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"The detective and his
criminal wear versions of the same mask."

—Jane Roberts

"Convictions are more
dangerous enemies of truth than lies."

—Friedrich Nietzsche

 



THE
APPRENTICE

May 12

Ortega was proud of
the knife.

He'd had it made in Miami of the finest
steel, according to the specifications his padrino had given
him. It was exactly seven inches long, no more than two inches wide
at any part, and quite sharp. It had been his first test, proof of
his sincerity, his dedication, and he'd spent a long time polishing
it to a high sheen. Now, when the light inside the car struck it,
the blade gleamed. He touched his fingertip to the razor edge.

"Perfect, no?"

Padrino smiled. "Show me how perfect,
Manuel."

Ortega pressed his finger down against the
blade, moved it back and forth. Blood bubbled and oozed from the
cut. "See?" He held out his finger.

"Rub it on the sides of the blade."

He did. The blood streaked on the steel, red
against silver, and seemed to pulse and throb, beckoning,
whispering of promises to be kept. Padrino took the knife,
slipped it inside the leather sheath, and switched off the light.
He didn't open the door, didn't move at all.

The dark crept in, rubbing up against them, a
dog in heat. The car's clock ticked loudly in the silence. Ortega
counted the seconds and listened to the sounds in the woods and
sucked on his bloody finger, waiting for Padrino's next
command. This, too, was part of the lesson. An apprentice had to
cultivate patience, to know when to wait, when to act, when to
remain still and centered. It was a difficult lesson; Ortega hated
to wait.

"Help me with the bike," Padrino said
finally, opening the door and stepping outside.

Ortega exited quickly, shoes sinking into a
bed of pine needles. The dark smelled sweet, of pine and spring and
impending rain. A breeze dried the perspiration on his face. It had
begun.

Padrino unlocked the trunk and he and
Ortega pulled out the bicycle. They checked the tires, the light on
the handlebars, the brakes. Padrino wrapped the knife in a
jacket and put it in the rear basket. "Time check, Manuel."

"Half past two."

"Same here. I'll arrive at three sharp. Make
sure the door isn't locked and that she's in the kitchen."

"I know what to do."

Padrino heard the annoyance in his
voice and chuckled. It was a low, husky sound, unpleasant. "Just
making sure. What happens after I arrive?"

Ortega told him, repeating the plan step by
step.

"Good, Manuel. You have an excellent
memory."

He beamed.

"Now move."

Ortega got back in the car and rolled down
the window. His finger throbbed a little where he'd cut it, and he
sucked on it as he started the engine. He didn't turn on the
headlights until he was on the road, and only then did he glance in
the rearview mirror. The bike was nowhere in sight.

Thunder rumbled in the distance: the voice of
Changó, who ruled fire, thunder, lightning. An excellent
sign, Ortega thought.

The little bungalow was less than a mile
away, on a dead-end dirt road, set back among pines, brush, nicely
hidden. It was such an ideal place, Ortega knew it had been
divinely selected, that Ikú was clearing the path for them,
facilitating things.

He stopped behind Rikki's VW Rabbit. The
porch light was on; she had waited up for him. Something small and
sharp plucked at his heart as he walked to the door, and he
hesitated before his hand touched the knob. It's necessary,
he reminded himself. The way to power was not an easy road. There
were rules to observe. Details to be carried out. Sacrifices to be
made for the higher vision.

An apprentice must obey and prove worthy:
Padrino had told him this repeatedly.

Ortega's hand turned the knob, and he stepped
into the tiny kitchen.

He smelled baked apples and coffee. Music
drifted from one of the other rooms: Sergio Mendez. Brazil. One of
Rikki's fantasies. She appeared in the doorway, dark hair pulled
away from her face with barrettes, exposing the long lines of her
neck. She was wearing tight khaki slacks, spiked heels, a plain
cotton blouse, and the red and black beads he had given her. Her
face was scrubbed clean of makeup; her cheeks glowed.

"I didn't think you were coming," she said,
fixing a hand to her shapely hip.

"I told you I would."

"Hmm. You've told me lots of things, Manuel.
Not all of them true."

"Mi amor, please. I don't want to
argue. I am here, no?" He moved toward her, into the scent of her
perfume, and kissed her.

Her lips were unyielding; her hand remained
on her hip, and the other arm hung at her side. He hated her a
little for that. "Don't be angry." He touched the sides of her
mouth, moving it into a smile, and she laughed and slapped his hand
away. "Okay, okay. C'mon, let's have some apple pie and
coffee."

"Whose place is this?" he asked.

“A friend’s. She’s away for awhile. I’m
watering her plants.”

Her high heels clicked against the tile floor
as she walked over to the stove. Ortega turned, watching her from
the back. Nice, very nice. Dancing had kept her in excellent shape.
Her legs were long, slender, and solid, her buttocks were firm, her
waist narrow. Ikú would be pleased.

They had apple pie and coffee at the
butcher-block table, night owls who kept to their own schedule. She
understood the nature of darkness, as he did.

Ortega glanced surreptitiously at his watch,
checking the time. He asked for a second piece of pie, even though
he didn't want it, and for a refill on the coffee, even though the
first cup was already pumping through him. Speeding up his heart.
Making him sweat.

Rikki chatted. He nodded. Murmured something
now and then. Looked at the time again.

At exactly 2:55, he polished off the last of
his pie and helped her clear the table. He rinsed the dishes,
thoroughly scrubbing everything he'd touched. When he turned off
the porch light, he used a piece of Kleenex. He made sure the door
was unlocked.

"How about a glass of wine?" she asked.

"Sure." He came up behind her as she stood at
the refrigerator and nuzzled her neck. "We'll take it into the
bedroom with us."

"Hmm." She leaned back against him, trusting,
blind.

He knew he would be one of the primary
suspects later. But this too was part of his test as an apprentice,
one of the ways in which he demonstrated his trust in Ikú, his

his belief in the god's protection of those
who served him. He would also have an alibi. After all, he lived in
the world of men as fully as he did in the world of sorcery, and he
had to exhibit the ability to bridge the two.

He turned her around, kissing her, softening
her up, then danced with her, swaying to the music, and she
laughed. Ortega loved the sound of it, so American, so coy. He kept
her back to the door now as it opened, as Padrino slipped
inside, the unsheathed knife at his side, parallel to his body.

He smiled.

Ortega's heart beat a little faster.
Everything was working perfectly, just as they'd planned.
Padrino moved closer. Closer. And then something went wrong.
The music stopped. Rikki stepped away from him. Said she would
change the record, put on something more romantic, and why didn't
he grab the wine and—

Her head suddenly whipped around. "What're
you …

Then she saw his knife and screamed as she
lurched for the door to the living room. Ortega grabbed her,
clamped a hand over her mouth, pinned her arms behind her. She
struggled, screamed into his hand, kicked, bit, and he yelled,
"Just do it!"

Padrino sank the blade into her solar
plexus. Rikki gasped and went limp in Ortega's arms. He kept
holding her as the blade tore upward in precisely the way the
ritual required. This part was important, Ortega knew it was. But
he couldn't help feeling sickened when her limbs twitched and she
expelled one last rasp of air. Bloody spittle splattered
Padrino's face seconds before he pulled the knife out.

"Let her go, Manuel."

She crumpled to the floor at Ortega's feet;
Her hair had slipped loose from the clips that had held it. Her
shoes had come off. For a moment or two, his heart ached for her.
He wanted to brush the strands of hair from her cheeks, her
forehead, wanted to pick her up, hold her, rock her, comfort
her.

But Padrino was saying something, and
when Ortega glanced up, the man's eyes were hard stones that burned
at the center. Mad eyes, Ortega thought.

"Don't ever tell me what to do again,
Manuel."

"You were just standing there. I couldn't
hold her much longer."

He ignored the remark and pulled out a pair
of latex gloves identical to the ones he wore. "Put these on. You
know what to do now. I'll get the keys to her car."

He held out the knife, the perfect knife, and
Ortega took it and did what had to be done.

It was drizzling when Ortega carried her
outside in a garbage bag and slid her into the back of her VW
Rabbit. Padrino fastened the bike to the luggage rack on top
of it. "I'll meet you in the woods."

"Okay."

He started toward his own car, but
Padrino caught his arm. "You did real well, Manuel. But
we're not finished yet."

"I understand."

"You're all right?"

"Yes."

"You're sure?"

"Positive."

But it was a lie. The moment the Rabbit was
out of sight, Ortega stopped his car, threw open the door, and
stumbled out. He fell to his knees and vomited in the road. His
head swirled with the smell of Rikki's blood. The scent of her
perfume clung to his shirt. He felt the imprint of her mouth
against his.

The rain came down harder, drops kissing the
back of his neck. He rocked onto his heels and raised his head,
eyes turning toward the sky. Thunder rumbled. Lightning scorched a
trail through the dark. The rain cooled his burning cheeks but
didn't wash away the stink of her blood. He moved his hands through
the dirt, faster and faster as he wept, as he sobbed. He rubbed the
dirt on his arms and neck and face, trying to scrub the smell
away.

He collapsed, sprawled in the dirt like a
dog, and the rain poured down, drenching his clothes, chilling him
to the bone.

After a time, he didn't know how long, he
smelled only the rain and the earth and his own sorrow. Until now,
he didn't know that sorrow had a smell, but it did, and it was
worse than the stink of blood, of death.

He lifted himself up, climbed into his car
and drove toward the woods, shivering, teeth chattering, his head
throbbing. The ritual had to be completed.

It was necessary.

And the worst was yet
to come.







IKÚ

May 17-19

The Zodiac raft
slipped through the dark waters, in and out of moonlight, barely
making a sound. The thick mangroves on either side blocked whatever
breeze there was, leaving the air warm and still, a vacuum the
mosquitos had rapidly filled. They buzzed around Aline's head,
biting wherever her skin was exposed, then swooped low into the
raft and feasted on the rest of her, piercing her jeans, her socks,
her windbreaker. They persevered despite repeated sprays of insect
repellent.

"I'm about to gag on that stuff," said Simon
Martell, who was sitting behind her.

"Damn thing's empty." She rattled the can and
set it on the floor. "You have any?"

"Nope. They don't bite me."

"Must be your bad blood, Si."

"It's vitamin B. Mosquitos hate the taste of
vitamin B.”

"Sure."

"It's like moonshine to a Scotch
drinker."

"Right."

"Are we almost there, Al?"

"Bernie said that when we see the ceiba, it's
another ten minutes, and we just passed the ceiba."

"I thought this was supposed to be close to
the lagoon."

"Close means something different to
Bernie."

He sighed and grumbled, worse than a kid on a
car trip.

"No griping allowed, Si. I'm doing
you the favor, remember? You're the one who's going to
prosecute this guy, not me. Hell, he wasn't even my arrest."

"Okay, okay. Sorry. You're right. I
appreciate this, really. Dinner's on me when we get back."

"I'll hold you to it," she said.

Martell laughed. "Don't I know it."

The raft hugged the shore now. Sawgrass
scraped against its sides as they passed, and the rich, sweet
fragrance of the glades scented the warm air, a smell of brine and
unimagined lushness. Night sounds swelled inside the dark behind
the trees, inside the brush and sawgrass: frogs, crickets, the
occasional hoot of an owl, fish leaping from the waters and
splashing down again.

At any time of day, you felt like an intruder
here, she thought. But it was especially true at night, when the
wilderness seemed stronger somehow, ubiquitous, a force that would
crush you if you made the wrong move, entered a place where you
were not wanted, if you got careless. Aline paddled a little
faster.

