried explosives that could be ignited by punching a
three-digit code into the computer. The vehicle’s design was
impeccable. Too bad that he had to sacrifice the Hummer to spring
Crystal.

As he drove off the ferry; he felt a bit
edgy, nervous, the inside of his mouth dry and tight. Perhaps this
was a good sign. He couldn’t become complacent, careless. He
brought a black cell phone out of the glove compartment and punched
in a number. It rang at the other end, once, twice; then he
disconnected, waited a few moments, and redialed. A single ring
this time. Disconnect, call again, one ring, disconnect, two rings.
There. Two, one; one, two: that was their signal. But would she
remember it?

Yes, he believed she would.

Now it was past two AM. The graveyard shift
at the jail would be in place and just one cop would be on duty, a
bear of a woman who looked like a sumo wrestler.

He turned off Old Post Road and onto Lincoln
Boulevard, which took him past the county government buildings, the
library. The road twisted and a small fairground appeared, ringed
by pines. Then, on his right, he saw the county jail that housed
the female cons. An ugly building, low and squat, not well lit,
with a ten-foot wire mesh fence crowned with nasty rolls of barbed
wire. The front doors weren’t behind any fence, though, and that
was where he would enter. Two cruisers were parked along the front
of the building, both empty.

Top of the morning to you, ladies, he
thought, and smiled to himself.

Franklin continued to the end of the street,
turned, and reached under the Hummer’s seat for his weapon of
choice, a newer version of the pump-action shotgun Arnold had used
in the Terminator movies. He set it across his thighs, made
a U-turn in the middle of the empty street, and started back toward
Lincoln Boulevard. As he came into the turn, he picked up speed,
the Hummer’s powerful V-8 growling. Then he floored the accelerator
and the Hummer leaped forward, raced over the sidewalk, tore up
grass and flower beds, and barreled toward the jail’s double glass
doors.

Electronic doors. Two sets, glass. Not a
problem. He pressed a button on the dashboard and the armored
panels for the windows moved into place—rear window, side windows,
and now the windshield itself, with just a strip of glass left
clear along the width of it so he could see. Metal panels descended
halfway over the tires, protecting them from bullets, flying glass.
A thick metal mesh now covered the brushed grille guard and
protected the headlights.

Seconds later, the Hummer crashed through the
two sets of doors. Glass exploded, the alarms shrieked, and the
sumo wrestler whipped around, her plump face vivid, eyes squinted
against the brilliant glare of the headlights. She leaped out of
the way with surprising swiftness, then spun and aimed a .30-06 at
the Hummer.

Franklin swerved right. The Hummer struck her
before she got off a shot. Her massive body seemed to burst like a
balloon, spewing blood and bones, and he kept on going, the
Hummer’s engine roaring as it slammed into the wall.

It broke apart as though it were no more
substantial than balsa wood. Bits of concrete rained down on the
Hummer’s roof and pinged against its armor. A cloud of dust drifted
like smoke through the brilliant beams of the headlights. The
ceiling sprinklers came on, the alarms kept shrieking. As the water
from the sprinklers dampened the dust, he suddenly saw Crystal in
the next cell, gripping the bars, her eyes startled, as huge as
UFOs. Beside her stood a tall, black woman, her wild hair seeming
to glisten in the brightness of the headlights, her long arms
thrown up as if to fend off the Hummer. An Amazon warrior
queen.

He flashed the headlights, the Amazon grabbed
Crystal’s arm and jerked her out of the way. He threw the Hummer
into reverse, then forward, and jammed his foot against the gas
pedal. The Hummer lunged with the hunger of a predatory beast and
burst into the next cell. The impact jolted him to the roots of his
teeth. But he was in and Crystal ran toward the Hummer, her slim
legs carrying her as fast as they would move.

He hurled open the passenger door and Crystal
bolted inside—and the Amazon shot in right behind her. “There’s
only room for two!” he shouted and swung the weapon up.

Crystal slammed her fist against the barrel,
shoving it down. “She’s my friend,” she bellowed over the shriek of
the alarms.

“Fuck it.” He slammed the Hummer into reverse
and tore back through the holes in the wall. “Guns under the seat.
Grab them and get in the back. Can you shoot a gun, Amazon?”

“Not with armor on the windows,” she
shouted.

Very funny. A comedian. He swung the massive
vehicle around and aimed it at the door, cops pouring through it.
Move, now, fast, mow the fuckers down.

He gunned the engine and tore toward them,
one hand clutching the steering wheel, the other pressing buttons
on the dash that lowered the glass in the side and rear windows and
opened gun holes in the armor. Some of the cops leaped out of the
way, others weren’t fast enough, and the body of one slammed into
the armor over the windshield, his cheek smashed up against the
slit of glass right in front of Franklin.

As the Hummer raced through the ruined doors
and spun onto Lincoln Boulevard, he pressed another button and a
sunroof opened up. Bits and chunks of concrete and wood and dust
rained into the car. He shouted at the women to get the body off
the windshield. The Amazon popped up through the sunroof like some
giant jack-in-the-box, and peeled the cop off the armor.

As the Hummer roared up Lincoln, the Amazon
and Crystal used the sunroof as a shooting perch. “Five in
pursuit!” the Amazon shouted, and she and Crystal opened fire
simultaneously.

