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  GHOST KEY


  Invasion


  Cedar Key and Homestead, Florida


  Collective they stream


  down the road like a swarm,


  seeking ruin, with cries in the air.


  Harm and destruction secreting a chill


  that swells to a violent cold dare.


  ……fragile the silence


  they leave in their wake


  ’mongst litter that blows in the breeze,


  dark’ning the day


  with destructive intent,


  when hatred to ruin carries.


  Verena Scott


  http://gsp-shadow.blogspot.com


  Behind every man now alive stand thirty ghosts, for that is the ratio by which the dead outnumber the living.


  —Arthur C. Clarke, 2001: A Space Odyssey


  One


  February 13, 2009


  A small detail, something only a bartender would notice, triggered Kate’s first suspicion that nothing on Cedar Key was what it appeared to be.


  It was a chilly night on the island, temps hovering in the mid-thirties. The weather boys predicted frost in Gainesville fifty miles inland, with a promise of snow flurries by Sunday. No snow out here, not on this punctuation point surrounded on three sides by the Gulf of Mexico and connected to the mainland by four bridges. But a heavy fog blanketed the island, great, swelling banks of the stuff, the likes of which Kate Davis had never seen in her forty years here.


  The fog pressed up against the windows of the hotel bar with the persistence of a living thing. It eddied, flowed, constantly moved. Through the glass, she could see it drifting across the weathered brick in the courtyard, wisps of it caressing the leaves of the potted plants, and wrapping around the trunks of trees like strings of pale Christmas lights.


  The strange fog looked dirty, greasy as kitchen smoke.


  It gave her the creeps, even though she’d always been somebody who loved cozy days or romantic nights of fog. But this fog wasn’t cozy; it wasn’t sexy. The thought of entering into it when she left work made her stomach clutch, got her imagination working overtime, as if something malevolent might grab her from out of this nasty gray weather.


  But that was ridiculous. This was an island of sunshine and benign, lazy days. There was nothing threatening about it, or hadn’t been until recently, and she hoped she was only imagining those changes in people she thought she knew.


  Kate took a breath, braced her palms on the bar, and looked around to steady herself with what was bright, clear, and familiar.


  The Island Hotel had stood on Second Street since it was built in 1859. It was small, like the town—something she loved about both of them—just three stories of wood and glass, thirteen guest rooms, the bar tucked like a postscript behind the lobby. The floor sloped in here and the ceiling sagged enough so that most people instinctively ducked when they walked in— and then laughed and looked around to see if anyone had noticed them doing it, embarrassed that they’d let the illusion fool them. It made them feel like old-timers when they spotted the next tourist doing it, too. The space between tables in the back room was barely wide enough to squeeze through. Kate had worked here for five years and had never been able to shake the claustrophobic feeling of these two cramped rooms. Tonight it was worse because the place was crowded. And because of the fog. The bar seemed more closed in—isolated—than she’d ever experienced before.


  “Stop that,” she chided herself.


  Locals filled the stools along the bar, the six tiny round tables that lined the walls, and occupied the larger tables in the back room. During the winter, the island’s population usually swelled from seven hundred and fifty to several thousand, but the season had been slow this year. It surprised and pleased her to see half a dozen tourists, folks in shorts, sandals, and lightweight sweaters who probably hailed from some Scandinavian country and thought this weather was balmy. Tourists tipped well, locals did not. Maybe tonight would be a prosperous night after all.


  She hoped so. Her son, Rocky, wanted to take advanced placement courses in Gainesville this summer, as soon as he turned sixteen, so he could get into college earlier. He would need some sort of car or motorcycle to get to and from Gainesville. It didn’t have to be a new car, just something reliable that wouldn’t break down on that lonely fifty-mile stretch of road that ran from here to Gainesville.


  Her old VW might work for a while, but it had more than a hundred thousand miles on it and the local mechanic had told her already that it was going to need new tires and a new clutch soon. She had a college fund for Rocky, but didn’t want to dip into it for a vehicle. So for the last several months, most of her tips had been going into his car fund. With what Rocky had saved from his job at the animal rescue center, the fund now had about $1,500. She hoped for another thousand before summer.


  Her boss, Bean, had offered to loan her the difference she needed. Kate loved Bean like an older brother, appreciated his offer, but considered it a last resort. Bean told her she had too much pride; Kate preferred to call it self-reliance. All she had was herself and Rocky; they needed to be able to make it on their own; she wanted to set a good example for him.


  Now and then, music blasted from the jukebox, an old Wurlitzer Bean had restored to pristine condition. Banjos twanged, fiddles screeched, country tunes that made her smile at their lyrics—”Baby, come back to me, or I’ll come back to haunt you, baby!” In between, the constant murmur of voices washed over her; she was used to it. She didn’t need to hear these voices to know the alcoholic preferences of her customers. She knew the regulars well enough to worry about them.


  For instance, Marion the librarian—not her real name, but what people called her—loved her Skip and Go Naked, a wicked mixture of ice, limeade, lemonade, Sprite, vodka, and beer. By the end of the night, with a few more of those in her skinny little body, she would be doing the cha-cha without music or a partner. In the past few weeks, she’d been in here every night, hitting on any man alone at the bar. Kate thought it was sad, but she also thought it was odd, because Marion hadn’t behaved like that until lately. Usually, she was nice, kind of shy.


  Kate wondered if it was only the alcohol, or if Marion’s past had finally worn her down. She had been the librarian for only six or seven months. She was in her fifties, attractive except for the tragedy in her eyes. Kate had heard that her husband and two kids had died in a car accident in Gainesville a few years ago.


  Maybe she had simply succumbed to the same thing that ailed so many of the locals: alcohol as a way of life. A lot of them drank too much, Kate thought, while she scooped their tips. They claimed at one point or another that they were on the wagon, and promptly fell off that elusive wagon five minutes later.


  The fact that she cared about all of that—about all of them—meant she was getting strongly attached to the place again. She’d been born here, then left for thirteen years, and now was back again. She’d never intended to stay, but more and more, it felt like home to Rocky, as it did to her.


  She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.


  She didn’t have time to puzzle through it. She was alone at the bar tonight, one of the waitresses had called in sick, and Richard, her lover and the other bartender, was visiting friends in Gainesville. Since the hotel kitchen had closed hours ago, the only available food was from the bar menu, sandwiches and soups, mostly, that she prepared in between making drinks.


  Kate finished an order for a table in the back room, put everything on a tray, and set it down in front of her boss, Bean.