The raft slipped under low-hanging branches
that snapped back in her face and poked at her windbreaker, forcing
her to duck. She thought of snakes, alligators, bats, and knew it
was exactly what Martell had intended when he'd directed the raft
toward shore. She could feel him smile in the dark.

"You're playing mean, Si."

He laughed, then guided the raft away from
the shore and out into the channel again.

They were in the wilderness preserve at the
northeast side of Tango Key, in the small part of it that was a
mangrove swamp. It definitely wasn't her idea of a fun place to be,
especially at night, but the cause was worthy. Martell, one of
Tango County's prosecutors, had been assigned an animal cruelty
case involving pit bull fights. He needed additional testimony from
the old trapper who'd snitched on the pair of brothers who'd run
the racket until a month ago, when they'd been busted. The trapper
lived out here in the sticks, in a shack Martell called a 'hooch,'
that had no electricity and no phone.

It would've been easier to get in on an
airboat, but the only two the Tango P.D. owned were in the garage
being repaired. So they'd flown in, with a detour first to Key West
for a bowl of conch chowder at Captain Tony's. Aline had landed the
seaplane in a lagoon about a mile from here, and they'd inflated
the raft and set out into the dark like a couple of amateur
explorers.

They rounded the jut of land and cut to the
left. The channel twisted for a quarter of a mile, then dead-ended
at a hooch that was exactly what Bernie had described. Stilts,
driftwood, a tin roof covered by thatch, a pair of windows lit up
by lanterns. It looked like something you'd find on the Amazon.

A dog appeared in the glow of the windows,
its furious barks resounding for miles in the stillness. Aline
welcomed the noise; it was something from her world.

A second later, a tall man brandishing a
rifle was silhouetted in the doorway. "Hush up, Gator," he said to
the dog, and the animal immediately stopped barking and sat back,
panting. "You's trespassing."

"It's Simon Martell, Mr. Griber."

"Who?"

"The county prosecutor."

"Kinda late for house calls, ain't it,
counselor?"

"You don't have a phone. Mind if we come
up?"

"We?"

"Claudia Bernelli's partner is with me."

"She don't got a name?"

"Detective Scott," said Aline.

"Where's Bernelli?"

"Out of town for the weekend," Aline
replied.

"Uh-huh. Well, come on up. Stop at the top of
the ladder and let Gator smell you. He don't cotton to
strangers."

Griber kept a tight hold on the dog's collar
as they climbed the ladder, but it didn't discourage Gator's low,
menacing growls as he sniffed at their shoes, their legs, and bared
his teeth. Griber, in fact, seemed to be enjoying the show. A smile
creased his leathery face and made his gray mustache quiver. When
the dog had determined they weren't a threat and licked Aline's
hand, Griber patted him on the head and said, "Good, boy, good," as
if he'd performed some monumental feat. Then the four of them
traipsed into the hooch like old friends, Griber chattering about
the weather, Gator whimpering and begging for attention.

The place was basic, and that was being kind.
There were two rooms—one to sleep in, one to eat in—but the
furniture was comfortable, and the screen kept out the mosquitos.
Small blessings.

"Folks want anything to drink? Got whiskey
and some cold soft drinks."

"Whiskey," said Martell.

"A Coke," said Aline.

Griber opened the gas-powered fridge, an
antique if she'd ever seen one. He pulled out a can of Coke and set
it on the table with two shot glasses and a bottle of unlabeled
whiskey. He was a husky man with tattoos on his thick arms, white
hair pulled back into a ponytail, and a scraggly beard that he
scratched at as he settled down. "So whatcha need, counselor?"

"More detail on what you saw the night the
Vicker brothers were fighting the pit bulls."

"Shee-it. I already done gave that to
Bernelli."

"She just took your statement, Mr. Griber.
I've got to build a case that'll stick. You mind if I record
this?"

"Yeah, I mind. But I mind more if those
Vicker boys end up back out here, fucking things up."

So he talked into Martell's recorder and
Aline sat back, listening, stroking Gator, sipping her Coke,
watching Martell doing what he did best: pulling information from
the unlikeliest of people.

He was in his early forties, with dark hair
that was going gray, just like his mustache, and deep creases at
the corners of his black eyes, testimony that his real love was the
sea. At just under six feet, he was lean but not thin,
pleasant-looking but not handsome, bright but not arrogant. He was
also good-natured about the ribbing he'd taken from cops and other
attorneys about having to prosecute this case, a low-priority shit
case if there ever was one, and she liked him enormously for that.
But not enough to become just one more woman in his life.

And there were a number of women.

For the last two months, though, Martell had
been showering her with attention, and she wasn't immune to it. She
liked being courted. Romantic dinners, ferry trips to Key West to
poke around the shops like a tourist, sailing to Palm Key on
Martell's sloop, long, hot hours in the sun. But he was interested
in an affair, and she was not.

Lately, in fact, she seemed to be surrounded
by events and people whose interests and expectations didn't
coincide with hers. Ryan Kincaid, for instance.

Two weeks ago he'd returned from a six-month
trip to the Orient, expecting to pick up where they'd left off, and
was surprised when she'd told him she no longer felt the same about
things. Much of their three-plus years together had been spent
apart, with Kincaid in some far-flung corner of the world,
satisfying a nomadic itch that seemed to worsen as he got older,
and her here on Tango, feeling like a whaler's widow. The lifestyle
no longer appealed to her, even though Kincaid did. Choices.

When you were pushing forty, you had to start
making choices. She was finding it a difficult thing to do.

". . . And while you're at it, you oughta be
tracking down the fools who's killing the panthers," Griber was
saying.

"How do you know someone's killing panthers?"
Aline asked.

"Found a carcass." Griber knocked back a slug
of whiskey, then refilled his shot glass and Martell's. "Couple,
three weeks ago, I guess it was. I come across a carcass out in the
groves where I trap. Just a young thing. Skin hadn't been taken,
though. Normally, poachers like the skins."

No one knew exactly how many panthers there
were on Tango. She'd heard estimates as low as two and as high as
six. A few years back a group of zoologists from the University of
Miami had attempted to capture and tag the panthers. But the
program had been disbanded after several months because the cats
had eluded every trap the zoologists had set. Such programs had
enjoyed more success on the mainland, where the statewide estimate
of the panther population stood around thirty, with their numbers
decreasing yearly as their breeding grounds were consumed by
developers. And poachers.

"How do you know it was a poacher? Maybe the
panther was injured and some other animal killed it," said
Martell.

"Not likely." Griber shook his head and wiped
the back of his hand across his mouth. "Her heart was cut out."

"Jesus," Aline said.

"Jesus got nuthin' to do with it."

Martell shut off his recorder, put it back
into his knapsack, and changed the subject. "Is there an easier way
to get in touch with you, Mr. Griber?"

"Shortwave." He stabbed a thumb over his
shoulder at a radio perched on top of a bookcase. "I keep it on
most nights between seven and midnight. I make it into town 'bout
once a month."

"Shortwave it is, then." Martell polished off
his whiskey, stood and offered his hand. "Thanks for your
time."

"Sure thing." Griber looked at Aline. "You
tell Bernelli I asked after her, huh?" When he grinned, his teeth
lined up in his mouth like a yellow picket fence. "She's one
nice-looking woman, and if she ever got a mind to leave that doctor
she's married to, you tell her she's welcome here."

Aline smiled. "I'll pass that along, Mr.
Griber."

"I can see it now," Martell said when they
were in the raft. "Bernie living out here, miles from a shopping
center. She'd die of withdrawal in a matter of days."

"She's not that bad. She's—"

"—worse," Martell finished, and they both
laughed.

The trip back to the plane seemed faster.
Even though Martell swore he wasn't buzzed from the whiskey, she
knew he was. His laughter was a shade too loud, his stories were
punctuated by long pauses, as though he'd momentarily forgotten
what he was going to say, and he kept touching her, rocking the
raft every time he did. When the plane wouldn't start, he had a
tough time keeping the flashlight steady as she peered under the
cowling, trying to figure out what was wrong.

"What's the verdict?" he asked after a
bit.

"Wet plugs, I think, from when we landed.
There must be a leak in the cowling."

"So what do we do now?" He was gripping the
door with one hand and the flashlight with the other as he balanced
himself on the pontoon. "Radio for help? Go back to Griber's?"

"Wait until the plugs dry."

"How long's that take?"

"I don't know. It depends on how wet they
are."

"Will it take all night?"

"It could."

"This is sounding better all the time."

Aline laughed and pulled her head out from
under the cowling. He was grinning like a kid who'd done something
he was terribly proud of, and she barely repressed an urge to pat
him on the head. "Talk about transparent."

"At least I'm honest." He freed one hand by
tucking the flashlight under his arm, and slid his fingers into her
hair, gently easing off the elastic band that kept it bound in a
loose ponytail. It streamed over her shoulders. "There. You should
wear your hair loose all the time, Aline."

"It's too hot."

"That's sounds like a step in the right
direction."

She laughed again and touched her palm to the
side of his face. In the moonlight, the webs at the corners of his
eyes disappeared and the gray in his hair seemed to shine. "You're
buzzed," she said.

"So what," he replied, and kissed her.

The plane rocked on its pontoons. The night
sounds rose and fell around them. Aline drew back. "Let's see if I
can find an extra set of plugs."

"Let's not."

"C'mon, Si. I don't want to spend the night
out here."

"Because of Kincaid?"

"Because this isn't my idea of a great spot
to camp."

He cupped her chin in his hand, his
expression so utterly serious he looked for a moment like a
different man, a man she didn't know well, a man she had only met.
But when he spoke, it was in that same jesting tone that
characterized him. "I'm a good loser, Aline. I want you to remember
that."

"I'm sure you'll remind me every opportunity
you get, Si."

He smiled, and so did she, then a breeze
skipped across the lagoon, chilling her, and she nudged him in the
ribs. "C'mon, it's cool out here. Let's go share a chocolate bar or
something while I look through the tools. I think there might be an
extra set of plugs in there."

A chocolate bar,” he repeated. “That isn’t
exactly what I had in mind. But what the hell.”

He clasped her hand and
they inched back along the pontoon, into the cabin. The breeze
whistled along the edge of the door when it closed, and the
seaplane swayed on the surface of the lagoon, a water dancer
dreaming of flight, open skies, home.

Aline found spare
plugs in the dusty tool kit in the back. But it took her more than
an hour to change them, what with the dark and the balancing act on
the pontoon and the fact that she'd never done it before. She'd
watched it being done, but that wasn't quite the same as doing it
herself. Once they were in, she had no idea whether she'd
calibrated them correctly or if the plugs had even been the problem
to begin with.

She scooted behind the wheel and leaned
toward the open passenger door. Martell was balanced on the
pontoon, squeezing the air from the raft. "You almost finished?"
she asked.

"Yeah. But if the plane doesn't start, we may
need the raft. Maybe I shouldn't deflate it yet."

"If we need it, we've got the bicycle
pump."

She flicked on the master switch and radios.
The seaplane belonged to the police department and was outfitted
with top-of-the-line navigational gear—and a police radio, which
squawked the second she turned it on. "Come in, please," said the
station's dispatcher. "Calling November Bravo two six."

"Hey, that's us," Martell said.

"Yeah."

He poked his head into the cabin. "Aren't you
going to answer?"