One cruiser spun out of control. Another
crashed into a tree. A third slammed into a parked car and both
exploded. Franklin grinned and headed for Vine, a road so narrow
that when he swung the Hummer around so it formed a ninety-degree
angle to the road, it blocked it completely.

“Out,” he shouted. “Out! Meet
me in the woods.”

He punched in the three-digit code, slung his
pack over his shoulder, and clambered out of the Hummer with the
economical swiftness of a hummingbird. The explosives had a
thirty-second delay, long enough for them to take cover.

He sprinted for the woods, the squeal of
sirens so close now that they echoed eerily through the darkness.
Then he plunged into the trees where Crystal and the Amazon waited
for him, and they raced deeper into the woods. A heartbeat later
the Hummer blew.

It sounded like Armageddon. They
instinctively threw themselves to the ground, rolled. A tremendous
fireball shot into the sky, spewing volcanic light and debris. The
air smelled scorched. A second explosion rocked the darkness and
they leaped up and ran hard and fast through the trees, stumbling
over protruding roots, the night springing alive now with other
sirens, other shrieks, a third explosion.

At the edge of the wooded area, they paused,
he and Crystal gasping like fish out of water, while the Amazon had
barely broken a sweat. “What the hell was in that Hummer of yours,
boy?” the Amazon asked. “All of Vietnam?”

That and then some. There wouldn’t be
enough left of the Hummer for a single fingerprint.

“Across the alley,” he hissed. “To that
four-story building. The van’s on the second level.”

The Amazon darted out ahead of them, her long
legs eating up the distance between the woods and the parking
garage. Franklin grabbed Crystal’s hand and felt the suddenness of
it, how he instantly felt whole again. They raced after the Amazon,
across the alley, their shoes slapping the old cobblestones, and
ducked into the shadows on the other side. This garage didn’t have
an attendant. You just bought a sticker for a week or a month or
whatever time frame suited you, slapped it on the inside of your
windshield, and it was read like a bar code on a grocery store
product as you entered and left the garage. His sticker—like the
van—was registered to Jerome Carver, a nowhere man who didn’t
exist.

Into the garage, penlight on, up the stairs,
fast, faster. Below, more sirens. Something had caught fire out
there on Vine Street—trees or bushes, someone’s yard, loose
garbage, he wasn’t sure. But he could smell it, a stench that mixed
with the odor of gasoline, burning rubber, ruin.

They reached the second level of the garage.
He ran over to the black van, unlocked the back of it, and they
scrambled inside. The backseats were gone, but there were two bunk
bed platforms fitted out with sleeping bags, blankets, pillows. A
built-in cooler occupied the other wall and, next to it, camping
gear and a couple of duffel bags. He pushed the green one toward
Crystal. “Become someone else, babe.” He looked at the Amazon. A
fine sheen of sweat covered her face. Her eyes, as black as bitter
chocolate, revealed nothing. “You six feet or so?”

“Six, yes.”

“I didn’t plan for a third person, but there
should be something in this bag that fits you.” He shoved the navy
blue duffel toward her. “When you’re done, crawl into the bunks,
cover yourselves.”

He moved quickly to the front of the van,
slid his weapon under the seat, and went through a routine he had
rehearsed so many times he could do it in his sleep if he had to.
Glove compartment: out came the electric razor, a pillowcase. He
spread the pillowcase across his thighs, set the razor on the
dashboard, reached under the passenger seat. Baseball cap, clean
shirt. He folded his ponytail, hiding it under the cap, put on the
shirt, brought out the glasses tucked in the pocket, slipped them
on.

From between the seats, he brought out a bag
of toys: Legos, stuffed animals, alphabet blocks, a couple of Dr.
Seuss books—and dumped them in the passenger seat. He ran the razor
over his face, shaving off his beard as he backed out of the space
and started down the ramp. The hair fell onto the pillowcase and
when he was finished, he would fold it up and stick it under the
seat.

Franklin turned right out of the garage, away
from the fire, the sirens, the stink, and headed west through
downtown. Keep to the speed limit. You are water.You have been
poured into a vessel called camper and family man.

He rubbed his hand over his face, feeling the
unfamiliar smoothness. He folded the pillowcase and dropped it
between the seats. The razor went back into the glove compartment.
We’re going to make it.

And then, up ahead, he saw two police
cruisers, lights spinning. “Shit. They’re cops up here. Get in the
bunks. Fast.” “We’re in,” Crystal said.

CD player, a little music. I am water. I
am a camper.

As he approached the cruisers, one of the
cops stepped out into the road and motioned with a flashlight for
him to pull over. A pulse hammered at his temple. The sticker,
Jesus, the sticker is still on the windshield.

He started to peel it off, but was afraid to
make any sudden movements. He pulled to the curb, stopped. “Don’t
move,” he said under his breath.

The cop swaggered over to the van. “License
and registration, sir,” he said, and shone the flashlight into
Franklin’s face.

He squinted and handed the requested items to
the cop, who examined them in the beam of his flashlight, shone the
light on the toys and stuffed animals in the seat, then leaned a
bit too far into the window and shone the light in the back. “And
you’re headed where, Mr. Carver?”

“I was trying to get back to the campground
and apparently took a wrong turn. My son developed a fever and I
had to find some children’s Tylenol.”

“Just a minute, please.”