  Ted “Bean” Dillon was a scarecrow of a man who owned the hotel, had renovated it and put it back on the tourist map. He was sixty years old, divorced, a teetotaler who took no guff from drunks.


  She gave him an affectionate and tired smile.


  “Hey, boss,” she said over the blare of conversation and music. “Can you give me a hand here and take this to table three?”


  Bean was sitting on a stool at the bar next to Marion, the two of them howling with laughter. He didn’t acknowledge Kate’s presence, much less answer her question, so she slapped her hand on the bar, playfully, to get his attention. He stopped laughing and looked at her, bushy brows rising into little peaks.


  “What?” he said irritably.


  Kate pulled her chin in, not liking his tone, but then she realized that he was undoubtedly tired, too.


  “I’ve got four more drinks to make, Bean. Could you deliver this to table three?”


  “Oh, really,” Marion said with a roll of her pretty brown eyes. “That’s what he pays you to do, Kate.”


  Taken aback by the patronizing tone, Kate still managed to joke about it. “And not nearly enough, right, Bean?”


  “More like too fucking much,” he shot back at her, and it didn’t sound like a joke.


  “What?”


  “Get us another round, Kate,” he ordered, in a most un-Bean-like way. “Make it a pitcher of Skip and Go Naked for both of us, and more tequila for me.”


  He leaned in to whisper something in Marion’s ear, and whatever it was made her laugh raucously again.


  Kate stepped back, confused by this change in both of them. But the bigger surprise was that Bean clearly meant for her to bring him a drink, too. It was then she noticed that he had an empty shot glass in front of him, the kind they served to the straight tequila drinkers.


  “You’re drinking?” she asked him, dumbfounded.


  Bean didn’t drink. Ever. He was nearly religious about it, having been raised by drunks. And then something strange happened to her boss’s face, something that made her draw in her breath and back off another step, so she felt as if she were about to fall off something high and deep. It was a little thing, subtle, and she might not have noticed it if Bean hadn’t leaned forward at that moment and glared right at her. She was accustomed to looking into drunks’ eyes to see if they were tracking, to check if they could still drive home. Bean’s eyes looked like nobody’s eyes she’d ever seen before, just as the fog was like no other: his eyes, his kind and sea-blue eyes, had turned cruel black and shiny, like smooth, damp stones.


  A chill washed through her.


  He gave her a hateful look that shocked her more than his drinking did.


  He snorted. “You’re such a prude. I don’t know how Rich stands it.”


  Her mouth dropped open.


  “Our drinks, Kate?” he reminded her, with a mean sarcasm that made the librarian laugh again.


  She turned her back on him, on them, hurt and angry, and a little scared, and glanced at the wall clock. Just past eleven.


  She tried to convince herself that she hadn’t seen what she’d thought she’d seen.


  That was the answer: it hadn’t happened.


  Eyes couldn’t do that. Bean wouldn’t do that.


  Could she make it for another two hours? If she left now, Bean might fire her, given the strange and awful mood he was in, and in spite of their long family history. She couldn’t afford to lose this job. Even though she worked at Annie’s Café three days a week, she doubted she would get more hours there. Business was too slow. The terrible truth was that she needed both jobs to support herself and Rocky. Without this job, there’d be no gas for her own car, much less wheels for him.


  She’d been born and raised on Cedar Key. The island was in her blood, just as it had been for both of her parents. She’d left here once before, to attend Florida State in Tallahassee, but returned two years ago when her relationship with her son’s father fell apart. She was qualified to teach high school English, had applied for teaching jobs on the island and in Gainesville, but neither school system was hiring. She would make some calls tomorrow, she decided, get her name on the substitute list. She needed a backup plan. The fact that it made her heart hurt to think of leaving the island was going to have to be irrelevant.


  Suddenly, Bean stood beside her, shoulders twitching as though his pullover sweater were too small for him. She nearly said, “What’s wrong with you?” But before she could, he set a bottle of tequila down hard on the counter. “I delivered the meal, now you make Marion and me another round of drinks.” He leaned toward her, his gaunt face so close to hers that she smelled his reeking breath. Air hissed out through his clenched teeth. “We clear, hon?”


  WTF? Hon? What was that about? Before she could think of a snappy reply, he winked at her, patted her cheek as though she were a young child, and swung around the corner of the bar. He settled again on his stool, head tilted toward Marion, who giggled like an infatuated teen.


  The jukebox came on again, and someone shouted, “Hey, Kate, where’re our drinks?”


  The temptation to water down Bean’s order quickly gave way to making a pitcher of Skip and Go Naked. Kate set it and the bottle of tequila in front of them, without a word, and hoped they wouldn’t notice her hands trembling. It’s just the booze, she told herself. Bean wasn’t used to it; as for the librarian, Kate didn’t know what her excuse was for acting like a bitch.


  Still feeling stung, she turned back to the blender to add more ice. It churned constantly for the next half hour. The music and noise got louder, the room grew warmer, her feet ached from standing so long.


  Her cell vibrated and beeped, and she slipped it out of the back pocket of her jeans. A text message from Rocky read: Mom, you getting off at 1?


  That’s the plan.


  You need a ride home? I’m over at Jeff s, got the cart. I can pick u up if u need a ride.


  Kate had forgotten he was spending the night out. His friend lived on the other side of the island. Even though Cedar Key had practically no crime to speak of, she felt uneasy about Rocky being out and about by himself at one in the morning, driving the electric golf cart. It’s a short walk 2 the houseboat, I’U be fine. Luv u


  Text if u change yr mind. We’ll be up late ☺. Luv u 2!


  Her heart swelled at the affection in his text. “Love u 2!” That was pretty good for a fifteen-year-old boy, wasn’t it? He wouldn’t be caught dead saying it to her face or in public, but he could safely say it in a text.


  Kate smiled down at her cell phone.


  She wondered if his girlfriend, Amy, was part of the staying-up-late equation. Kate liked Amy, but worried about her and Rocky’s raging hormones. From the time her son was old enough to understand what sex was, Kate had been utterly frank about safe sex. He knew enough to use condoms. But. What if. Maybe.


  As Kate slipped the cell back into her pocket, she caught sight of herself in the window, the pallor of her skin, the circles under her eyes. Strands of her blond hair had worked loose from the large clip that held it off her neck and clung to her damp cheeks. This job, she thought, was aging her quickly. She cracked open the window for some fresh air. Ribbons of fog slipped through the screen and curled quickly around her wrist and forearm like a snake seeking warmth. It felt damp, slimy, cold, deeply unpleasant. She shuddered at its touch and then frantically slapped at it. She was startled to see the ribbons break apart, like the mercury in a thermometer had done one time when she accidentally dropped it.