"I don't know." The only reason the
dispatcher would track her down on her night off was because
something had happened and Bernie was out of town and everyone else
was tied up. Never mind that the real problem was a grossly
understaffed department that hadn't managed to keep up with the
rapid population growth on the island. Never mind that she was
going to answer the call and resent it for the rest of the night.
The point was that she needed a vacation, a new profession, a
different job. Once again, other people's interests did not
coincide with hers.

"This is November Bravo two six," she said.
"What's up, Penny?"

"Al, I've been trying to reach you for the
last half hour. We've got a Code One and the chiefs already on his
way. How soon can you get back here? Over."

"If the plane starts, we can be at the
airport in fifteen minutes. Over,"

"Call me when you get there and I'll give you
directions. Over and out."

"Shit" She heard the cargo door shut. "Is the
raft in?"

"Yup." Martell sidestepped his way along the
pontoon, slid into the passenger seat, and closed the door. "Isn't
Code One a...”

"Yeah. Homicide."

Tango Key measured
eleven miles at its longest point and seven at its widest. Its
shape was vaguely that of a cat's head—a cat with some proportion
problems, Aline thought. Ears too widely set, a rounded jaw, a face
that was too long.

They were crossing between the cat's ears
now, headed south. One ear was occupied by Pirate's Cove, the
exclusive development on the island with its $2 million marina, and
the other was nothing but wilderness, part of the same preserve
where old man Griber lived. The cat's mouth fell around Tango, the
main town to the south, and its nose and whiskers marked the
beginning of the hills and the location of the airport.

Their destination lay in a culvert between
two hills just north of the airport—a man-made lake owned by Tango
Power and Light. Prime fishing spot and home base to a dozen
seaplanes. At night, its perimeter was lit by pale blue lights, but
even without them, landing wouldn't have been a problem: the moon
was bright.

As the pontoons struck the lake's surface,
water sprayed the windshield, covering it until she pulled back on
the throttle. She taxied to the dock and Martell hopped out to tie
down the plane and remove the raft. She shut off the equipment and
the master switch. The plane died with a whine, a sigh, a shudder;
it probably wasn't too different from the way the human body wound
down as it died.

Morbid thought.

Ten minutes later she stepped out of a phone
booth near the - parking lot and Martell looked a question at her,
brows lifting.

"A body was found in a dumpster on the
boardwalk," she said.

He made a face. "Christ. Tango's sounding
more like Miami all the time."

"This one smells like a repeater," she said
as they hurried toward the parking lot.

"What makes you think so?"

"Just a hunch."

"I can't prosecute on hunches, Aline."

She hooked her arm through his. "You won't
have to."

"Rain check on dinner?" They stopped at her
Honda. "You bet."

"What's your preference?"

"Surprise me."

"Okay." He grinned, rocked toward her, kissed
her lightly. "I'll call."

On her way down through the hills, Martell's
white Camaro roared past her. The horn hit a high note before the
car blurred, a white angel on urgent business. Like drinks at the
Pink Moose with one of his standby honeys, she thought, and
wondered if she could ticket him after the fact for speeding.

 



Chapter 2

Kincaid weaved his
way through the TGIF crowd on the upper deck of the Pink Moose. He
was balancing a pitcher of beer, two glasses, and a bowl of popcorn
above his head so that if he was jostled, nothing would spill. This
absurd college student posture was probably as good a metaphor as
any for his present circumstances. Maintain a delicate
equilibrium, move slowly and deliberately and keep your eyes open,
and maybe you'll get where you're going. In his life, however,
as opposed to the metaphor, there were problems with this line of
thought, namely money.

Or more specifically, the lack of it.

He set the beer and popcorn down on a table
near the rear of the deck, where Ferret was poring over racing
forms. "I'm telling you, Ryan, this solar eclipse we're going to
have in June is already doing weird shit to the races. You place a
bet now and you can't lose. I've got a couple of looking-goods on
the races at Calder tomorrow night, and five hundred would bring a
pretty return."

"I need more than a looking-good. I can't
afford to lose five hundred bucks."

"Oh, c'mon." Ferret glanced up, his lips
drawing away from his teeth in that strange smile that completed
his resemblance to the rodent he was nicknamed after. He peered at
Kincaid over the rim of his Ben Franklin glasses. "Five hundred is
chicken shit for you."

Kincaid folded his six-foot-four frame into a
chair meant for a man half as tall. "That was in my other life,
Ferret."

"Yeah? Which life was that? The one where you
were Marc Anthony and Aline was Queen Cleo?"

He laughed. "Not quite that far back."

"That's it? That's your answer?" exclaimed
Ferret. "This must be serious. You get mugged or something in the
Orient and lose everything you had or what, Ryan?"

"Yeah, more or less." Only he wasn't just
talking money. He'd returned to find that his old life wasn't
waiting around like it had in the past. The local businesses for
whom he'd done grunt work that paid well—mostly background
checks—had found another private eye who was "more available."
Translation: more dependable. In the circles that counted in his
business, his name had been retired. And then there was Aline,
who'd hadn't exactly welcomed him back with open arms, and who, in
his absence, had been seeing a prosecutor.

On top of it, the IRS had billed him for over
ten grand in back taxes, and since he wasn't in the country to
respond to their first three letters, they had impounded his plane
and frozen his accounts. Fortunately, he was paranoid by nature and
several years ago had put his house in Ferret's name and had buried
some cash in his backyard. Cash, he thought, that might last him
two months if he was frugal.

Ferret listened to Kincaid's tax woes with
rapt attention, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad
of money. "Two grand, Ryan. I'll put it on Catch-Me-If-You-Can.
Right now, she's running fifty to one odds, which will probably go
down somewhat before tomorrow night. My sources say she's going to
win, but I'll put five hundred each on second and third place and a
grand on first. If we get anything out of this, we split. If we
lose, it's my loss."

"Since when are you in social services,
Ferret?"

"I'm collecting good karma." He reached into
his windbreaker and pulled out a paperback entitled, The Karmic
Wheel. "Sweet Pea lent me this." Sweet Pea was Aline. "I've
decided my karma is suffering from gross neglect, Ryan, and you're
going to be my redemption. Now do we have a deal or not?"

"Since your soul's at stake, how can I
refuse?"

Ferret grinned. "Good. Two grand on Catch-Me.
Where's Sweet Pea tonight, anyway?"

"Probably out with her pal Martell."

"Nope." Ferret tilted his head toward the
crowd. "He's right over there."

Martell was working the crowd, a drink in
hand, and despite the casual clothes, looked like what he was, a
successful attorney, a yuppie on the rise. Not Aline's type at
all.

"I don't know what the hell she sees in him,"
Kincaid grumbled.

"Oh, that's easy."

"It can't be his nauseating charm."

"Nope."

"Or his wit."

"Nope."

"Then what?"

"He's got a future.”

"A future. Yeah. Pimping for justice and the
American way. Some future."

"Is that jealousy I hear, Ryan?"

"I didn't like the man any better even before
Al started seeing him."

"He's not my favorite character, either. But
look at it from Aline's point of view. He's got a stable
income, if he runs for county judge next year he'll probably win,
and he isn't gone six months out of the year."

"I'm not gone for six months of the year,
either. This is the first long trip I've taken since—"

"You're missing the point, Ryan. Sweet Pea's
thirty-eight years old. She's starting to fuss and fret about
things women always fuss and fret about when they're pushing forty.
Home, husband, kids, a dead-end job…”

"Bullshit."

Ferret sat back, palms turned up. "Hey, don't
take my word for it. Ask her yourself."

Kincaid pointed out that Aline was the one
who hadn't wanted to get married.

The little man smoothed a hand over his
slick, black hair and rolled his eyes as if to say Kincaid was
hopelessly obtuse. "Listen, I'm no expert on women, and I'm sure as
hell no expert on marriage, Ryan. But I know how Sweet Pea is. She
figures why should she be married to someone who's going to be gone
half the year? Okay, so maybe she can take a month off here, a
month off there, and the two of you travel together, but hey, for
that, why be married at all?"

He didn't get a chance to reply, because
Martell materialized at their table, smiling, patting Kincaid on
the shoulder like they were old buddies, shaking Ferret's hand,
asking how Kincaid's trip was. "The South Pacific, right? Isn't
that where you were?"

"The Orient."

"Well, I was close. I knew it was over there
somewhere." He waved vaguely off to his left, as though the Orient
lay a few miles offshore in the Gulf of Mexico. Then, still
smiling, he pulled out a chair and sat down. He glanced at the
racing forms. "Any good bets, Ferret?"

"Nope." Ferret stacked the forms and pushed
them off to the side. "Not a goddamn thing."

"Either of you heard anything about the
homicide?"

"Which homicide?" asked Ferret. "You've got
to be more specific than that, Simon. Are we talking one of your
old cases or a new case? Or maybe someone else's case? No, probably
not someone else's case."

Martell ignored the implication that he was
interested only in those things that directly concerned him and got
on with the real reason he'd strolled over: the call that had come
in over the radio while he and Aline had been out in the swamp
earlier. He didn't ease into it; he leaped, just like he did in
court.

No wonder defense attorneys hated like hell
to come up against the man in court, Kincaid thought. But the
grapevine said he'd lost his last two big cases and was now on the
outs with the powers in the D.A.'s office. The animal cruelty case
was probably a not-so-subtle hint that if he didn't shape up, he
was out.

But even that shouldn't have caused Martell
undue concern. There were any number of firms on the island that
would hire him in a minute, and in private practice, he could
easily earn three times the money he was making now.

But maybe money wasn't one of Martell's high
priorities. Kincaid wasn't sure what Martell's priorities were, and
that bothered him more than anything else, especially where Aline
was concerned.

"Where'd the homicide happen?" Kincaid
asked.

"Over on the boardwalk somewhere. A woman's
body was found in a dumpster."

Ferret shook his head. "Terrific. A dumpster.
Real class, yes siree." He looked at Kincaid. "Let's go check it
out."

Kincaid wasn't in the mood for a homicide
scene. But the idea of shooting the breeze with Martell, who didn't
look like he was in any hurry to shove off, didn't appeal to him,
either.

The lesser of two
evils, he thought, like voting in any presidential election.

When the Tango
boardwalk was built in 1836, it was only a mile long and belonged
to the Flamingo, the first hotel on the island. Both the boardwalk
and the hotel were destroyed in a hurricane ten years later. The
Flamingo was rebuilt farther inland and the boardwalk was
reconstructed on pilings and extended another three miles.

By the turn of the century, cafes and bars
had sprung up along its perimeter. Many of them were washed away
with two miles of boardwalk in 1909, when a powerful storm slammed
into the Keys. Although Key West, twelve miles to the east,
sustained most of the damage during that storm—four hundred
buildings destroyed and two people killed—Tango hadn't escaped
unscathed. Three dozen buildings in the downtown area were badly
damaged by torrential rains, and landslides in the hills had
destroyed two farms, killing livestock and five people.

In 1948, two years before the bridge was
built between Tango and Key West, the boardwalk was demolished
again during a storm packing 140-mile-per-hour winds. After that,
it was rebuilt on concrete pilings that were at least a foot thick
and reinforced by steel. All new buildings along its four-mile
stretch were constructed of reinforced concrete, equipped with
storm shutters, and triple-strength cypress doors. These were the
only structures that remained standing after Hurricane Donna hit
the Keys in 1960, causing more than ten million dollars damage on
the island.