The cop walked back to the cruiser with
Franklin’s phony ID. He would run it and find that Jerome Carver
was a safe driver who lived in Titusville, Florida, and worked at
Cape Canaveral as an engineer. Married, one child, no arrests. An
ordinary citizen.

Unless something goes wrong.

Franklin waited. Beads of perspiration
erupted on his forehead, his palms. How fast could he pull the
weapon out from under the seat? Not fast enough. “Ladies, keep the
guns close. If I say shoot, start shooting.”

Minutes ticked by. He heard more sirens,
could see the glow of the flames in the side mirror. The inside of
his mouth had gone bone dry.

Now the cop started toward the van. I am
water. I am a camper.

“Here you go, Mr. Carver,” the cop said, and
handed him the ID. “You need to go east four blocks, turn onto the
Old Post Road, and head north to the preserve. Stay clear of
Vine.”

“Will do. Thanks very much.”

The cop stepped back, Franklin turned the
key, and pulled out onto the road, his hands shaking.

 



PART ONE

THE WATCH

“A hurricane watch issued for your part of
the coast indicates the possibility that you could experience
hurricane conditions within 36 hours. This watch should trigger
your family disaster plan…”

National Hurricane Center

 


Tips from the FEMA Website for a Hurricane
Watch:

- Listen to a battery-operated radio or
television for hurricane progress reports.

- Check emergency supplies.

- Fuel car.

- Bring in outdoor objects such as lawn
furniture, toys, and garden tools and anchor objects that cannot be
brought inside.

- Secure buildings by closing and boarding
up windows.

- Remove outside antennas.

- Turn refrigerator and freezer to coldest
settings.

- Store drinking water in clean bathtubs,
jugs, bottles, and cooking utensils.

- Store valuables and personal papers in a
waterproof container on the highest level of your home.

- Review evacuation plan.

- Moor boat securely or move it to a
designated safe place. Use rope or chain to secure boat to
trailer.

- Have a family disaster plan.

 



Chapter 1

“Ready or not, I guess.”

Governor Lawton Chiles, in the hours
before

Hurricane Andrew struck South
Florida

Her eyes snapped
open, air rushed from her lungs. Mira Morales bolted upright in bed
and looked wildly around the bedroom, certain that her nightmare
had sprung into waking life with her. Intruders in the house,
people with guns, Annie in danger.… But even as she thought this,
the images began to fade, her frantic heartbeat slowed, her fear
bled away.

She remained as she was for a few moments,
drawing in the familiarity of the house around her. The night
noises comforted her—the soft whispering of cool air through the
vents, the rhythmic click of the ceiling fan as it turned,
Sheppard’s snores beside her. Farther up the hall, the old pipes
clattered in the walls as someone—either Annie or Nadine—used the
bathroom. Probably Annie, she decided. Now that school was out for
the summer, her teenage daughter kept erratic hours. Besides, if it
were Nadine, Mira would hear the wheelchair’s rubber tires
squeaking against the tile floors. She doubted that Nadine would
get up at all tonight.

Her grandmother had been as exhausted as Mira
when they finally had returned from the ER around nine last night.
They had spent ten hours in the emergency room yesterday, more than
half of it waiting for a doctor to see Nadine. It had taken
Sheppard’s arrival to get things moving and then only because he’d
flashed his FBI badge and made a stink about keeping an
eighty-two-year-old woman with a broken foot waiting in pain for so
long.

After X-rays and consultations among various
physicians, it was decided that Nadine’s foot didn’t require
surgery and they had put on a cast. But her personal doctor,
worried that she might have sustained a concussion when she’d
tumbled off a ladder at the bookstore, had ordered a CAT scan.
Nadine, who had no tolerance for hospitals or doctors, had told him
to forget it, she was fine and intended to go home. Her physician,
accustomed to her stubbornness, had refused to allow her to leave
until she gave him her word that she would stay in bed for two
days, except to use the bathroom, and that she would use a
wheelchair for two weeks. And, oh yes, he’d added, if she felt
dizzy or nauseated, she would come in immediately for the CAT
scan.

Mira suspected that Nadine, like a small
child, had crossed her fingers when she’d agreed. Given her
druthers, Nadine would be at the store tomorrow, working the
register and teaching her yoga classes from her wheelchair.

Mira stretched out again and shut her eyes,
her foot seeking the warm comfort of Sheppard’s toes or the soles
of his feet. Any physical connection would do. She felt his toes
and pressed the sole of her foot against his. Occasionally when she
did this, she tuned in on a dream he was having, a surreal
experience and something that never had happened with anyone
before, not even Tom, the man to whom she’d been married years ago.
But now nothing came to her.

Mira pulled her leg back to her side of the
mattress. It was a king-size bed she and Sheppard had bought two
months ago, when he finally had moved into the house. Neither of
them was accustomed yet to sharing a bed with another person.
Although they had been lovers for more than five years, this living
together stuff was a new chapter that required a whole new lexicon,
the creation of new habits and grooves. She certainly hadn’t gotten
the hang of it yet and knew that Sheppard hadn’t either. The habits
one learned in marriage, she thought, were unique to that
relationship. Tom had been dead for eleven years, Sheppard’s
marriage had been over longer than that, and now here they were, a
couple in their forties who had grown accustomed to sleeping alone
in smaller beds.