  “That’s weird!”


  She knew it was an understatement even as she said it.


  It wasn’t just weird. It was impossible.


  Kate looked up, afraid of what she might see the fog do next.


  Bits of the fog hung in the air the way smoke does on a windless night, and finally dissipated. Kate slammed the window down, disturbed that she could still feel the slimy cold on her skin. But when she looked out again, she saw the fog was back, pressing against the glass, looking as if it were trying to get in, to get at her.


  Bean’s nuts, and now you’re losing it, too, she thought. She loaded a tray with drinks and sandwiches and carried it into the back room, to a table of four boisterous tourists, and looked at the clock again. Just an hour and fifteen minutes before she could close up. And go out in that horrible fog, her spooked mind said to her. Oh, shut up, she snapped back at it. Fog was fog. She was just nervous about losing her job and it was making her jumpy.


  As she headed back into the main room, she had an unobstructed view of Bean and Marion. He was cupping her face in his hands, kissing her passionately, then his fingers roamed across her throat and breasts and slid through her hair. Marion responded like a young woman of twenty, head thrown back, exposing her throat, where Bean planted his mouth and sucked at her skin like a mosquito.


  As Bean succumbed to whatever urge this was, his stool tipped back and he crashed to the floor and lay there, laughing. Marion got down on her hands and knees and leaned over him, kissing his cheeks, eyelids, nose, his mouth. His arms wrapped around her, their bodies pressed so closely together that his arms looked as if they were growing out of her back. Customers kept glancing at them; some laughed nervously, one of the locals called, “Hey, get a room, dude.”


  “Bean,” Kate said, feeling deeply disturbed.


  Her boss—her “older brother”—was making a fool of himself. She hurried over to see if she could distract him enough to get him outside and then get him home. He’d feel mortified in the morning, on top of being hungover.


  But before she reached them, Bean ripped open Marion’s blouse. The buttons popped off one after another, his hands slipped over her breasts as she reared back, her face seized with ecstasy, her eyes rolling back in their sockets. She unzipped his jeans and fell on him again, both of them now grunting, groping, moaning, rolling. Most of their clothes vanished with their decorum, his butt the color of a full moon, her pendulous breasts bouncing, dancing.


  It happened so fast that for an instant, Kate just stood there, gaping along with nearly everybody else in the bar.


  It was like watching a porn movie come to life.


  Bean thrust himself into Marion and they rolled across the sagging floor, faster and faster, crashing into tables and chairs. People shouted, scrambled out of their way, tried to get past them to the door. They were oblivious. Kate ran toward them, shouting at Bean to knock it off, and someone else hollered to call the cops. Bottles and glasses tumbled off the tables, shattered against the floor. Kate grabbed Bean’s shoulder, he shoved her away, and she stumbled back into the jukebox. The needle tore across the record, the old Wurlitzer went silent.


  In desperation, Kate picked up the pitcher of Skip and Go Naked and hurled what remained of it over Bean and Marion. She squealed, he yelped, they fell away from each other. Kate snatched her bag off the counter, ushered the last two customers, inebriated locals, out of the bar. She killed the lights and slammed the door. Let Bean clean up the place. Let him sweep up the glass, clean the grill, restock the shelves, load and run the dishwasher. Let him explain to the cops what the hell happened and what had come over him.


  All she wanted to be was out of there.


  No one was at the front desk, but some of the customers milled around the small lobby. As soon as they saw her, they crowded around her, demanding refunds for the drinks they hadn’t finished. Some of them twitched and jerked, just as Bean had, and had eyes like Bean’s, dark and shiny. She fled from them.


  “Talk to the management!” she yelled.


  If you can get him off the customers…


  As she burst from the hotel into the open air, she felt tears on her cheeks, tears of anger, confusion, and shock.


  What a nightmare…


  The chilly night air bit at her. She’d left her jacket in the bar, but wasn’t about to go back inside to get it. She wished she had ridden her bike or driven to work. It was a mile to the houseboat and the prospect of walking through the fog didn’t appeal to her in the least. But she heard the cop siren now and didn’t want to be here when the chief or one of his lackeys arrived. She loved Bean, and was sorry he’d fallen off the wagon, but she refused to run interference for him on this one.


  A tendril of fog slipped around her shoulders.


  “Leave me alone!” she shouted at it, and then stood in the street, feeling absurd. Yelling at fog? Throwing drinks on her boss? What would she do next, scream at the rain? Kick her lover out of her life?


  Maybe she was the crazy one.


  The fog seemed to back off from her, like something almost human.


  Kate walked briskly, shoulders hunched, past gift shops, a restaurant, the town’s only bookstore, a consignment shop, all closed down for the night. Even on Friday nights, the town turned in early, except at the hotel and over on Dock Street where most of the restaurants and bars were. But tonight the emptiness was eerie, the silence pervasive, the fog snaking across the ground, creeping in between houses and trees, rolling steadily inland from the gulf. She felt as if she moved through a black-and-white photograph, everything frozen in time, even the echo of the siren.


  At the intersection, the fog caught the glow of the blinking caution light and turned it a sickly yellow. She headed right onto the shoulder of State Road 24, the only route on and off the island, in the hopes that she would see cars, people. But it was devoid of humanity. Even Island Market was locked up for the night. She felt a sudden, ridiculous urge to just keep walking, to cross the four bridges that connected Cedar Key to the mainland, and to keep right on going all the way to Gainesville.


  Is that idea really so ridiculous… ?


  Sure. Like she would do that and leave Rocky behind. Like she would walk fifty miles through a dense pine forest by herself at night.


  Take him with you, go get Rocky, and run …


  She texted him that she had closed up early and was on her way home. It was one of their oldest traditions, texting each other when they were en route to and from anywhere. She had bought him his first cell phone six years ago, when he was just nine, so they could always be in touch. For a single mother who worked erratic hours, the arrangement worked well.


  Kate felt anxious until he texted a reply moments later: You ok? I heard something went down at the bar.


  News on the island grapevine traveled at the speed of light. I’m fine. Ignore whatever u hear.


  You sure? Jeff and I can hop in the cart and pick u up. We were listening to the police radio, mom.