Kincaid was a teenager when Donna had struck.
He remembered how cars had poured off the island, jammed on the
bridge to Key West, and streamed into the hills. He remembered his
folks had argued about how long it would take to reach the Upper
Keys before the storm struck. There was only one road out and
hundreds of cars were already on it. They'd finally opted to stay
with relatives in the hills, near where the airport stood today.
Traffic was so tangled on the old two-lane road it had taken them
almost an hour to get there. He remembered the howling of the wind,
the driving fury of the rain, the power blackout, and how they'd
huddled around the tiny transistor for news.

Today, this same boardwalk was a bustling
place of shops and bars and restaurants. It wasn't an eyesore yet.
But if Tango kept growing the way it had for the last several
years, Kincaid would lay odds that it would rival Atlantic City for
tackiness by the mid 1990s.

He swung the Saab into the municipal lot at
the east end of the boardwalk, where the sodium vapor lights
painted everything a sickly orange. There were three cops, an
ambulance, a couple of vehicles from the Skeleton Crew. The alley
between a restaurant and a strip joint called Platinum's had been
cordoned off, and the usual crowd of gawkers had gathered.

"They smell blood a mile away," Ferret
remarked as they got out of the car.

"They're probably thinking the same about
us."

"I'm the first to admit I've got numerous
faults, Ryan, but blood lust isn't among them. This is strictly
business. I've had good luck in the past picking up tips at crime
scenes."

Ferret: the island's information broker.

They stopped at the edge of the crowd.
Ferret, who was nearly a foot shorter than Kincaid, looked up at
him. "I can't see a goddamn thing. What's going on?"

"The usual stuff."

"You're a big help. I'll meet you back by the
car." He weaseled his way into the crowd and quickly vanished.

Kincaid remained where he was, scanning the
area for a familiar face. Radios squawked, the crowd of gawkers
murmured, rookies hurried back and forth, as busy as ants, several
men were carefully removing garbage from the dumpster where the
body had been found. He spotted the chief of police, Gene
Frederick, talking to a woman with a nest of dyed blond hair who
was wearing pink leotards and a sequined shirt that fell to her
hips. One of the strippers from Platinum's, he guessed.

"You're the giant in the crowd, Kincaid."

He didn't have to look around to connect the
voice with a face. But he was glad he did. She looked good. Aline's
cinnamon-colored hair was loose, the way he liked it best, curling
over her shoulders and halfway down the back of her denim jumpsuit.
Her blue eyes were pinched at the corners, as though she hadn't
been sleeping well, but her smile was quick and surprisingly
warm.

"Hi, Al."

"Hi, yourself. What're you doing here
anyway?"

"News gets around."

"The grapevine's never been this fast
before."

"I ran into Martell at the Pink Moose. He
said a woman was found in a dumpster."

Silence: it floated in the night air like a
glob of fat in water. He was tempted to make a snide remark about
her getting stack in the lagoon with Martell, but knew she was
expecting him to say something, that she had braced herself for it,
so he didn't.

When she realized he was keeping his opinions
to himself, she said, "Her name's Rikki Baker. She was a dancer at
Platinum's. A wino found her in the dumpster. Bill thinks she'd
been there awhile." Bill Prentiss was the coroner.

"How long?"

She drew her eyes back to him. "Four or five
days, maybe as long as six. The wino says he'd been smelling
something bad the last couple days. Garbage pickup here is twice a
week, Mondays and Thursdays, but they missed yesterday. So she's
been here at least since Monday after the pickup."

"No one from Platinum's reported her
missing?"

"She was on vacation. According to her"—Aline
nodded toward the blonde in the pink leotards—"Rikki was supposed
to be in Miami auditioning for some part in a movie that's going to
be filmed up there."

"Any leads?"

"One. Blondie over there says Rikki had been
seeing a Cuban guy for a couple of months. He owns a
botánica downtown.”

A botánica was a Hispanic
religious goods store and implied something that probably spelled
trouble. "The guy's a santero?"

"I don't know. But that seems like a
reasonable assumption."

"Is there anything in the way she was killed
that could tie her death to santería?”

"Maybe." Aline touched his arm, her fingers
soft and cool against his skin. "Come take a look."

They walked over to the ambulance and she
opened the rear doors. The body bag rested on a stretcher, and she
pulled it out. The stench was bad and got worse as she unzipped the
bag and peeled it down to the woman's waist. Her dark hair spilled
out, fanning across the upper part of the stretcher. Her face was
swollen, misshapen, discolored from deterioration. Even in the
ambulance's dim light, he could see the white thing inching along
her lower lip and didn't have to look closer to know what it was. A
maggot. And where there was one, there were sure to be more. He
knocked it off with a snap of his wrist.

"This is what I wanted you to see," Aline
said, and pulled Rikki's arm free of the body bag.

Kincaid's gut went soft and queasy. The
woman's fingers were gone, cut off at the knuckles, so that her
hand resembled a kind of crude club. Clean cuts, precise, almost
surgical. No protruding tendons. No bones sticking out. No ragged
flesh. A machete? A sharp, heavy knife? Why the fingers?

"The left hand's the same," Aline said.

He looked at the blood that stained her
slacks and blouse at the waist. "Shot or stabbed?"

"Stabbed. Bill says he'll try to have
something for me tomorrow, so we'll know more then."

Kincaid fingered the black and red beads
around the woman's neck. They were strung on thin thread which
would've broken if she'd struggled hard. But all the beads were in
place and her clothes weren't torn, so rape was unlikely. He said
as much and Aline nodded.

"She might've known the killer. It would fit
with the stats."

Aline's assumption annoyed him. Just because
the statistics said the majority of homicide victims these days
knew their killers didn't mean it applied in this case. She was
talking about murder as if it could always be broken down into neat
little categories with labels, as though it were an event separate
from the person who carried it out. She seemed to have forgotten
that unless you understood the mind behind a homicide, facts and
statistics weren't worth a damn.

"It's just as possible she was surprised by
someone she'd never seen before, and didn't have a chance to
struggle."

"So you've been a guest lecturer at the FBI
lately, Ryan?"

"I'm just saying you may be jumping to
conclusions."

She folded her arms at her waist, stubborn
now "What I'm jumping for, Ryan, are theories, okay? The chief ran
her name and she doesn't have a record. But we can't get any
information from the Feds until Monday, and it'd be nice to have
her prints on file just in case. But we can't get a set of prints
because we don't have her fingers. Forensics is going to have to
lift prints from her apartment. That means we have no leads except
this botánica guy. So I'm looking for theories, Ryan,
that's all. And you know how I get when I'm frustrated, and right
now I'm frustrated."

He knew, all right. "Then here's a theory,
Al. I'm pretty sure those beads she's wearing are connected to
santería. Red and black are the colors of an
orisha named Elegguá. He opens doorways to opportunities,
and she was supposedly going to be trying out for a part in a
movie, so Elegguá would be the saint whose help she needed.
Regardless of what the Cuban boyfriend did or didn't do, I'd sure
as hell ask him about Rikki and Elegguá."

Aline looked at him like he'd just dropped in
from another planet. "You're sure about that Elegguá stuff?”

"I'm part Cuban," he said, zipping up the bag
and pushing the stretcher back inside the ambulance. "Didn't you
know?"

"Yeah, and I'm a Masai tribeswoman." She shut
the ambulance doors and leaned against them. "Would you go with me
tomorrow? When I talk to this guy?"

"Why?"

Impatience weighted her sigh. "Because your
Spanish is better than mine, Ryan. Because you know more about
santería than I do. Why do you think?"

He would've preferred an answer more along
the lines of I enjoy your company or I like to be with
you, but when you were scraping bottom, you couldn't be
picky.

"Okay, sure, I'll go with you."

"I'll talk to the chief and get the
department to pay you as a consultant on the case, Ryan."

She knows about the IRS. She couldn't
have found out from Ferret, who hadn't known until this evening, so
it had to be Prentiss, in whom Kincaid had confided, and who had
probably told Bernelli, who had told Aline. A fine, tight
circle.

"Just for going to the botánica
with you?" he laughed. "Things aren't that desperate, Al."

"No, I mean on the case, Ryan, not just for
one lousy visit to a botánica."

"I'm no expert on santería,
Aline.”

"What about that trip to Haiti when you—"

"That involved voodoo, not
santería.”

"Oh. Yeah. Well. There're similarities."

"Some." They walked away from the ambulance.
"But there're a lot of differences, too."

"How about that case in Miami when—"



"Luck."

"But that thing in the jar that used to sit
on your mantel. . ."

"That's a perfect example of my
ignorance."

The corners of her mouth slid down; it was
her Don't give me a hard time expression. "Let me put it
this way, then. If you run across something you don't know about,
can you find someone who'll fill in the gaps?"

"Probably."

Aline smiled, resting her case. "Good. Let's
talk to Gene."

"You talk to Gene and give me Rikki's
address. I'll meet you over there in an hour. I've got to find
Ferret and give him a ride back to his car."

"What's Ferret doing here?"

Unable to resist a dig,
he said, "He wanted to get away from Martell," then walked off to
find Ferret.

The interior of
Platinum's was cold, smoky, and loud. Its four levels were lit by
pale blue neon that splashed across the empty, sunken stage at the
front and grew progressively dimmer with each ascending tier until
the uppermost was practically dark. Booths and tables on every
level were sectioned off by Japanese screens for privacy. The
jukebox was turned up full blast.

Kincaid found Ferret at the bar on the upper
level, deep in conversation with the bartender. He claimed the
stool next to him and ordered a Perrier and lime.

"Any tips?" he asked when the bartender
walked off to get his Perrier.

"Not much yet, but I'm working on it.
Everyone describes her as 'real nice, but private.' The bartender's
my best bet. He's worked here for eight years, and he and I have
done some business together. I'll have something for you by
tomorrow. You leaving?"

"I'm going to meet Al at Rikki Baker's. You
want a ride back to your car?"

"No, I'll get a ride
later. Listen, Ryan. There is one thing." And he told Kincaid about
the dead woman's interest in santería.

"I heard. Find out
what you can about whatever men she was seeing."

"Right." Ferret started to say something
else, but the bartender returned with Kincaid's Perrier and resumed
his conversation with Ferret. Horses and jai alai. By the end of
the night, Ferret would have the man betting his week's paycheck on
one or the other or both.

Kincaid nursed his Perrier and decided to
hang around long enough to see the next act. He kept thinking about
the santería angle, testing it against what he knew
about the religion. It had been around in this country, he
supposed, since the first Cubans had settled here. But no one had
heard much about it until a hundred thousand Cubans had poured into
South Florida during the Mariel boatlift in 1980, and changed the
face of the peninsula forever.

It had originated in Nigeria, with the Yoruba
people. When they were brought to the New World as slaves, the
Spanish tried to convert them to Catholicism. The result was a
gradual merging of certain Catholic saints with the Yoruba gods and
the birth of santería --the worship of saints, called
orishas. The religion was steeped in mysticism, secrecy, and
rituals, and bore some resemblance to voodoo in its use of animal
sacrifices, effigies, and homeopathic magic.

By some estimates, there were as many as a
hundred million believers in santería and its sister
religions like shangó in Trinidad, voodoo, and
macumba in Brazil. He suspected the actual figure was much
smaller. But then again, it was hard to tell for sure because so
many believers and practitioners didn't talk about it. That would
make it tough to track down leads.

But the biggest obstacle in this case, he
knew, would be convincing people like Chief Frederick that
santería was more than mystical mumbo jumbo. His
approach to the diverse ethnic population on Tango was strictly
practical: if you spoke their language and understood something
about their culture, they might be more cooperative in an
investigation. Beyond that, their beliefs didn't matter.