Sleep didn’t come—and she knew it was because
a part of her feared that if she fell asleep the nightmare would
pick up where it had left off. The intruders. Mira tried to conjure
their faces, more details of the nightmare, tried to determine if
it was just a bad dream or a warning of some kind. But her efforts
didn’t yield anything more than Sheppard’s foot had. Frustrated,
she threw off the sheet and got out of bed. She was hungry.

As she entered the kitchen, all three cats
joined her, winding between her legs, meowing to be fed, let out,
petted. Whiskers, the alpha male, a black and white tuxedo cat,
belonged to Nadine. Powder, a white cat with spooky blue eyes,
belonged to Sheppard, and the tabby, Tigerlily, was hers. Now here
came Annie’s animal, Ricki, a gorgeous golden retriever with
reddish gold fur who wagged her tail at the sight of the cats, her
extended family. Mira fed everyone, fixed herself a plate of
chilled papaya, slices of ice-cold mango, half of a toasted English
muffin slathered in real butter, and cut up some sharp cheddar
cheese to go on top.

Nadine, a vegetarian for sixty-some-odd
years, disliked even the sight of cheese and eggs in the fridge,
and nearly had a fit every time she saw the fish or chicken that
Sheppard had bought. Both Annie and Mira had started eating fish
again when Sheppard had moved in, one more grievance in the long
list of things that Nadine held against him. But what the hell,
Mira thought. Her vegan diet never had been a religion. She doubted
she would ever go so far as to eat chicken, but after years of
consuming vegetables, fruits, and soy, now cheese, eggs, and fish
were a welcome change.

Mira carried her plate of goodies outside,
sat down at the edge of the pool, and lowered her feet into the
deliciously warm water. Stars were strewn across the glorious
summer sky, but here and there, they vanished behind swiftly moving
clouds. Down here on earth, that swiftness translated into a
pleasantly warm and humid breeze that occasionally picked up, but
not enough to blame it on Hurricane Danielle. In fact, until just
this moment, she’d forgotten all about the hurricane.

The last she’d heard around five yesterday
afternoon was that it had taken aim at southern Cuba and would miss
the Keys and South Florida entirely. Good thing. She had enough to
worry about without a hurricane too.

Her immediate concern was that one of the
three authors scheduled to sign books tonight during the store’s
solstice celebration had canceled due to a family emergency. She
hoped to find a local author who could fill in on short notice, but
wasn’t counting on it. She also had to cancel Nadine’s yoga classes
for the next six to eight weeks—or find a substitute. But a
substitute would cost twenty-five bucks an hour, two hundred a
week, eight hundred a month, and that would be on top of Nadine’s
regular salary. She just didn’t have the money now. Yet, without a
sub, she would have to teach the classes herself and that meant she
would have to make one of her part-time employees full-time or get
Annie to fill in while she was doing the teaching.

Mira moved her feet through the warm water,
set her empty plate on the worn brick that surrounded the pool. The
water beckoned. She pulled her T-shirt over her head, slipped off
her gym shorts and panties, and eased her body into the water. She
swam two laps underwater, her eyes open, luxuriating in the silken
feel of the warm water against her bare skin. Only one of the
pool’s underwater lights was on and it cast intriguing shapes
against the bottom of the pool. Now and then, the bubbles of her
expelled breath floated upward, disturbing the symmetry of shadows
and texture.

As she surfaced again at the shallow end, she
was shocked to see Wayne Sheppard standing there, all six feet four
of him buck naked. He was grinning. “Now this looks like a fine
idea,” he said, and came down the steps and vanished into the
water.

Mira watched him, his strokes as smooth and
effortless as that of an Olympic swimmer, then she sank beneath the
water and swam after him. They met up at the deep end, where a
ledge jutted out, and sat there under the stars.

“You think Nadine has a concussion?” he
asked.

He was asking for her psychic opinion, not
her medical one. Sheppard knew that she was empathic, but
apparently didn’t connect that with hospitals. He couldn’t imagine
what it was like for her to open herself psychically in a place
where pain was the standard by which everything else was
judged.

When Nadine had broken her hip more than five
years ago, Mira had tried to read her in the ER while they had been
waiting to see a doctor and she’d been assaulted by the symptoms of
everyone around her. Aches, sniffles, coughs, fever, then pain and
agony. The man in the cubicle next to Nadine that night had had
pneumonia and it was those symptoms Mira ultimately had taken on,
the fever, a horrid rattling in her chest, a terrible lethargy in
her limbs. The symptoms had been real enough so that she too nearly
had ended up in the ER as a patient.

“I don’t know. I didn’t try to read her.”

He nodded, but she didn’t know if that meant
that he understood why she hadn’t tried or if the nod was merely a
polite response. Pearls of water dripped from his khaki-colored
beard, from the tips of his eyelashes. “So read me,” he said, and
slipped his arms around her and nuzzled her ear.

He planted soft, cool kisses against her
neck, the curve of her chin, her eyelids, her mouth. He was the
only man she’d ever known who regularly kissed her eyelids,
sometimes with his mouth, sometimes with his eyelashes—the
butterfly kiss, he called it. Mira relaxed in his arms, her mouth
opening against his, her blood quickening with desire despite her
fatigue, despite the events of the day, despite everything.