  Thanks, but stay put. Nearly home. Call me in the morning. Luv u


  Ditto ☺


  You sweetie, Kate thought. You’re a good son.


  No need to worry him. But was it a mistake not to take him up on his offer to come get her, so she wouldn’t have to walk this isolated route by herself? No, she decided, if there was risk, she certainly wasn’t involving Rocky or his friends in it.


  Almost there. Almost home.


  Kate picked up her pace, anxious to get inside her houseboat, turn on the lights, and lock the doors.


  Just before the first bridge, she turned right off SR 24, the road that shot straight toward Gainesville. Richard’s place stood at the end of the street, with the back bayou stretching out behind it, nearly invisible in the fog. The stuff was thicker and higher here, but thanks to the starlight, she could see the corner of the house. One bedroom, one bath, tiny kitchen. She and Rocky had lived there with Richard for a while, until the cramped quarters had gotten on everyone’s nerves. Their present arrangement worked better, the houseboat tied up at the dock behind Rich’s house. The three of them often had dinner together, but they had their respective privacy; she didn’t have to pay tie-up fees, and she and Richard split utilities.


  Kate knew Rich wasn’t the love of her life—or vice versa—but she liked him. Appreciated him. And he got along well with Rocky. Buddies, not father-son.


  Her cell vibrated and buzzed. She slipped it from her jacket pocket, glanced at the ID window. Bean. Was he calling to fire her? If she didn’t answer, he couldn’t fire her. She was grateful that Rocky wasn’t home, that she could just crawl into bed and listen to the soft caress of the water against the houseboat.


  Images of Bean and Marion replayed in her head. She didn’t understand any of what had happened tonight. But in her gut, she knew something was seriously wrong on the island and had been for weeks. If she were honest with herself—and how could she lie to herself any more after the scene in the bar tonight?—it wasn’t just what happened there.


  In late January, two bodies had washed in with the tide and been discovered under a pier on Dock Street. Both victims had died of massive loss of blood. Total loss was more like it. She’d heard it called “bleed-out,” because that was literally what had happened to them—all the blood in their bodies had rushed from every orifice.


  Kate shuddered to think of it.


  “Murder, right here in River City,” some wag had joked, but it wasn’t funny.


  The newspaper barely covered the mysterious deaths; it might be bad for tourism. The police department hadn’t investigated too deeply, either, at least not that she’d heard, and she wasn’t sure what had happened to the bodies. Were they still in the coroner’s office in Gainesville? Had they been identified?


  Then there were the rumors whispered in the bar at night, locals remarking on the changes in their partners, neighbors. She hadn’t thought much about that until tonight. Or about how more and more homes were for sale. Even a lot of the weekender places on the salt marsh off Gulf Boulevard were for sale. She’d blamed the economy. Now she wasn’t at all sure.


  The familiar cry of the hawk echoed through the air. Liberty swept down until she was just above Kate’s head, her wings flapping softly. Rocky had rescued the hawk last year, when he’d found her on the beach, a hook caught in her wing. Now she practically lived with them, perched either on the roof or the balcony railing. She flew with Rocky to school, to the animal rescue facility where he worked, and rarely strayed too far from them. She knew not to touch down on Kate’s shoulder unless it was padded but stayed close all the way to the houseboat.


  As she was unlocking the door, Liberty screeched and shot away from her, flying fast at a tall man hurrying along the side of the house, through the low fog, toward her. Liberty dived at him, the man threw his arms up to cover his head, but she drove him to his knees. He yelled, “Get this goddamn bird away from me.”


  Bean, it was Bean. Kate whistled for the hawk to back off and Liberty flew to the edge of the roof and perched there, ready to dive at Bean again.


  He got to his feet, brushing off his jeans. “You didn’t answer your cell, Kate.”


  “It’s not on. I figured you’d be passed out on the floor in the bar, Bean.” The starlight was bright enough for her to see his face, those dark, shiny eyes glaring at her. You’re not Bean. She wanted to say it, but didn’t. To voice such a thing out loud might make it true.


  His frown thrust his eyes closer together. “What’re you talking about?”


  “Tequila straight up? Marion and her Skip and Go Nakeds?”


  “I don’t drink,” he said. “You know that. You left me a big mess to clean up, Kate.”


  What the hell. Were they living in different realities? And given all that tequila He’d consumed, how could he even be standing, much less speaking? He appeared to be completely sober. Had she imagined everything? “You made the mess, you clean it up.”


  “I pay you to clean up.”


  “No, actually you pay me to tend bar and serve the customers, Bean.” He combed his fingers back through his thick gray hair. “You’re putting me in an untenable position.”


  “Me?” Hysterical laughter bubbled up inside her. “You’re the one who screwed the librarian on the barroom floor, in front of several dozen people.” Now he looked completely confused, like some little kid who had robbed a candy store but didn’t remember doing it. Was that possible? That he didn’t remember? As incredible as that seemed, it was the only explanation. He blinked and his eyes returned to their normal color, a soft blue. The transformation shocked her. Kate stepped back, fear shuddering through her, the skin at the back of her neck tightening. Bean squeezed the bridge of his nose, shoulders twitching.


  “I… well, that was a big mistake.”


  A mistake. She could think of better words. Gross, disgusting, sordid. “I suppose I, uh, have some apologies that are forthcoming for my behavior. You don’t know how lonely I’ve been since the divorce.”


  Kate didn’t know what to say. But she suddenly wanted to put her arms around him, to console him as she had the night his divorce had become final, when he’d knocked at the door of her houseboat, bereft and inconsolable.


  Bean jammed his hands into the pockets of his jacket. A muscle ticked under his eye, and his mouth moved out of synch when he spoke again. “I came here to fire you, Kate. But I… can’t do it.” Those words came out as a gasp, almost a plea. “Too much history with our families.”


  Now he sounded like the Bean she’d known for years. “I’ll come in early tomorrow and help you clean up. I’m going to bed, Bean. I suggest you do the same.”


  It seemed that his face collapsed, caved in, gave way to some sort of excessive gravity that caused the corners of his mouth to plunge, that made his eyes water. His arms jerked upward, as if to embrace her. The hawk didn’t like it and dived at him, shrieking with alarm. But she didn’t attack. She was just warning him. Bean’s eyes held Kate’s, and for the briefest moment, she slipped an arm around his shoulders and in a gentle voice said, “The loneliness gets easier to deal with as time goes on, Bean.”


  “I hope so.”