But Kincaid knew better.

And he'd learned the hard way, during a
missing-persons case in Miami six years ago when
santería had nearly killed him. He knew, and just in
case he were ever inclined to forget, the four-inch scar on his
stomach was there to remind him.

The music started.

The lights dimmed.

The pretty blonde who'd been wearing the pink
leotards strutted out onto the stage to thundering applause. Her
silvery outfit shimmered, hugging her in all the right places. Her
hair was loose, thick, wild—hair that begged to be touched. Rikki
Baker's friend, he thought. A lead.

"Ferret." He nudged the little man. "Ask your
buddy what the blonde's name is."

Without missing a beat, Ferret said, "Starr
with a double r, Ryan, like Brenda the intrepid reporter from the
Sunday funnies. Starr Abbott. Got it?"

"Got it."

A drumbeat rolled, then settled into a
strange and steady rhythm. It seemed that the scar on his stomach
burned bright and hot for a few seconds, as if responding to the
primal beat, the pulse of some ancient world.

 



Chapter 3

The word had come
down from the Skeleton Crew who had searched Rikki Baker's
apartment: she hadn't been killed at home. But that much had been
obvious to Aline when she and Kincaid had stepped inside. It didn't
feel like a place where someone had died. The air was too still and
the rooms too tidy, too clean, too perfect, as if they'd been
preserved under glass.

The apartment, located in a refurbished Art
Deco building north of the city park, was comfortable but not
lavish, and furnished mostly in wicker and rattan. It was the sort
of apartment that might belong to a young, sensible businesswoman
who saved fifteen percent of her earnings, didn't cheat on her
taxes, ate the right foods, exercised regularly. A woman in a TV
ad.

The rent, the landlord had told her, ran six
hundred a month and was always paid promptly on the first of the
month. It was well within what Rikki could afford. Dancers at
Platinum's, the personnel manager had said, earned excellent
money—about three thousand a month, plus another five hundred to a
thousand a month in tips. So on forty to fifty grand a year, Rikki
Baker had carved out a nice little niche for herself.

Throughout the apartment, mixed in with the
possessions of this "sensible" woman, was evidence of what she
hoped to become. Posters of Broadway musicals. Magazine photos of
dancers like Leslie Caron, Juliette Prowse, a younger Shirley
MacLaine. A corkboard on the wall in the spare bedroom was a
wishboard of photos and magazine pictures of things Rikki wanted. A
new car. A house with a yard. A garden. A part in a movie. A man
she would trust. A man she could love. A man who would love her. A
baby. To be happy.

"Al, come in here a second. I think you
should see this stuff," Kincaid called.

The sound of his voice was a kind of reverse
déjà vu, an echo of the old days. Before Orient and After, she
thought, his trip as a well-marked juncture in her own life. After
all, if she'd decided to take a leave of absence from her job and
accompany him, she might be living on a junk in Hong Kong harbor
right now instead of excavating the secrets of a dead woman's
life.

She walked into the master bedroom where
everything was red and black; bedspread, throw rugs, drapes,
sheets. Elegguá's colors: deep, rich, excessive. The mirrored
ceiling only heightened the suffocating feel to the room.

"What'd you find?"

Kincaid turned, a giant whose sandy hair and
beard were going gray, a man whose sharp blue eyes and roguish good
looks still made her breath hitch in her chest. He held up a black
silk negligee with the nipples cut out. An "RK" was embroidered in
red thread between the cutouts. "Bit small for you, Ryan," she said
with a laugh.

"But not for you." He stepped around behind
her, turning her slightly so she faced the mirror, and held the
negligee up to her. "Not bad, but I don't think black's your color.
How about red?" He reached into the drawer and with a snap of his
wrist brought out a nearly identical negligee, except it was red,
and exchanged it for the black. "Well?" He rested his chin on top
of her head, watching her in the mirror.

"I'm not crazy about either one," she
said.

"Picky, picky, Aline." He moved and turned it
inside out so she could see the tag inside. "It's from Betsy's
Lingerie, that ritzy shop in the Cove. If they do their own
monograms, those would be special orders, right? And presumably
they keep records."

"RK," Aline said, running her thumb over the
embroidering. "It could be short for Rikki. Or maybe the R's for
Rikki and the K is for Kincaid, huh?"

"Yeah, that must be it. I wasn't in the
Orient at all. I was living a secret life here."

"It wouldn't surprise me," she said.

"Thanks."

"Just joking, Ryan." Sort of.

"What's the botánica owner's name
again?"

"Ortega. Manuel Ortega."

"Then the K doesn't stand for him." Kincaid's
hand vanished in the drawer again, and he pulled out several items
this time.

A black garter belt, A low-cut black silk
bra. A red silk teddy. Red panties with the crotch missing. The
monogram adorned everything. "Maybe she was hooking."

"Her blond pal in the pink leotards said no.
I asked. And Gene ran a check on her: no record."

"She might be lying, and not all hookers get
busted."

"Maybe. But it's just as likely these were
gifts from some guy whose tastes are a bit kinky."

"She might've been the kink and bought them
for herself." He pointed at the mirrored ceiling. "My ex-wife had a
ceiling like that when I met her, and she was definitely a
kink."

"Ex-wife one or two?"

"One."

"You never told me she was a kink."

"You never asked."

Intrigued that she'd stumbled on something
new about Kincaid, she asked what kind of kink ex-wife number one
was. "Are we talking videos? Orgies? Whips and chains? What?"

He exploded with laughter, and Aline whacked
his arm with the back of her hand. "Very funny, Ryan."

"But I really had you believing it for a
minute, didn't I?"

"Ha. C'mon, let's finish searching this
place."

Between them, they came up with: a gram of
coke, about two ounces of weed, a tube of something prescribed by
the same gynecologist Aline went to, an empty address book, a file
of publicity photos. They also ran across a photo album from which
most of the pictures had been removed. The few that remained were
of Rikki as a girl of nine or ten: posing at the beach; hand on a
hip, grinning for the camera; on a sled, in a tree, blowing out
candles on a cake. In one, she stood between a man and woman,
presumably her parents. The woman's image was blurred, but the
man's face was quite clear, and he reminded Aline of someone.

"Does he look familiar?" she asked
Kincaid.

He shrugged. "A young Ricardo Montalban." He
turned the picture over. On the back was: Me with Mom & Dad,
D.C. 1962. "Are her folks still alive?"

"Her buddy says no. But she also admitted
that Rikki was pretty tight-lipped about her life."

"Into our take pile."

Aline set it on the couch with some other
items and went into the utility room off the front hail, the last
room to search. The only thing of interest they discovered was a
small table covered with a white cloth. On top of it were glasses
of water, containers filled with wilted flowers, a half-smoked
cigar, a bottle of Florida water, half a fifth of rum, candles of
various colors and sizes, and religious statues. There was also a
coconut on a shallow clay plate which had been smeared with
honey.

It was a homemade altar, common in homes
where santería was practiced. Here, offerings were
made to the saints, requests were voiced, prayers were uttered. The
whole thing smacked of paganism, idols, earth religions, the very
stuff that had triggered the Salem witchcraft trials and turned
Catholics into butchers in the Middle Ages.

Aline knew that each item on the altar had a
specific function, and probably represented particular saints as
well. But the three-day seminar the department offered each year on
ethnic customs had been too condensed to provide such details.

"What's the coconut mean?" she asked.

Kincaid rubbed his fingers through his beard.
"The way I understand it, nothing in santería means
just one thing or has just one purpose. Coconuts are used in
divination, in the treatment of physical ailments, in spells.
Elegguá likes them, so they're sometimes offered to him on
Mondays—his day of the week. That's probably why this one's
here."

"And the honey is used to sweeten his
disposition?"

"Good, Al, you're catching on. Some of the
orishas supposedly have sweet tooths, so the honey could've
been used to draw a particular one. But since Rikki was wearing
beads that are Elegguá's colors, the honey was probably part of an
offering to him so he'd help her get what she wanted."

"The part in the movie."

"And whatever else she was asking for."

"And the glasses of water?"

The orishas gravitated toward water,
he said. They also liked flowers, which were sometimes used in
cleansing rituals, as were cigar smoke, rum, and Florida water.
That word, cleansing, suggested communions and confessions,
holy water and baptisms. She said as much, and Kincaid smiled.

"Same idea. Cleansings are generally for a
person's spirit, to get rid of any negative influences he may have
absorbed. In a typical cleansing, a santero sweeps a bouquet
of white flowers up and down the sides of your body, over your
head, across your feet, down your spine, and along your arms. If
the santero feels that your spirit is really tainted, then
he uses a pair of white doves, holding them by the feet as he
sweeps them over your body. The doves are then killed and buried,
which supposedly keeps the negativity from spreading to someone
else." His eyes flicked over the table again. "Everything here is
pretty standard."

But what they found in the freezer was
not.

A plastic glass with ice in it and a piece of
black cloth tied over it had been hidden in the back corner of the
freezer, behind a bag of flour. They popped the block of ice from
the glass, then broke it to get out the two scraps of paper inside.
Both had traces of ink on them, but whatever had been written had
long since vanished.

"Got any ideas about this one?" she
asked.

"Just a guess. It's probably some sort of
spell." Kincaid fingered the black cloth. "If you look at this in
symbolic terms, black could represent death—either literally or
figuratively. The pieces of paper might represent two of
something—two ideas or two people—probably people. And the freezer
. . ." He shrugged. "To preserve something or to kill it. This is
where an expert would come in handy, Aline."

"I'm open to suggestions."

"I was thinking of Meg Mallory."

A reference librarian and the island
historian: good choice. She'd lived on the island for fifty years,
long enough for her to qualify as a Tango Fritter, even though she
hadn't been born here. If she didn't know the answer herself, she
would know someone who did. "If you talk to her, I'll handle the
lingerie shop. Oh, Gene said okay on the consulting fee."

"But only after he gave you fifty reasons why
it would be an unnecessary expense, right?"

"Please, Ryan, don't exaggerate."

"Twenty reasons?"

"Three."

"Let's hear them."

"You're not dependable, you're not—"

"Never mind."

She chuckled and poked him in the ribs.
"Truth hurts, huh, Kincaid?"

He lit the cigar and blew smoke over the
altar. "Got any requests for Elegguá, Al?"

Only a couple of dozen, she thought. "How
many am I allowed?"

"One at a time." He passed her the cigar.
"Puff a little on that while I light a couple of candles."

She blew smoke at Kincaid's head. "Now you're
cleansed, Ryan."

"Tell it to the IRS."

She knew about his tax woes, of course,
because Bernie had told her. "How much do you owe?"

His eyes skewed against the smoke. "Bernie
must've told you."

"She said it was over ten grand."

"That's about right."

"What're you going to do?"

"Nothing. Hell, they've impounded the plane.
That's worth at least twenty." He dripped wax from a red candle
onto a plate and fixed the candle in it. "They'll probably sell it
and keep the whole twenty, too, the bastards. What's your
request?"

Clarity, a new job, a different career. . .
The list was long and complex, a litany that reflected everything
she wanted to change in her life. How could she choose just one
thing? All of it was important.

"No requests?" he asked when she didn't say
anything.

"I can't decide what should be first."

"It's just a game, Al."

"Then you go first."

He thought a moment, and blew out the
candle's flame, like a kid making a birthday wish. "Your turn." He
lit the candle again.

"What'd you ask for?"

"That's between Elegguá and me."

"I thought you said it was a game."

He rolled his eyes. "It is. I'll be in the
living room. This smoke in here is getting to me."