And suddenly they were groping at each other
in the water, on the jutting ledge. Her hunger for him often
crashed over her at strange, inopportune times—in the car, the
garage, the garden behind her house, in her bookstore, the grocery
store, and in places like this, a private space where, any moment
now, Annie might step out the porch door and see them.

His hand slipped between her thighs and Mira
moved her hips against the delicious pressure. “Annie may walk out
here,” she murmured, her mouth against his neck, her hips moving,
sliding.

“She’s asleep. I checked.”

His left hand came up under her chin,
touching it, tilting her head back, exposing her neck to his mouth.
Good thing they weren’t standing. Shameless groping was so much
easier in the pool, where his height and gravity weren’t issues.
Mira suddenly longed for their bed, that privacy, but she couldn’t
stop herself, couldn’t stop the movement of her hips as his mouth
devoured hers.

The heat. The exquisite pleasure. The
sensation of the water surrounding them, licking at their bodies.
Her fingers flexed against his back, nails digging into his skin.
She groaned and arched her back, begging him for more, more.

She heard the noises that she made, the
groans, the murmurings, the animal sounds, but all of this seemed
distant and unconnected to her. Then her body convulsed and he was
inside her, impaling her against the edge of the swimming pool,
moving fast and hard, to his own completion.

And when it was over, they clung to each
other, the water holding and sustaining them, their breathing like
that of marathon runners. Mira felt a rush of gratitude. He
understood that Nadine was Mira’s last link to who she had become
and an injury to Nadine was an injury to Mira, a reminder of just
how deeply this woman had shaped her life, her abilities, the core
of who she was. In the last ten or twelve hours, she had shut down
emotionally and psychically, turned off, gone away, and Sheppard
had understood that and brought her back.

Never mind that he was also one of the
horniest men she’d ever known, that he could screw anywhere, any
time, any place. Never mind that. This one, she knew, was about
her, and her connection to Nadine. He had forced her to feel
again.

Ricki popped out through the swinging animal
door on the porch and stalked the edges of the pool, tail wagging.
The dog figured it was all some sort of wonderful game, Mira and
Sheppard in the swimming pool while the stars were out. The dog’s
emotions instantly drew Mira in, a psychic trail that shadowed her
and wasn’t so different from the trail that shadowed humans. And in
this trail, Mira saw her daughter earlier in the evening, feeding
Ricki dinner, then training her with too many dog treats. Do
this, do that, jump through hoops for me and you get a big fat
treat. No wonder Ricki had gained weight since she’d joined the
family six months ago.

“You read Ricki,” Sheppard exclaimed,
watching her. “Actually, I was reading Annie through her.”

“So what’d Annie do tonight while we were at
the hospital?”

“Fed Ricki treats and talked to her buddies
online and on the phone.”

“Mira, you’re the ultimate voyeur.”

“Is that what you call it?”

“That’s what it is.”

“You’re so full of shit, Shep.” She laughed
when she said it and they looked at each other and laughed again,
and swam together to the shallow end of the pool.

He got out first and offered Mira a towel.
She wrapped it around herself, one of the huge beach towels that
Sheppard had bought at a shop in downtown Tango, and then he
wrapped a second towel around himself. “So what do you call it?” he
asked as they settled into chairs at the side of the pool.

“Infringement.”

“On?”

“My consciousness. I didn’t go looking for
information from a dog, Shep. It was just there.”

“Entanglement.”

“What?”

“Entanglement,” he said. “That’s what
physicists would call it. In the moments that Ricki appeared and
you read her, your energy, your life, became entangled with
hers.”

“My life is entangled with hers because she
lives here.”

“But she doesn’t know that.”

“Oh, I think she knows.”

“Pretend that Ricki is a human stranger. Your
energy becomes entangled with the stranger’s energy when he or she
passes by you. So you read the person.”

“But the man or woman doesn’t know it because
I don’t say anything.”

“That doesn’t matter. The person you read
doesn’t have to know. Let’s say you have two couples—Bob and Carol,
Ted and Alice.”

“Like the old movie.”

“Uh-huh. This is from a book I’m reading,
okay? Slightly different names, though. Alice goes on a business
trip. She meets Bob, who’s also on a business trip. They fall in
love. Their spouses, Carol and Ted, who are on the other side of
the world and have never met, are now entangled with each other,
even though they don’t know yet that Alice and Bob are involved. So
when you read this person—or this dog,” he added with a chuckle,
“the two of you became entangled even though he wasn’t aware that
you read him. Every time you read someone, entanglement
happens.”

She slid down in her chair and let her head
rest against the back of it. “Spooky action at a distance. That was
Einstein’s name for it.” Then she added, “Hey, you actually read
the books I pass on to you.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“I figured they were just piling up under the
bed or in your cat”

“You obviously didn’t read this one.”

She held up her hands. “Guilty.”

Sheppard laughed and reached for her
hand. She suddenly felt herself zoning out, going elsewhere…

Rain whips across the road in sheets,
he can’t see more than a few inches in front of him. The wind
howls, the Jetta shakes, and suddenly a tree crashes to the ground
in front of him, blocking the road. He slams on the brakes and the
Jetta skids left, right, left again, and plows into the mammoth
tree. He snaps forward, his head hits the steering wheel, then the
air bag inflates, trapping him against the seat…

Mira jerked her hand free of Sheppard’s and
knew that her shock showed on her face because he immediately said,
“What? What is it?”