  Then he backed away, his head jerking to the right, the left, as though his neck were screwed crookedly on his shoulders and he was struggling to adjust it.


  Kate watched him, shaken by the change in him, by what had happened, by what he’d said, the way his eyes changed colors, by all of it. Liberty pursued him back toward the front of the house and didn’t return until he’d driven away. The hawk took up her position on the houseboat roof and Kate unlocked the door and slipped quickly inside.


  She locked the door, leaned against it. Then she pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes and slid to the floor, a sob rising in her throat as she struggled against a terror she couldn’t define.


  Two


  Homestead, Florida


  Nick Sanchez had the uneasy feeling that his life was about to take a radical turn into unexplored country. The feeling wasn’t specific, and given the nature of his work, every day was a trek into unexplored country. But it felt personal.


  Even as he pounded out the last two miles of four along his jogging route, his golden retriever dashing along ahead of him, an eerie sensation spread across the pit of his stomach, as if he’d eaten something that disagreed with him. The scent of citrus from the grove of orange and grapefruit trees on his right, a fragrance he usually enjoyed, seemed cloying, excessive. He glanced at the canal on his left, the water level low because of the drought, and saw only peril. When Jessie bounded down the banks, he called her back. She gave him one of those dog looks that said, Lighten up, dude, but after that stayed close to his side.


  The late afternoon sun spilled across the fields on the other side of the canal—tomatoes, strawberries, papayas, mango trees, everything transformed to a soft, shimmering gold. From here, it didn’t look as if it were all withering in the unseasonal heat. But he could almost smell the parched plants screaming for rain, the dryness rising from the ground itself, almost smell it drifting in the air over Homestead and the surrounding countryside as though it were as permanent as the sky. The dryness reminded Sanchez of his childhood in Miami’s Little Havana, the stink of scorched linen, burned arepas, black beans sucked dry and sticking to the bottom of a pan because his mother was too drunk to tend to anything.


  His mother had died last year of liver and heart complications, a sixty- five-year-old gringa from North Carolina who never should have married his Cuban father. She had hated Little Havana, South Florida, and most everything in Cuban culture. Stranger in a strange land, that was his mother. Although she’d been emotionally absent for much of his childhood because of her alcoholism, they had been close.


  Sanchez felt her around sometimes, heard her quick, impatient footsteps in his hallway, knew that she had fussed with stuff in his house. When he had mentioned this to his father, Emilio had gone ballistic, and accused Sanchez of subscribing to the same superstitious bullshit that afflicted so many Cubans, the belief that the dead could actually communicate with the living. Now he and his father rarely spoke.


  His old man, pushing seventy-five, lived alone in the tiny house where Sanchez had been born. Sanchez’s older sister, Nicole, a professor of cultural studies at the University of Miami, and her biologist husband, Carlos, lived eight miles from him and oversaw his care. Sanchez paid for the bulk of Emilio’s expenses—a private nurse who came in three times a week to make sure he was taking his meds; a full-time housekeeper who purchased his groceries, cooked, and kept the house in order; a gardener; and a driver who took him to and from his domino games in a Little Havana park every afternoon. Sanchez’s only condition was that he didn’t have to see his father except for an obligatory weekly visit, when he basically made sure that everyone he paid was doing his or her job.


  His old man knew that Sanchez worked for some ultrasecretive government agency that utilized his psychic ability and paid him enough that he could afford these expenses. But he’d never been able to reconcile the fact that Sanchez could see what he could not and had been able to do so since before he learned to walk. The one time Sanchez had tried to explain his job—that his mind reached out to view distant locations and people, usually based on geographic coordinates or random numbers—his father had exploded with laughter. Eres un loco, Nico.


  You’re a crazy, Nick.


  Yeah. Bad memory, he thought, and stopped to gulp water from his aluminum bottle. He poured some into the plastic cup he carried for Jessie on his daily runs and she lapped it up. It apparently wasn’t enough and she trotted down the bank to drink from the canal. Sanchez, still unable to shake his unease, hurried after her like a fretful parent.


  The bank sloped steeply; the stones and dirt were loose, and he stumbled over something and lost his balance. Sanchez pitched forward, lost his grip on his water bottle, and landed hard on his hands and knees a foot behind Jessie, startling her. Her head turned and she didn’t see what Sanchez did, a water moccasin whipping toward her through the water. Sanchez scrambled to his feet, threw his arms around her, and pulled her out of the way seconds before the snake struck the spot where she’d been standing. He grabbed hold of her collar and they ran back up the hill.


  At the top, Sanchez dropped to his knees and doubled over, panting as hard as she was. She nudged him with her nose, then licked his face and hands until he slung an arm around her neck and pressed his forehead to hers. “You scared the shit outta me, girl.”


  She whined and pawed the ground.


  “The run is over for the day, Jess.” He pushed to his feet and walked over to the edge of the canal, Jessie trotting along behind him. He could see his bottle down there near the water, the aluminum glinting in the light. The snake wasn’t in sight. “Stay, Jessie. Please. There’s still water in that bottle and we’ve got a two-mile walk back to the car. Stay.”


  She sat down and didn’t move as Sanchez started down the bank again, anxiously scanning the ground and the canal for the snake. He wondered if it was the cause of his earlier unease. The bite of a water moccasin could be fatal if not treated immediately. Losing Jessie, a stray he’d found two days after his mother’s death, would definitely hurl him into an emotional tailspin, but he suspected it didn’t qualify as a radical turn in life. He decided the snake was a warning. But about what?


  He snatched up the water bottle and hurried back up the bank, where Jessie waited, tail wagging. They shared the remainder of the water and headed back toward the car. During the walk, Sanchez obsessed about the possible significance of the close call with the snake. He obsessed about every enigma he encountered, his brain chewing away at it until he found an answer. His mother used to comment on it, Nicole kidded him about it. But he couldn’t help it. Some mysteries begged for answers.


  The most obvious meaning was danger to someone he loved. Right now, his love life was a joke. The woman he’d been involved with during his first year of grad school at the University of Florida, the woman he’d thought he was going to marry, had walked out on him the same day his mother had died, February 13 of last year. He’d dated a few women since then, mostly women he met through his boss. But the moment they learned he was a remote viewer, they were only interested in getting readings from him. Sanchez invariably explained that he didn’t give personal psychic readings, that his ability didn’t work like that. But it didn’t matter. These women hounded him until he simply stopped calling.