She stood there after he'd walked out,
irritated because he'd started this stupid thing, gotten her to
play along, and then left.

Typical. This was exactly what he'd done six
months ago when he'd departed for the Orient, and the year before
that when… and then…

"Aw, forget it." She
crushed the cigar against the coconut, blew out the candle, and
marched into the hail, wondering what Kincaid had wished for.

Aline's house rose
from the hump of a man-made hill at the dead end of Hurricane
Drive. Like many of the homes at the southern tip of the island, it
was built on stilts that lifted it ten or fifteen feet off the
ground. Built of knotty Florida pine, which had once blanketed
Tango Key, it had vaulted ceilings, a sleeping loft, and large
windows that shot from the tile floors to the ceiling.

It had been her parents' weekend getaway when
they'd lived in Key West, where they'd owned and operated Whitman's
Bookstore. After they had died, Aline had given up her apartment in
Key West and moved in here. In 1980 she'd opened a smaller
Whitman's on Tango's boardwalk, which she now owned with her former
manager, Mark Finley. Since the bookstore was Finley's sole job, he
ran it and kept it profitable. Aline took care of the paperwork and
filled in when she could for the three part-timers. The arrangement
worked well.

The bookstore, of course, remained a career
option, but not one that interested her very much. She'd already
done it. She'd started this Whitman's from scratch and had made a
success of it. There was no challenge to it now. Her job still
provided that, but she was fed up with police work—homicides,
B&Es, drug busts, drunken brawls, all of it.

It pays the bills, practical Bernie
would say whenever Aline complained.

Take a leave of absence, Prentiss
would advise.

Don't give me that mid-life crisis
shit, the chief would grumble.

But the point was that she felt as if her
life had stalled. It was like an old song whose familiarity
comforted her and conferred a sense of roots, but whose words and
music no longer made her feel good.

She stepped into the house, flicking on
lights as she went, listening for the click of Wolfe's claws
against the tile. She didn't hear them. She whistled for him. He
didn't appear. Mating season, she thought. Wolfe had wandered off
in search of a lady skunk, leaving through the hinged panel at the
foot of the front door. He'd done it before, but he'd always
checked in when it got dark, just to let her know he was okay.

In the kitchen, his bowls were overturned.
Water had puddled on the floor. The newspaper and stack of mail
she'd left on the kitchen counter had slipped into the sink. The
potted plants on the sill had been knocked over, and one had
broken, spewing clumps of black dirt and bits of clay pot across
the counter and into the sink. It was possible he'd tangled with a
cat that had found the hinged panel and made himself at home, that
was what she wanted to believe, but a deeper instinct said no.
Someone had been in here and frightened Wolfe.

Aline set her briefcase on the counter,
dropped her purse on the stool, and dug out her .38. The house
felt empty, but just In case it wasn't, the gun gave her an
edge. She removed her sandals and tiptoed into the hall, her thumb
flicking off the safety on the gun.

She listened, but heard only familiar
sounds—the pound of the surf a block away, the hum of the fridge,
the ticking of the clock over the sink. She checked the downstairs
closets, the back bedroom and bath, the utility room. She climbed
the bamboo ladder to the loft, heart beating a little faster now,
and peered over the top.

Nothing.

Up a little higher and she turned on the
lights. There. Better. Much better. But nothing here looked out of
place. The rainbow  colored hammock was strung near the
window, her bed was covered with stacks of clean laundry, her
bureau and nightstand were still a mess.

"Wolfe?"

She walked behind the hammock to open the
window, but it was already cracked—not the way she'd left it this
morning before she'd gone to work. She called for Wolfe again and
this time, heard scratching.

"You up here, boy?"

Frantic scratching now, coming from the
bathroom. Aline threw open the door, didn't see the skunk, said his
name again. The scratching was coming from the linen closet, and
when she opened the door, towels and bathroom supplies tumbled out.
She heard him clearly now, growling the way skunks did when they
were frightened or angry, and realized he was inside the wall.

She hurried back down the ladder and around
the corner of the alcove that jutted out over the carport. Years
ago, before the extra bedroom at the back of the house had been
built, the utility room had been here, with a laundry chute that
had run from it to the loft. Later, the room had been turned into a
closet, with a storage area and the old chute behind it. She didn't
know how Wolfe had found it, but it was the only way he could've
possibly gotten inside the wall.

Sure enough, the closet door was ajar. Bags
of books leaned into boxes of Christmas decorations, which had
toppled into a carton of board games. Shiny bulbs and Monopoly
money and paperbacks and Trivial Pursuit cards were scattered
across the floor and the top of the trunk everything had been
resting on. Aline leaned over the trunk, sneezed as dust flew up,
and opened the pint-sized door to the storage room. She called for
Wolfe and a moment later heard the click of his claws against the
chute as he slid to the bottom. He shot past her, a black and white
blur moving faster than she would've thought possible. It took her
ten minutes to find him huddled inside the tub, behind the shower
curtain.

He was a two-foot black and white striped
skunk with an eight-inch tail that flicked back and forth as he
growled and stamped his little feet, sure signs he intended to
blast her. He couldn't, of course, he'd been de-scented, which he'd
apparently forgotten. But he could still claw and bite and since
skunks had terrible eyesight, she extended her hand slowly so he
could smell her.

"It's me, boy. How about some Stinko Delight?
You hungry? C'mon, I'm not going to hurt you."

Aline clicked the nails of her other hand
against the edge of the tub, their code, the way she usually called
him. His black raisin eyes squinted at her. His little rosebud
mouth moved, as if to form words. His nose sniffed frantically at
the air. And then his tongue darted out and licked the back of her
hand.

She picked him up, and checked him over as he
squirmed in her lap, struggling to escape. He didn't appear to be
injured. She couldn't find any cuts or nicks or scrapes. But from
the way he gobbled down the chicken and raw eggs she gave him, it
was obvious he'd been in the chute most of the day, and that
something had terrified him enough to keep him there. As she
watched him, she realized the most stable relationship in her life
at the moment was with this four-year-old skunk. The moral to that
was too depressing to contemplate. But on a cheerier note, if it
hadn't been for him, she wouldn't have noticed that the window in
her loft wasn't the way she'd left it.

She climbed back up the bamboo ladder and
searched the loft. Contrary to what Kincaid believed, there was an
inherent order in the room's chaos, and it didn't take her long to
notice that several things were missing. Her hairbrush. A bottle of
Opium perfume, which she favored. The long T-shirt from Chile which
she usually slept in. A tube of lipstick. Except for the perfume,
nothing was worth more than ten bucks. Even the two twenty-dollar
bills on the dresser hadn't been taken.

Aline turned slowly in place, eyes sliding
through the room, pausing here, there, searching. Her gaze stopped
on the framed photograph on the nightstand next to the bed.

It was facing the wall.

When she picked it up, her heart shuffled
across the bottom of her chest, her eyes stung, a tongue of cold
licked at the back of her neck. Part of the photo had been cut
away, and only the half with Kincaid in it remained, his arm
curving toward where she should have been.

 



Chapter 4

Ortega licked his
dry lips and stepped carefully through the brush, keeping his
flashlight aimed at the ground so he could see where he was going.
He couldn't hear anything but wind. It swept in from the Gulf,
whistled over the cliff just beyond him, and whipped leaves and
pine needles around his ankles. Every now and then his flashlight
dimmed or blinked out and he shook it fiercely, swearing softly in
Spanish, wishing he were anywhere but here. But this was another
test.

The test of darkness in the old seamen's
graveyard.

Padrino would be waiting for him,
waiting for the shovel he carried, for the empty duffel bag that
flopped against his thigh as he made his way through the dense
thicket. He wished for moonlight, starlight, any kind of light that
would strip away the dark. But the sky had clouded over, and he
smelled rain in the air, just as he had the night Rikki had
died.

The night he helped kill her.

No, I didn't kill her.

Padrino did. He, Manuel Ortega, only held
her, doing what had to be done for the greater good, for the
vision, for the knowledge. He was an apprentice, the only pupil of
a sorcerer whose power would one day blind with its brilliance. One
day soon.

When the moon turned black.

As he neared the graveyard, his throat went
dry. A wave of sweat moved across his back and sprang through the
pores of his hands, his face. Spirits walked here: he could feel
them. They brushed up against him disguised as the wind. They
breathed on his cheeks. Their spittle dampened the back of his
neck. They whispered to him in a language he didn't yet understand,
and their voices seemed sharp, menacing.

"Padrino," he whispered. "Are you
here?"

The wind swallowed his voice. Ortega moved
forward slowly, shining the flashlight over the headstones. They
stuck up from the dark like huge packs of chewing gum standing on
end, and branches hung over them, skeletal arms that swayed,
rustled, that chattered in the wind.

"Padrino," he said again, louder this
time.

But it was only the wind who answered him,
groaning like a woman at the moment of her greatest pleasure.

As he moved closer to the graves, the spirit
voices got louder. The skin on his arms ruptured with goosebumps.
Fear swelled against the back of his throat, a boil, a tumor, a fat
heart that throbbed.

Forty Hispanic seamen had been buried here
between 1910 and 1948, but it was the presence of one man Ortega
felt most strongly, and he knew where that man's grave was. He had
known since he was a child, when the stories about Armando Bacalao
had been whispered with both reverence and revulsion. He was the
greatest mayombero to ever come out of Cuba, and some said
that if he had lived, his power could have defeated Castro. Others
believed that Bacalao had faked his death and assumed a new
identity when he'd denounced Ikú. The bones in his grave,
they said, belonged to a man Bacalao had sacrificed as an offering
to Ikú, to appease the god for his own defection. The only thing
Ortega knew for sure was that Padrino possessed Bacalao's
power. He had seen the power, tasted it, watched it. And one day
that power would pass to him, because he had been chosen.

A man does what he must, he thought,
and shone the beam over the headstones again.

"No lights."

Ortega whipped around at the sound of the
voice; Padrino laughed silently and took the shovel. "You
act like a child who's scared of his own shadow, Manuel. Come on,
we have work to do."

Without the flashlight, the dark was thick,
impenetrable, an inky abyss where the ground might shift at any
second, where the trees might topple, where the dead might suddenly
rise up and swell in the breeze like phosphorescent sails. But
Padrino moved forward with the quick certainty of a man who
knew these woods, a man who saw with the soles of his feet, the
pores in his skin, a man of power. Ortega was honored that he had
been chosen.

They stopped at the
grave. The headstone leaned to one side, and the lettering on it
was faded but still visible:

CAPITAN ARMANDO
BACALAO

17 de julio, 1901, La Habana, Cuba

4 de diciembre, 1948, Tango Key

MI VIDA PARA IKU

Padrino jammed the shovel into the
soil and started to dig. Ortega set the duffel bag down, crouched,
and cleared the dirt to the side with his hands. The wind moved
against his back, the graveyard ghosts danced around him, the dark
licked at the air he breathed. His hands were getting dirty. The
black soil pushed up under his fingernails. Its wet smell swirled
in his nostrils and stank of death. He hated this. But an
apprentice was supposed to take orders, to learn, to remember. An
apprentice did what he had to do.

The shovel struck something, and Ortega felt
the dull, hollow sound inside his own skull. Now Padrino
worked his way quickly around the grave with the shovel. It sank,
hit, sank again. Padrino tossed the shovel aside and fell to
his knees, and they both dug with their fingers until the edges of
the coffin appeared.

"This is it, Manuel. Help me lift it."