Entanglement. “I… I saw you in a car
accident. In the Jetta. A tree had fallen across the road, it was
storming…”

“We haven’t had rain in three months,
Mira.”

So now he was going to argue with her. “In
case you forgot, there’s a hurricane out there.”

“Yeah, and the last I heard, it wasn’t coming
anywhere near the Keys.”

“You hit the tree, the car skidded, the air
bag inflated, trapping you against the seat, Shep. The storm was so
powerful the winds shook your car.”

He started to say something, but a phone
belted out the theme song of E.T. Sheppard’s cell phone.

“If that’s work-related, I want you to take
my van,” she said.

“But it’s not raining,” he said. “So how can
what you saw come true if it’s not raining?”

“If it rains, then one of the conditions is
present. Please take my car.”

Third ring. “Let me get this call.” He got
up, the huge beach towel wrapped around his waist, and swept his
cell phone off a nearby patio table. As he walked to the far end of
the pool, Mira pulled on her nightclothes—and none too soon.

The door to the porch banged open and Annie
rushed out into the pool area. “Mom.” She sounded breathless. She
wore her funny PJs from American Eagle, long blue cotton pants with
a cloud motif and a sleeveless solid blue shirt. She didn’t seem to
notice Sheppard at the other end of the pool.

“I thought you were asleep.”

“I was. But I set the alarm because I knew
they were going to issue an interim tropical update. Danielle’s now
a cat three, with winds of 130. They’re showing a twenty percent
strike probability for the lower Keys. We’re under a hurricane
watch now, Mom, from the Keys to Palm Beach County. That means it
could be here within thirty-six hours. Now’s the time to evacuate.
We can’t stay on Tango. Not with winds this high. And the storm
surge… my God, it’s going to put the bookstore underwater. If the
storm turns a little more north, which it could do, they’ll issue a
warning for the Keys. We need to get outta here.”

“Honey, calm down. A watch is just a
watch.”

She sounded calm, but immediately wondered if
this was what she’d seen, Sheppard driving through the storm that
was Danielle. It didn’t necessarily mean Danielle would make
landfall on Tango, but she definitely would come close enough for
high winds and a shit load of rain.

But whether it hit or was a very near miss,
how could she evacuate? Nadine wasn’t allowed to travel, it would
take Mira hours to put up the aluminum shutters on her bookstore,
and even then, they wouldn’t prevent flooding. The store’s stock
right now was at a three-year high. She couldn’t afford to lose it.
No flood insurance. Since Andrew, many insurance companies had
stopped issuing policies for South Florida and none would write
flood policies for any home or business at the south end of
Tango.

I’m fucked.

But only if Danielle made a direct hit.

Sheppard hurried over to her and Annie. “You
heard.” It wasn’t a question. “We’re under a watch. Sheriff Emison
thinks the National Hurricane Center may issue a warning by
midmorning.”

“Shep, we need to evacuate,” Annie said.

“Annie, I’m not in any position to evacuate,”
Mira told her.

“Right now,” Sheppard said, “no one’s
evacuating. Some maniac drove a Hummer through the front doors of
the women’s jail. Cops are down, two inmates escaped, and Emison
has closed the bridge and stopped the ferries until they’re found.
If a hurricane warning is issued later today and the inmates still
haven’t been found, he’ll start the evacuation, but with cops
checking every single car as it leaves the island. There’re two
conventions here right now, campers up in the wilderness preserve,
and Emison figures all total we’ve got five to six thousand people
who might leave. I need to shove off.”

“To look for cons?” Mira asked. “Or
coordinate possible emergency plans?”

“Right now, it’s just the cons.”

“Make sure you take my van,” she called after
him. “The keys are on the kitchen table.”

After Sheppard rushed inside the house, Mira
sat there, staring out over the pool, Annie glaring at her. “Mom,
we can’t just sit here.”

“Nothing’s certain,” she replied. “We should
both just go back to bed.”

Annie rolled her eyes in her typical teenage
way. “Yeah, right.” She marched off and slammed the door as she
went back inside.

Mira couldn’t decide what she should do
first—or if she should do anything at all. A watch wasn’t a
warning. But even if she decided to do something—like top off the
tanks on the cars and the store’s delivery van or stock up on food
and supplies—only the tired, neglected chain store was open at this
hour and you shopped there at your own peril. The fresh food was a
week old, the fruits and vegetables looked parched and wilted, and
the canned goods probably were riddled with botulism. But how bad
could their bottled water be? She could at least get bottled water
and pet food.

House? It had accordion shutters and it
wouldn’t take her more than twenty minutes to pull them shut, so
that wasn’t pressing.

ATM? She could get cash from the ATM on her
way to the bookstore in the morning.

But if a warning had been issued by then,
there might be long lines. During the frenzied hours before Andrew
had slammed into Homestead, many ATMs from the Keys to Palm Beach
had run out of money. And in Andrew’s aftermath, cash had been as
valuable a commodity as water and food.

How much cash did she have on hand?

She recalled that in September 2003,
Hurricane Isabel- strong category four—kept the entire East Coast
on alert when it was still over a thousand miles from the U.S. By
the time it came ashore around North Carolina and Washington, D.C.,
cities were largely deserted, it was a weak category two, and
broadcasters stood around in rain and wind reporting on virtually
nothing. Even if a warning was issued, it didn’t necessarily mean
Danielle would arrive. And right now, Danielle was only a category
three. Maximum winds of 125.