  Family? Just his sister, brother-in-law, and his father. Maybe the snake portended danger to one of them? Or to Jessie? None of that felt right.


  If he interpreted the incident like a dream, then in Jungian psychology, his major and grad school study, a snake represented both fertility and power, healing, spiritual activities, and what was hidden in the unconscious. Given the nature of remote viewing, which dealt with everything that was hidden, he supposed the snake incident could point to danger through his work. But in the sixteen months Sanchez had worked for ISIS, he’d never encountered physical danger, only psychic risk.


  A few months after he’d been hired, Bob Delaney, his boss and monitor, gave him a target that turned out to be on the international space station. Sanchez remembered peering out a window and seeing the sunlit Earth swirling below him, its oceans and land masses crisply visible. Vertigo gripped him and he bolted from the viewing, puking. Maybe the snake portended something like that.


  And maybe not. He didn’t have a feel for this one way or another.


  He and Jessie finally reached his lime-green VW convertible, the only car parked on the shoulder of a two-lane dirt road just outside town. He had bought it the day he landed the job at ISIS, and named her Gwen after Gwyneth Paltrow, with whom he had fallen in love after seeing Sliding Doors. The movie remained one of his all-time favorites, a portrayal of the probabilities his work entailed, a place his old man referred to as voodoo land, as though it were one of the Disney worlds.


  Sanchez drove Gwen fast across town, Jessie riding in the passenger seat, her head hanging out the window. He pulled up in front of an old concrete barracks where he had spent eight to ten hours a day for the last sixteen months. ISIS headquarters, three connected concrete barracks that looked like neglected postscripts of another age, had survived Hurricane Andrew in 1992 when it had slammed into Homestead with winds in excess of 175 miles per hour. What a perfect metaphor for ISIS, he thought, the ugly Stargate stepsister that initially scrambled for funding, validation, oxygen.


  Stargate’s remnants had endured in a vastly different form and landed enough funding to pay eleven remote viewers and half a dozen monitors. Tighter protocols had been implemented and yet the information gleaned by individual viewers didn’t always have to be verified by other viewers. At ISIS, the process was less of a team effort than it had been at Stargate or its earlier incarnation, Grill Flame. Monitors still assisted the individual viewers during sessions, provided feedback when necessary, recorded and videotaped the sessions, and trained neophyte viewers. Five of the viewers, including Sanchez, were well versed in extended remote viewing—ERV— which entailed venturing deeply into a target site and staying there for long periods of time. As a result of these changes, ISIS had a higher success rate than Stargate ever did—nearly 90 percent.


  Sanchez nosed his VW into a parking space, grabbed his pack, and whistled for Jessie. She trotted alongside him, her reddish-gold fur shining in the last of the light, and they headed toward the building. Shower, clean clothes, a bite to eat, then on to the target that Delaney would have for him. Jessie would be there with him during the viewing. She usually was; Delaney allowed it. He considered the dog a stabilizing influence. Maybe she was.


  The only thing Sanchez had ever picked up on her was that she had belonged to a large family that could barely feed themselves, much less a young dog. So one sunny day, they had dropped her off in downtown Homestead, to make her own way. When he’d found her outside ISIS headquarters, she was emaciated, covered with fleas, and he’d adopted her on the spot.


  Sanchez slid his ID through the slot, and the door beeped as it opened. Jessie trotted over to the large bowl that bore her name, next to the water cooler, and lapped in her usual pristine way, not a drop of water splashed to the floor, no fuss, no mess.


  The old barracks ceilings always prompted him to duck. Sanchez didn’t really need to do it; he stood six feet and the ceiling was seven. But Bob Delaney, a former pro basketball player who lumbered in from another room, had barely two inches between his skull and the ceiling and had developed a permanent hunch in his shoulders.


  “Hey, Sanchez, you’re twenty minutes late.”


  “Had a run-in with a snake.”


  Delaney fixed his massive black hands to his hips. “A snake. Well, if you’d jog on the running track at the park, you wouldn’t run into snakes. Ten minutes, downstairs.”


  “Fifteen, I need to shower and grab a snack.”


  Delaney slipped his hand in the pocket of his jeans, brought out a dog treat, and tossed it to Jessie. She caught it in midair and he grinned like a proud father, as though he had taught her how to do that. Sanchez suspected Delaney had picked up info about her that he hadn’t shared. He could be like that at times, a hoarder who evaluated the treasure before he placed a value on it. He’d been a part of the remote viewing program for twenty years and undoubtedly knew tricks Sanchez had never imagined.


  An injury on the basketball courts at age twenty-eight—Sanchez’s age now—had apparently blown open some psychic center in Delaney. Besieged by visions that poured through him 24/7, Delaney ended up on a shrink’s couch. Luckily for him, the shrink was a consultant to Stargate, and Delaney was eventually recruited.


  “Fifteen, then,” he said, and brought out another treat for Jessie and wagged it in the air. “So who’s it going to be? Treatless man or me, Jess?” Without any hesitation, she trotted after Delaney. But in the doorway, she paused, glanced back at Sanchez, and barked as if to reassure him it wasn’t about affection. It was about these utterly incredible treats.


  Sanchez joined Delaney and Jessie in pod three. It consisted of two windowless rooms—control room and viewing room—and the walls were painted in soft lavender and pale blues, colors deemed to be conducive to a meditative state. Sanchez settled into the comfortable chair against the north wall of the viewing room, clipped his mike to the collar of his shirt, and Delaney disappeared into the adjoining control room. They went through the usual tests with the mike and speakers, mounted on the walls to either side of his chair, and everything worked fine. Jessie sat to his right, attentive, ears twitching. On the table in front of him were a sketchpad and pencil.


  “Okay, Sanchez, cool down and then let’s get started.”


  Every remote viewer had his or her own techniques for sinking into the zone. Alternate-nostril breathing worked for Sanchez. He had learned it as a kid in yoga classes he had gone to with his mother when she was in a rehab phase. It brought the hemispheres of the brain into synch, right brain images flowing into left brain analysis, and vice versa. He spent several minutes counting himself deeper, deeper, into the place where there was no time, no space, just a seamless whole. He flashed a thumbs-up to Delaney.


  “All right, Sanchez, our target is thirteen-thirteen.”


  The numbers immediately threw him. Delaney knew about his aversion to the number thirteen. Not only had the thirteenth day marked his mother’s death and his lover walking out of his life, Nicole’s birthday was on April 13, Emilio’s fell on May 13, and his own birthday fell on November 13. He couldn’t view thirteens. His superstition was simply too great.