It took them a few minutes to pull the coffin
out, and when they did, Ortega felt a stab of disappointment. It
was so small. How could such power be contained in a body that was
so diminished? Perhaps the stories were true, after all. Perhaps
another man was, buried here, an ordinary man, a campesino
Bacalao had sacrificed. But then the lid slid away from the coffin
and Padrino sucked in his breath and Ortega knew Bacalao was
buried here. He sensed the evil, the power, felt it like a weight
in his bones, his blood, in the deepest recesses of his being. He
felt the unseen something that hissed from the coffin, that changed
the texture of the air, the temperature of the wind.

Ortega's heart lurched like a drunk in his
chest, lurched with fear and awe and a need to flee. But Padrino
switched on the flashlight and shone it into the coffin. The bones
were small, no larger than a key deer's, and when Padrino
picked one up and brushed it off, it was utterly white, like a
pearl.

Padrino picked up more of the bones,
and some of them broke and fell back into the coffin. They
pulverized instantly.

Tiny plumes of dust rose up, and
Padrino leaned into them, inhaling them. Ants and bugs
scurried out of the coffin; Padrino didn't seem to notice
them. He stuck his finger through the skeleton's eye socket and
reached up into the skull.

"Here, Manuel. Here was the true source of
Bacalao's power. Here." Padrino spoke in Spanish and looked
up at Ortega then, his eyes feverish, glazed, almost wild, and
tapped his own temple. "And soon it will be here." His laughter was
soft, wild, a little crazy. Then the skull broke off from the rest
of the skeleton and his padrino lifted it in his cupped
hands and told Ortega to shine the flashlight into the mouth.

The eyes lit up.

The holes of the nose glowed.

The skull turned bright and luminous, as
though it were burning from the inside out, a white pumpkin, a
macabre star, a new moon. Padrino then removed the
flashlight and brought the skull close to his own face and slowly,
very slowly, drew the tip of his tongue around the rim of the eye
sockets. The tongue darted into the sockets, out, in again, then
slipped down over a cheekbone to the mouth.

Germs, thought Ortega.
Diseases.

"Beautiful," whispered his
padrino.

"We should hurry," Ortega said, looking
around nervously, more afraid now of the living than the dead. "It
will be light soon."

Padrino told him to gather up the rest
of the bones, wrap them in burlap, and put them in the bag. The
skull was bound in black satin cloth and placed next to the other
bones. Padrino also added dirt from the deepest part of the
grave and a nail and a splinter of wood from the coffin. An
earthworm was crawling from the dirt inside the hole, and
Padrino picked it up, squeezed it between his fingers until
it was dead, and dropped it in the bag. "Any time a worm appears in
a grave, Manuel, one must kill it and use it in the nganga.
It's a sign."

Ortega nodded. An apprentice must
remember.

He forced himself to think about later, about
what was to come. First, the bones would be pulverized and mixed
with drops of their own blood. Then the worm would be chopped up
with a pinch of dirt from the grave and the heart of the panther
they had killed three weeks ago. The panther was important because
it had been Bacalao's creature, his spiritual counterpart in the
animal world. It was fleet and shrewd, a hunter who would now do
Padrino's bidding, because he possessed its heart.

The personal belongings of their next victims
would be added to the mixture, so the panther would know their
smell, their habits, their haunts. All of this, including Rikki's
fingers, would be combined with the nganga, the source of
the mayombero's power.

It was the equivalent of a voodoo root bag,
but more vast, more complex, like a small world that contained all
the creatures and plants a mayombero would need for spells
and magic. This little world was ruled by a kiyumba, the
spirit of a corpse the sorcerer chose during his initiation and
removed from a grave.

Various parts of the corpse were used in the
creation of the nganga, and if its spirit consented to work
with the mayombero, then the pact was sealed for life.

Padrino already possessed the
nganga that had served Bacalao so well throughout his short
life. He had inherited it. Eventually, it would be passed on to
Ortega and to it would be added Padrino's bones and dirt
from his grave and blood from Ortega and whoever he chose as an
apprentice. The process was infinite, immortal, an ever deepening
spiral whose borders were closed to all but the chosen.

And he, Manuel Ortega, had been selected to
inherit the darkest magic, the darkest power. It made everything
worthwhile, even Rikki. She wasn't really dead, after all. She too
had been picked—and was now immortalized, living on in the
nganga, endowing it with her considerable sensual talents.
In her new life, she would be with him forever. They would hunt
together, learn together, bound by magic. Surely she understood
this and, in the greater wisdom she'd found in death, had forgiven
him for tricking her that night.

As he tied the burlap around the bones, the
damp wind brushed across his ear like lips, a ghost kiss. For just
an instant he thought he heard Rikki's voice curling through the
dark, a finger of smoke, a tendril of fog, Help me, Manuel, help
me. He saw her slumping in his arms, felt the warmth of her
blood on his hands, tasted that night's rain in his mouth.

Then there was just the moan of the wind and
Padrino hissing, "Hurry up, Manuel."

His heart ached as he stood, as he hurried
from the graveyard, away from the voices of the dead, away, dear
God, away.

 



Chapter 5

Kincaid sped through
the rain, following Old Post Road out of town and into the
hills.

This two-lane route, twisting around the
periphery of the island as if embracing it, dated back to the turn
of the century. Then it was little more than a horse and buggy path
which wound through the wilderness between Tango to the south and
the Cove to the north. The postmen who'd delivered mail once a
month had traveled it on horseback after arriving on the ferry from
Key West.

The ferry still operated, but like everything
else on the island it bore little resemblance to its predecessor.
Progress, Kincaid thought, had taken its toll on Tango. Whereas
land here had once sold for a hundred an acre, the price of an
average home now was about $250,000, the highest in the state.
Gasoline was almost fifty cents higher a gallon than on the
mainland, clothes and food were fifteen percent more expensive, and
property taxes were absurd. No wonder people had to have two jobs
to live here.

But despite the problems, and the way
developers gobbled up bits and pieces of the island, there were
tangible benefits: pollution-free air, limits on building that
prevented the construction of high-rises, a wilderness preserve
that covered the northeast tip of the island, and an unusual
topography of hills and beaches, glades and wilderness. Tango
remained the only place in Florida that Kincaid wanted to live,
even in the bad times.

But maybe bad times had cycles like the moon,
and his were almost over. Besides the consulting fees he would earn
from the police department, the call he'd gotten late last night
from Hannah Porter spelled income. He'd worked for her and her
husband in the past, digging up background information for Porter's
books. The jobs were usually uncomplicated, and always paid
well.

Once he was high in the hills, the rain let
up and the sweet scent of ocean and earth wafted through the
windows. The pale light varnished the damp cushions of green, and
everything sparkled—the brilliant red blooms on the acacia trees,
the lavender periwinkles, the pines, the banyans. And then he
rounded a curve and there was the lighthouse, rising from the lip
of a cliff on the western slope of the island, a great bleached
bone standing on end. It was over a hundred years old, a monolithic
relic of the days when Tango was a dark green pearl floating in the
Gulf Stream. Numerous stones had circulated about the place over
the years—mysterious deaths among the lighthouse keepers, supposed
hauntings by the Hispanic fishermen buried in the nearby seamen's
graveyard, boats smashed to smithereens on the rocks seventy feet
below it. But none of the superstitions that had grown up around it
had prevented the Porters from buying it three years ago.

Kincaid pulled up to the imposing iron gate
and got out. Three German shepherds raced from the trees on the
other side, oblivious to the drizzle as they snarled and barked and
leaped up against the slats. He rang the intercom and kept his
distance from the gate; the pooches looked damn hungry.

"Yes?" asked a male voice with a slight
Hispanic accent.

"It's Ryan Kincaid. Hannah's expecting
me."

"Ah, si, señor. If you will please
follow the driveway to the front of the lighthouse and do not get
out until I have leashed the dogs."

"Right." Like he needed to be told.

He heard a click and the gates began creaking
open. He hopped back into the Saab, shut the windows, and drove
through. The shepherds bounded along, keeping pace with the car,
making enough racket to raise the dead.

The driveway twisted through beautifully
landscaped grounds: hibiscus hedges that were trimmed into neat
geometric shapes, citrus and mango trees weighted with fruit,
sprays of ferns interspersed with clusters of bright flowers. This
was Karl Porter's Walden, the place where he created his sci-fi
space fantasies, his thrillers, his weird, dark tales of possession
and madness.

Kincaid had met him and Hannah shortly after
they'd moved here, when Porter did a signing at Whitman's for his
latest book. The affair had been enormously successful; his name
drew buyers in droves. But the aggravationAline had gone through to
accommodate Porter's numerous eccentricities had soured her on
Porter the man, and to this day she still disliked him. She wasn't
a woman who forgave and forgot, he thought, and no one knew it
better than he did.

As Kincaid neared the lighthouse, a man in a
yellow rain slicker emerged from the trees and whistled shrilly for
the dogs.

When they raced over to him, he snapped
leashes on their collars and led them away. A moment later, Kincaid
stopped behind Hannah's sleek white Porsche. In front of it was its
twin, the bright red number that Porter drove, and in front of
that, the family van.

Kincaid darted through the drizzle to the
front door. It opened before he rang the bell, and Hannah ushered
him into the hallway, her voice soft and breathy as she greeted
him, and suggested they talk in the kitchen.

"I know I called you awfully late last night,
Ryan, and I do apologize, but I wanted to get started on this right
away. . .”

He smiled to himself as she chattered
nonstop, her wide pastel blue eyes blinking and rolling and
laughing as she skipped from one topic to another. The weather. The
new dogs. Her various illustrating projects with firms in Miami.
The sales figures on Porter's newest book. Her garden.

She was just a wisp of a thing, five two or
three, with short, fluffy blond hair, and a face pretty enough to
stop traffic. She wore gold hoop earrings, her feet were bare, and
her slender body was pressed into designer jeans. Her bright yellow
T-shirt with WOODSTOCK across the front completed his impression of
her as a sixties flower child.

Her incessant chatter characterized her as
much as anything else, and Kincaid enjoyed listening to her. She
possessed a childlike exuberance for anything that interested her.
It led some people to dismiss her as a flake, and blinded them to a
mind that was bright and mercurial and which complemented Porter's.
Despite her youth—she was fifteen years younger than Porter—she was
shrewd where he was trusting, detailed where he was not, left brain
to his right. Ying and yang, the perfect balance.

They settled at the shiny black table in the
kitchen, where the picture window overlooked the Gulf. The
blue-green waters stretched through the mist like a mirage,
stripping him momentarily of his sense of time. It was easy to
imagine old fishing vessels churning through fog on these painted
waters a century ago, following the glow of the lighthouse beacon.
No wonder Porter had moved here. From his study in the old beacon
tower, he had only to gaze out at this incomparable loveliness to
lose himself.

"I meant to call you a couple of weeks ago
when I heard you were back, Ryan, but then I had to go to Miami for
a couple of days and it slipped my mind," Hannah was saying. "In
fact, I sometimes feel like I spend most of my life in Miami, even
though I've only got to be there once a week, when one company has
its editorial meetings. Karl has tried calling you a couple times
too. Anyway, he's started this new project and I'm desperately in
need of some help. It may involve a trip to Miami, but other than
that, it's stuff you can probably find here on Tango. The library
doesn't have much, but we've got this huge Latin population on
Tango, and since you speak Spanish and all, I thought. .

"What's the project involve?"