Mira went inside. Annie had the TV on, tuned
to a Miami station. The broadcaster, one of those blondes who
looked like a Stepford wife, was going on about what everyone
should be doing now, under a watch. Annie had a printed sheet of
paper in front of her and was checking off everything the woman
said and jotting notes. Then a meteorologist came on to discuss
Danielle—her birth in the Cape Verde Islands ten days ago, her
erratic path across the Atlantic, her similarities to Andrew. Annie
now unfolded a hurricane tracking map and spread it open on the
table. Mira saw that she had drawn two lines on the map—one blue,
the other red.

“Which one is Danielle?” Mira asked.

“The red. The blue is Andrew. Now here’s the
spooky part, Mom. Other than the fact that steering currents are
carrying Danielle farther south than Andrew’s path, these two
hurricanes could be clones. Identical twins born twelve years
apart. They’ve accelerated at the same pace, they’re nearly the
same size, but different categories, and—”

Mira’s head began to ache. “I’m going to
shower, then we’ll decide what to do, okay?”

Annie nodded and went back to her
calculations.

As Mira showered, she considered Plan B:
close the house shutters, do what she could for the bookstore, take
a chance by moving Nadine, and be ready to evacuate if a warning
was issued. But evacuate to where? No hurricane shelter took
animals and neither did most motels. She wasn’t about to leave
three cats and a dog alone here during a hurricane. Then there was
the distance. How far would be safe? The watch extended to Palm
Beach County, more than two hundred miles up the coast. That meant
the forecasters still weren’t sure of Danielle’s exact track.
Suppose they evacuated only to find that the storm came right to
where they were?

If you flee from what terrifies you, it
follows you. One of Nadine’s axioms. And when it came to
hurricanes, Mira felt it was true. When the watch had gone up for
Andrew, it was close to a cat five, with winds in excess of 140
miles an hour. Thousands of people from the Keys to the Palm
Beaches had fled and quickly turned 1-95 and the Florida Turnpike
into a river of chrome, bumper-to-bumper vehicles for hundreds of
miles. People had been on the highways for as long as fourteen
hours and if Andrew had been a larger storm, it would have taken
out the lot of them.

Plan C?

She didn’t have a Plan C.

Banging on the bathroom door. “Mom,” Annie
shouted. “Shit,” Mira muttered. She shut off the shower, stepped
out onto the mat. “What is it?”

“The central pressure of this storm is 931.
Andrew’s was 922.”

Great, just great. “Get dressed. We’re
going to the ATM and to the market for bottled water and pet
food.”

Should she wake Nadine?

No, let her sleep.

Five minutes later,
she, Annie, and Ricki were in Sheppard’s car, the Jetta, with the
key in the ignition, but Mira didn’t turn it. She felt a deep
reluctance to put her hands on the steering wheel. After all,
Sheppard spent a lot of time in this car, with his hands against
this steering wheel. Even though it was wrapped in leather, which
usually wasn’t a great conductor of psychic energy, virtually any
material could hold emotional residue, particularly when it had
built up over time. But since she wasn’t going anywhere without
touching the steering wheel, she finally brought her right hand
against it. Closed her fingers around it. Nothing. Left hand
now.

Safe.

She started the car and backed out of the
driveway. As she turned north on Old Post Road, images surfaced,
but nothing startling or horrifying, nothing that distracted her
They were scenes from Sheppard’s daily life, music that he played
on the way to and from work, he and his partner, John “Goot’
Gutierrez laughing, Sheppard with her and Annie, Sheppard with
Ricki. The stuff of ordinary life. No accident. No crashing tree.
No blinding storm.

It seemed that by changing cars, they had
changed the future.

From her experience, though, she knew that by
changing a detail in something she’d seen, another alternate path
was created. Not always, but frequently enough so that she should
have read her van with him inside it before he’d driven off.

“How much money can we withdraw?” Annie
asked.

“Five hundred at a time.”

“That’s not enough, Mom. In the days after
Andrew—”

Annie, the Andrew expert. “Hon, I have more
cash at home and cash in the safe at the store. Five hundred is
plenty.”

The bank was deserted. Not too
surprising. At this hour, most sane people were asleep. She slipped
her card into the slot, started punching in her PIN, and something
happened. The bank, the ATM, Annie, and the dog, vanished…

Fire, sirens, smoke filling the air.
Homes are on fire, trees burn like money, yards the drought has
turned to tinder go up in flames. She turns away from the ruin and
finds herself inside a parking garage. A vehicle backs out of a
parking space and as it passes her; she glimpses the driver; a man
wearing a baseball cap and glasses…

The vein dried up as abruptly as it had
opened and Annie was saying, “Mom? Hey, the money’s there.
Mom.”

Mira squeezed her eyes shut, opened them
again, took the money, her card, a receipt, and drove forward, a
part of her consciousness still stuck back in that garage, the
stink of smoke and fire lodged in her nostrils. She sneezed.

“You okay?” Annie asked worriedly.

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

But what the hell had just happened?

 



Chapter 2

The average hurricane can travel up to four
hundred miles a day.