  “I can’t do this target, not with all those thirteens, Delaney.”


  “Sure you can. Just focus.”


  “Assign something different to it.”


  “C’mon, Sanchez. You know I can’t do that. We’d have to do an entirely different target.”


  The numbers didn’t mean anything to anyone but Delaney, who assigned numbers to specific targets. His intention, focus, and ability to clearly visualize the targets in his own head as he assigned the numbers were paramount to the unit’s success rate. Random numbers were Sanchez’s favorite way to remote view. Numbers possessed a purity, a psychic resonance, that called to him, pulled him in. Even though he disliked the idea of double thirteen, of thirteen anything, even though he hesitated, fighting with himself, his curiosity and resolve won. It was time to shove past his stupid superstitions.


  “Okay, okay. I’ll try. Give me a few more minutes.”


  He moved himself into the zone again through breathing exercises, then said, “There.”


  And he was there, near or on an island, that’s what it felt like. He appeared to be on a pier raised above the street level that afforded him a view of a vast expanse of water, with sailboats, speedboats, kayaks, fishing boats. There seemed to be twin columns of smoke wafting up through the haze in the distance, but he couldn’t tell what generated them. Off to his left were colorful wooden buildings raised on wooden or concrete pilings above the water. He shifted his perceptions toward the street, so he could see the people, cars, shops. He tried to see the names of stores that he could Google later, but it was like trying to read a book in a dream. The signs blurred, the letters melted together like wax.


  People, he thought, and felt himself attracted to the energy of a redheaded woman who walked quickly, with purpose and determination, along the sidewalk. He came up behind her. With his eyes still shut, he picked up the pencil and started sketching: her clothing, the loose flow of her shiny hair, the shape of her body. He sketched the cars parked on either side of the road, the shops, restaurants, pier. He kept hoping to glimpse a street sign, license plate, something that would help him pinpoint the location.


  Delaney now fired questions at him. What was the temperature? What did the shadows tell him about the time of day? What did he smell, taste? And on it went like that, not a constant barrage of questions, but intermittent questions, to keep him on track, to remind him of the goal. Explore the target in as much detail as possible and report back.


  He followed the redhead again, her flaming hair pulled back with a tortoiseshell clip, the ends bouncing against the collar of her sweater. She moved with the grace of a dancer, carried a large bag over her shoulder, red and brown, like her outfit, sweater, jeans, interesting brown shoes. Alparga-tas, a Latino thing.


  He jotted the word on his sketchpad because he didn’t quite know how to draw them, sandals but not sandals in the traditional sense. Woven at the toes, open at the back, they could be worn with or without socks. His mother used to wear them, one of the few details of Cuban culture that she liked. The redhead wore socks. She looked like a latter-day hippie.


  The sidewalk emptied into a large marina parking lot with trucks, boats. He heard the cries of gulls. He looked out over the water again and realized that what he’d thought was haze might actually be fog. He no longer saw the twin columns of smoke. He shifted his perception again so that he was in front of the woman now. Her wild red hair framed a lovely, pale face with a defiant mouth, parrot-green eyes, and freckles that crossed the bridge of her nose. Certain that she was integral to this target, Sanchez moved in closer to her. He immediately sensed something inside her, a raw, primal power, an evil so terrible that he nearly bolted out of the viewing.


  Was she evil? Or did the evil control her, like a cult, a terrorist? He immediately wondered if she was a terrorist.


  Then the evil seemed to become aware of him and whipped toward him, just as the water moccasin had whipped toward Jessie, and attacked with a fierce brutality. It invaded him, choked him. It wanted his body. He fled the viewing gasping for air, Jessie in his face, barking, licking his cheeks. Delaney rushed into the room. “Christ, Sanchez. What’s going on? You okay?” Delaney grasped Sanchez’s shoulders, shook him.


  Sanchez threw his arms up, breaking Delaney’s grasp on his shoulders. “Don’t do that.”


  Delaney’s arms fell to his sides. “Okay, man, whatever. Calm down, okay? Just calm down, breathe. Deep breaths.” He patted the air, and talked to Sanchez as though he were a wild, intractable animal.


  As his breathing evened out, Delaney passed him a bottle of water. “What happened?”


  “What happened is that you shouldn’t have assigned me a target with double thirteens,” he snapped.


  “It fit the target, Sanchez.”


  “I don’t give a shit what it fits. Just don’t use it again. It threw me. I could’ve gone in deeper with a different number.”


  “Maybe. But maybe you got exactly what we needed.” He paged through the sketches Sanchez had made. “Who’s the woman?”


  He didn’t know. He suspected she wasn’t the evil he had sensed, but that she might be its ward, its slave, its indentured servant. He didn’t have any idea what that meant. When he said as much, Delaney looked interested. “How old is she?” he asked.


  “Barely old enough to vote.” But pretty. And intriguing. “I think she’s part of a terrorist cell that steals bodies.”


  “Bodies?” Delaney lifted his eyebrows. “You mean, that steals identities.”


  “No, I mean bodies. This cell steals bodies.”


  “What the hell does that mean, Sanchez?”


  “I don’t know. It was choking me.”


  “It. What do you mean by it?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t have any idea what it means. It felt like…” Like what? He struggled to find the right words, a comparison, an analogy, and the full horror of it struck him, the way this thing, this evil, had slipped into his consciousness, tasting it, tasting him, as if the taste alone would lead it to what it coveted most—his body. When he said all this aloud, it sounded nuts.


  “We’ll come back to that. What about location?”


  “It feels like a tourist place, maybe an island. So what’s the target? I should at least be entitled to know what kind of target deserves a double thirteen.”


  “The FBI asked us for help,” Delaney said.


  “What? Why? They don’t put any stock whatsoever in remote viewing.”


  “True. But they know we get results and that’s what they want. Thirteen bodies have been discovered in two landfills—one north of Gainesville and another outside of Ocala.”


  Sanchez instantly felt superstitious again. More thirteens.


  “Two of the bodies had been in the water for quite some time before they were taken to the landfill. They were too badly decomposed for the autopsies to turn up much of anything other than genders and approximate ages. But the autopsies on the other eleven bodies indicated that they’d died of the same thing, massive bleed-outs, possibly caused by an unknown virus. Two county coroners did the initial autopsies, the FBI confirmed their findings. Not all the victims have been identified yet, but so far, they come from various states and range in age from early twenties to late sixties. The bureau boys suspect it’s a biological weapon and need to know where this terrorist cell is located.”