National Hurricane Center

The jail’s emergency
lights cast a surreal glare across a scene that looked like a bomb
blast site, something beamed through satellite TV from Israel or
Baghdad. Streams of water, which Sheppard guessed were from the
ceiling sprinklers, ran through the mess, turning the dust to mud,
the mud to sludge.

Off to Sheppard’s right, paramedics lifted
the ruined body of Granny Moses, the cop in charge of the jail’s
midnight shift, onto a stretcher. Bile rose in his throat. He
hadn’t known Granny well, he doubted if anyone had. But she always
had been helpful to him and was known to treat her female charges
well.

He turned away from the carnage and focused
on the gaping hole in the wall. It made him think of the open jaws
of a giant shark, the protrusions of wires and metal and broken
concrete as jagged as teeth. Lights darted around inside the hole,
voices echoed eerily. Sheppard stuck his head inside, into the cell
block, turned on his flashlight, and stepped inside.

Without electricity, the gloom, dust, and
heat were extreme. Sheppard tied a handkerchief over his nose and
mouth so that he could breathe with a minimum of dust clogging his
throat and lungs—and suddenly found it almost impossible to
breathe. His heart slammed into overtime, sweat oozed down the
sides of his face, his stomach lurched, he thought he might
puke.

Open fields, vast skies, deserted beaches: he
conjured all the images of openness that he could think of,
repeated his mantra against anxiety—I am safe, I am safe—and
these techniques at least allowed him to move. He stumbled forward
farther into the cell until he reached a spot where he could
breathe. It wasn’t apparent what was so different about this space
that his mind would release him from panic, but it was enough that
air flowed freely into his lungs again, that his heartbeat settled
down, that his stomach calmed.

He glanced quickly around. Had anyone seen it
happen? Unlikely. Only three other cops were in the cell block and
they were at the other end.

Sheppard wiped his face with the hanky and
groped in his pocket for the pack of mints. He popped one into his
mouth, sucked hard. For some unknown reason, the mints helped
mitigate his attacks of claustrophobia. When he had forewarning
about an attack, sucking on peppermint could stop it dead in its
tracks. There was no medical evidence that mints could mitigate or
stop claustrophobia. But as his doctor had observed, If it
works, use it.

He’d never been claustrophobic until a year
ago. Mira felt certain it was a side effect of having gone through
the black water mass. His doctor, who knew nothing about the black
water, attributed it to the vagaries of aging. Hey, Shep, some
guys have sex problems, others get high cholesterol, you get
claustrophobia. The luck of the draw. That explanation
seemed to be the standard one doctors issued when they didn’t know
the answer. In his heart, Sheppard suspected that Mira was right.
You couldn’t go back decades in time, as he had done a year ago,
without some sort of side effect.

Now that he felt better, he moved forward,
flashlight illuminating his way. The Hummer had broken through the
wall of the next cell, too, slamming into the concrete strip that
held the bars in place and knocking loose enough of it so that
whoever had been inside could get out. The cell block doors stood
open and he went through the closest one and moved slowly down the
aisle, shining his flashlight into each of the cells.

The jail had a dozen cells, each one housing
two or three women. But from the looks of it, only two had been
occupied—those closest to the hole. Sheppard saw the pay phone on
the wall, where inmates were allowed to make weekly calls to
attorneys or family members. He made a note of the number, then
called his contact at Tango Bell and left a message, asking her to
check for incoming and outgoing calls from this number over the
last twenty-four hours. He doubted anything would come of it, but
since this certainly had all the markings of a planned jailbreak,
he might just get lucky.

“Shep? Hey, amigo, you in here?”

“Yeah, Goot.” He turned his flashlight toward
the hole, flashed it twice, and saw Goot making his way through the
debris.

John Gutierrez was the first person Sheppard
had hired for the bureau’s Tango office four years ago, when he was
lured back to the FBI by the man who headed up the Southeast
division. Cuban-American, he was blessed with hardy genes and a
handsome face that women, both gringas and Latinas alike, seemed to
find irresistible. In the time that Sheppard had known him, he had
been involved with dozens of women, but the latest relationship had
been going on for six months now, a record for Goot. The man’s love
life was so tempestuous that Sheppard didn’t understand how he had
any energy left over to do anything else.

Goot hailed from a family of santeros,
practitioners of a Cuban mystery religion that had originated in
Nigeria, an amalgam of Catholicism and paganism. Even though he
wasn’t a practitioner himself, his exposure to Santeria had made
him far more open to Mira’s abilities than anyone else Sheppard had
worked with in the bureau. And, of course, it helped that he and
Sheppard were also close friends and had spent countless hours
discussing the more mysterious parts of life.

“I find it difficult to believe a Hummer did
all this.” Goot threw out his arms. “It looks more like a
tank.”

“My sentiments exactly. Have you seen the
sheriff?”

Goot shook his head. “One of





























































































tmp_1163ee0e9e2307cd590b59e1a13437aa_AuG74A_html_5716e7b1.jpg
e -
§
\\—‘11 =i
: <
{) 1
| I“ #
N 1 i
A ‘ j “
i l

BOOK FOUR OF THE MIRA MORALES SERIES =~ _

1)) MACGREGOR





tmp_1163ee0e9e2307cd590b59e1a13437aa_AuG74A_html_m708794bd.jpg
Nl
AN





cover.jpg
BOOK FOUR OF THE MIRA MORALES SE

1)) MACGREGOR