  “The best I can tell you now is that the cell is located on or near a tourist island.”


  “In Florida.”


  “That makes sense, given where these bodies were found, but I didn’t pick up anything specific about a state.”


  “Okay, let’s assume it’s Florida.” Delaney went through the sketches again and picked up the one that showed the twin columns of smoke. “What’s this?”


  “It was something I could see from the pier. But the air was hazy or foggy, so it might be an optical illusion.”


  Delaney put a question mark at the top of the page, set it aside, then went over to one of the wall cabinets and brought out a rolled-up map. He smoothed it open on Sanchez’s desk, a huge map of Florida. So damn many islands, Sanchez thought. They ran up and down both coasts, dozens of tourist destinations. And at the foot of the peninsula lay the Florida Keys, with more than 1,700 islands.


  “What we have to ask ourselves,” Sanchez said, “is how distant from the cell location would the terrorists haul the bodies?”


  “The logical answer is far, far away.”


  “Terrorists aren’t necessarily logical.”


  “Unless this is how they spread the bacteria or virus.”


  “Shit,” Sanchez muttered, and he and Delaney looked at each other. “This could take months.”


  “We don’t have months, amigo. For all we know, the virus has contaminated anyone who has come into contact with those bodies and we’ve got an incipient epidemic. Let’s work on it separately tonight, with maps.”


  “Dowsing? You’re much better at it than I am.”


  “But you’ve got a connection with the redhead now.” With that, Delaney returned to the cabinet, pulled out another map of Florida, and handed it to Sanchez. “I’ve got a folder of photos you can take with you.”


  “Photos of… ?”


  “The bodies. See you back here in the morning.”


  Sanchez had bought his home shortly after he’d been recruited by ISIS. It was supposed to be where he and the love of his life were going to live after they got married. He had carefully refurbished the place, landscaped the acre with fruit trees and flowers, had fixed up the swimming pool, installed a hot tub, screened the patio. The three bedrooms that he’d furnished in rattan and pine now echoed with solitude and loneliness. So as soon as he and Jessie were inside, he popped an Esperanza Spalding CD into the player and cranked up the volume. Now that the rooms rocked, he could think.


  He fed Jessie, gobbled down his Chinese takeout, fixed himself a cortadito—a Cuban espresso with a dollop of milk—and spread open the map. His eyes roamed from one Florida coast to the other, south to Key West, north again to Ocala and Gainesville. He briefly shut his eyes, conjuring the image of the redhead. “Where are you?” he whispered, and opened his eyes again.


  He positioned his left hand about an inch above the map, then moved it slowly eastward, down along the coast, all the way to Miami. Not a single flare of warmth, no tingle, nothing. But as soon as he moved his hand over the Keys, the center of his palm started to itch, then burn. You’re hot, Nick. Which island? Even though the map was large, a foot square, the Keys were smaller than the tip of his index finger. He couldn’t get a fix this way. He rose quickly, scanned the lower part of the map, enlarged the Upper Keys, printed it.


  When he passed his hand over Key Largo, he felt the itch, the burning again. He circled Key Largo, returned to the regular map, and moved his hand slowly up the west coast of Florida, into the Panhandle, then south again. He felt something around Sanibel Island, a popular tourist destination near Fort Myers, and around Captiva, where writer John D. MacDonald had lived for years. He circled these islands, too.


  He opened the folder Delaney had given him, turned it upside down, and the photos of the bodies slipped out. The ghastly pictures had been taken wherever the bodies had been unearthed, and some were clearer and more detailed than others. He’d never really thought about what it meant to bleed out, but from the looks of these photos, the victims had bled from every orifice, even from the pores of their skin.


  Sanchez taped the photos to the wall until he had a row of seven and another row of six. Each photograph was labeled by gender and approximate age. He stared at the first one, a woman between the ages of twenty- five and thirty-five. He placed his index finger inches above Gainesville and kept staring at the picture as he spoke. “I need the path you took from where you died to where you were found.”


  The CD finished. As silence settled through the rooms, he could hear the house breathing around him. Jessie had climbed onto the couch in the family room and fallen asleep. The AC clicked on. Minutes ticked by. A lot of minutes. Nothing happened. Frustrated, he gave up in favor of a shower, a short nap.


  Sanchez fell asleep in a chair in front of the TV, and dreamed of the twin columns of smoke, of the redhead with her freckles and seductive mouth, of the evil that had tasted him. But it was Jessie’s soft growls that woke him. The dog was sitting up on the couch, staring at the French doors that led out onto the porch. The TV was still on, muted, some rerun of Jon Stewart.


  “What is it, girl?” he whispered.


  She climbed off the couch, the fur along her back standing up, and moved slowly and quietly over to Sanchez’s chair, and sat up against his legs, as if protecting him. Her gaze moved from the French doors to the bookcase, and he suddenly heard the soft sigh of footsteps, his mother’s footsteps. But never had he heard them so clearly. The sound moved away from him toward the room he used as his office, then came back toward him. Jessie’s eyes moved in the direction of the sounds, convincing Sanchez that the dog could see his mother’s ghost.


  Jenean didn’t materialize, not in the way Sanchez had grown up believing that ghosts took shape. She seemed to grow out of the books on the shelves, like a fictional character suddenly given life through some strange alchemy. His dead mother, in brilliant color, looked as real and solid as the dog, and not much changed from his childhood memory of her, specifically during that single magnificent year when she hadn’t been drinking.


  Her thick, chestnut hair fell in shiny waves to just below her ears. Her hazel eyes smiled, thin lines bracketed her expressive mouth. She wore yoga clothes, black cotton pants and a royal blue tank top that showed off her beautiful shoulders. After so many months of hearing her footsteps, of sensing her presence, Sanchez was freaked that he actually could see her. He had been psychic all his life, but had never seen a ghost. Was there a protocol here? Could she hear him? See him as clearly as he saw her?


  “Mom?” His voice ground out of him, as if he’d swallowed gravel.


  “Nicole has your answer.”


  His sister? How could she have an answer to this? Sanchez finally moved, was able to manipulate his body enough so it sat forward. “You’ve got to be able to see things I can’t, Mom. You tell me where this redhead is. What’s going on?”


  She turned her head, as if talking to someone Sanchez couldn’t see, nodded, and looked at him again. “Nick, I’m … trying to move on here, where I am. But I can’t do it without… making
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