"Oh." Her laughter broke up the concentration
on her pretty face. "Yeah. I got ahead of myself." Her small, white
hands curled around her coffee mug. "He's doing a novel that
involves santería. A real dark thing, really. I know
I, for one, will not be able to read it if I'm alone here at
night."

Funny, Kincaid thought, how you didn't hear
or think about something for months at a time, and then suddenly it
cropped up twice in twenty-four hours. "What do you need exactly,
Hannah?"

"Stories. There're a few books on
santería in English, and I can get background
material from those. But Karl needs real experiences people have
had with santería. Spells that have worked, secret
rituals, the way a santero is possessed by a spirit when he
goes into a trance, like that."

"I'll see what I can do. But it may take a
while. Santeros are tight-lipped."

"Oh, don't worry about time. He's got a long
deadline on this one. The zombie business in voodoo interests him,
Ryan, so if there's anything in like that, it'd be good too.,"

"That wouldn't really be
santería.”

Her thin brows arched. "No?"

"I don't think so. Anything to do with the
dead and rituals of the dead—the so-called dark side of
santería falls into palo mayombe."

She looked interested. "Karl mentioned that.
What is it?"

He admitted he didn't know much about it,
except that palo was the Hispanic equivalent of black magic.
It dealt with death, destruction, and revenge, and its
practitioners were called mayomberos. "They don't worship
orishas, who're considered spirits of light, but work
through a god called Ikú, who—"

" Ikú?" She sat up straighter. "Is that what
you said?"

Kincaid nodded.

"C'mon, I want to show
you something in the seamen's graveyard." She pushed away from the
table. "The dogs found it this morning."

Outside in the
drizzle, they followed a path through the mist that paralleled the
edge of the cliff for a few hundred yards. The wind whipped up over
the sides, a tempest that tasted of salt and wilderness. He was
soaked to the skin before they reached the six-foot wall that
separated the lighthouse property from the woods beyond it. The
gate squeaked as they passed through it.

"The caretaker said he must've left the gate
open yesterday or something. That's the only way the dogs could've
gotten out." Hannah glanced up at him, her thin fingers sliding
through her damp hair. "When he tracked them down, they were in the
graveyard."

They cut away from the cliff now, through
knee-high weeds, and into woods where the trees grew close and
tight, as if they were protecting something. The canopy of branches
was thick enough to keep the drizzle from touching them and took
the brunt of the wind; but it whistled through this tunnel of wet
green, a high-pitched noise that seemed at times almost human, as
though some neighborhood kids were hidden in the brush, signaling
each other with what were supposed to be bird calls.

When they reached the graveyard, the air
seemed to change, growing cooler, silkier, softer, although he
might've been imagining it. But this was a place where a man could
imagine any number of dark and terrible things and believe
absolutely that all of them were real or were about to be real.

The gravestones, perhaps forty in all, were
as weather-beaten as the men buried here had probably been when
they died. Weeds sprouted everywhere, flourishing on the graves,
sticking out of the cracks in the headstones.

"Here," said Hannah, stepping carefully
between the headstones now. In the middle of the second row she
stopped. There were fewer weeds on this grave, and little growth
around it. The earth, in fact, looked freshly dug. "When the
caretaker found the dogs this morning, they were trying to get at a
corner of the coffin that was sticking up through the dirt." She
crossed her arms at the waist, and her hands vanished inside the
sleeves of her rain slicker. "Like it had been dug up. But not by
dogs."

"Grave robbers?" Kincaid chuckled. "I doubt
that any of these guys had anything buried with them worth
stealing, Hannah."

"Probably not. But it still gives me the
creeps. This is what I wanted to show you, Ryan." She moved around
to the right of the grave, crouched, and brushed her hand over the
headstone. She pointed. " Ikú.”

Kincaid moved closer. Captain Armando
Bacalao, whoever he was, had been born on July 17, 1901, in Havana,
and had died on December 4, 1948, on Tango Key.

"What's the epitaph say?" she asked. "I don't
know Spanish."

“My life for Ikú.”

Hannah gazed at him from the other side of
the grave, drops of rain sparkling in her hair. "Should we dig it
up, Ryan? And see if it's been broken into?" Her voice was softer,
almost a whisper, as if she were afraid someone might overhear
them.

Kincaid started to say no; what was the pint?
But he felt a weird little nudge just under his ribs and decided it
wouldn't hurt. "Got a shovel?"

"In the shed. Be right back…”

While she was gone, Kincaid strolled through
the rows, spot-checking other graves to see if any looked freshly
dug. None did.

It didn't take him long to uncover the coffin
once Hannah came back with the shovel. The splintered wood around
its edges told a grim little tale, and once he got the lid off, the
coffin told the rest. The thing was empty.

"Did the dogs act up last night?" he
asked.

Hannah shook her head. "No more than usual."
She tore her eyes away from the coffin, her face sallow and gray in
the light. "They're supposed to be watchdogs. That's why we got the
damn things. We're pretty isolated out here, and Karl spends so
much time up in the tower, where you can't hear a damn thing except
the wind. He thought the dogs would be a good idea since I'm
usually puttering around on the ground floor, and if something
happened . . ." She shrugged. "I used to think he was just being
overly cautious. Now I'm not so sure, what with that murder and
all."

"It was probably just some kids from the high
school, Hannah."

"But what would they need bones for?"

"These days, no telling. Does Karl know?"

"He knows the dogs got out and that the grave
looked like it had been dug up. He figured the dogs had done it."
She laughed a little, but there was something sad about it, almost
wistful. "He's cautious, but he's not paranoid."

"Maybe you should call Aline and at least
report it," he suggested.

"I hate to bother her. It's not that big a
deal. Besides, you're probably right, that it was just some
kids."

Kincaid eased the coffin back into the hole
and covered it with dirt again. They walked back toward the
lighthouse, Hannah quiet and pensive, hands lost in the pockets of
her slicker. Once they were through the gate, she said, "Could you
do me a favor, Ryan?"

"Sure."

"Stop by the tower and see Karl before you
leave."

"I was going to."

"Good. I think he spends too much time cooped
up in the tower. He needs to get out, get away from the book, from
work. He needs to be with people other than me."

"He's been compulsive as long as I've known
him, Hannah."

"This is different. Something's bugging him,
and he needs someone to talk to, and it sure as hell isn't going to
be me."

The way she said it hinted at problems and
differences that were none of his business, and he preferred not
getting involved at all. He liked the Porters, both of them, and
didn't want to find himself in the uncomfortable position of having
to choose sides. But just the same, he climbed the six flights of
stairs that twisted like an intestine to the old beacon tower. The
door was open, Porter's computer was on, but he wasn't at his
desk.

"Karl?"

Kincaid stepped inside, into Karl Porter's
private world, where the light was magical and strange and the only
sound was the moan and whistle of the wind. Books were
everywhere—stacked on the floor beside his desk, piled next to his
computer, clumped in no apparent order on shelves. On a shelf under
the window that faced the lighthouse grounds were a VCR, a TV, and
a CD player. To Kincaid's left were a pint-sized fridge and a couch
with folded sheets and a pillow at one end. From the looks of it,
Porter wasn't just spending a lot of time up here; it was almost
like he was hiding.

Kincaid walked over to the sliding glass
doors that opened out onto the Gulf and saw Porter leaning against
the railing in the corner, his thinning, dark hair blown about by
the wind. He was as muscular, dark, and tall as his wife was
petite, blond, and short, and from the back looked like an
ex-jock.

When Kincaid slid open the doors, the wind
assaulted him, burning his eyes and stinging his cheeks. The smell
of the sea and rain filled him. "Hey, Karl," he shouted.

Porter glanced around. The wind seized his
hair from the back and made it stand on end. He looked wild,
uncivilized, as though he'd sprung fully grown from the sea, the
wind, the elements. Then he grinned and hurried toward Kincaid, a
hand smoothing his hair back over his head.

"Ryan, my God, it's good to see you," he said
loudly, pumping Kincaid's hand, slapping him on the shoulder. His
dark eyes squinted against the wind, creasing deeply at the
corners. "I heard you'd gotten back. How was it? Isn't Shanghai the
most incredible city you've ever been in? Did you get to Taiwan,
Ryan?"

Kincaid laughed and suggested they go back
inside. Once the doors were shut behind them, the wind kept
prowling across the glass, hungry, restless, rattling it now and
then like a beast that wanted in.

"Jesus, you look great, Ryan. This trip
must've agreed with you. Make yourself comfortable." He gestured
toward the couch and opened the fridge. Out came two Coors Lights,
which Porter popped. He passed one to Kincaid and settled in the
stuffed chair to the left of the couch. The last thing Kincaid
wanted at 9:30 in the morning was a beer, and it must've shown,
because Porter said, "Oh. I guess it's sort of early, isn't it.
What the hell. I lose track of time up here. That's probably part
of the problem. Salud." He lifted his can and drank.

He did it, Kincaid noticed, like he needed
the beer. Needed it badly. His hand trembled slightly as he set it
on the coffee table. He patted his windbreaker, pulled out a pack
of Winstons, lit one. "So tell me about the trip."

Porter was one of the few men whose passion
for travel equaled Kincaid's. Where one of them hadn't been, the
other had. What one didn't know about a particular city or country,
the other usually did. Although he hadn't done much traveling since
he'd married Hannah, Kincaid knew, Porter and his first wife had
lived in half a dozen countries during their twelve-year marriage.
And that relentless itch for foreign places had never left him. It
was an itch Kincaid understood well.

"I keep hearing this tone in your voice,
Ryan, that says it was a great trip, but. . .

"No problems with the trip, only since I got
back. Uncle Sam's after my ass."

"Yeah, I heard about the plane." He took
another swig of beer and sat back, the heel of his right foot
resting against his left thigh. "About ten years ago they billed me
for back taxes and I didn't have the money, so they impounded my
copyrights. I eventually had to buy them back. They're mean
fuckers, Ryan." He paused, a meaningful pause that meant he was
working up to something. "How's Aline?"

"Busy. I guess you know about the body that
was found on the boardwalk?"

"Yeah, I heard." Something changed in his
expression, something small but significant that altered the shape
of his mouth, of his eyes. "Sometimes I think the maniacs moved
from Miami down here."

"It looks like santería might
be involved."

"Really?" He flicked at an ash on his jeans
and stabbed out his cigarette. "Why?"

Kincaid started to tell him, but changed his
mind. It might be one of those details the cops weren't releasing
to the press so they could weed out cranks. "Cops aren't saying
much."

"If you pick up anything specific from Aline
on santería, Ryan, let me know. I'm sure Hannah told
you I'm desperate for some authentic stuff."

"I'll do what I can."

"This book was Hannah's idea, you know, and I
think her instincts were right on target again. I feel good about
this one, Ryan. Better than I've felt in a long time."

"Hell, they've all been good."

Porter rubbed a hand along the side of his
face, sipped at the beer, shook his head. "Then you haven't read
The Percy Parallel. That one was shit, Ryan. The whole time
I was writing it I kept wanting to be somewhere else. Moving.
Traveling. When this one's finished I think I'm going to do exactly
that." He flung out his arms, a gesture that encompassed not only
the room but the lighthouse, grounds, the view, his life. "Why not?
I can afford it. I can afford to go anywhere, Ryan. The only reason
I haven't is because of Hannah." He got up, pacing around the room
now, as restless as the wind. "Hannah doesn't enjoy it. She likes
being where she feels she's in control. If we went anywhere, we'd
be staying in Hiltons, Ryan, and what's the point in that? I might
as well not even leave the country if I'm going to stay in a
fucking Hilton." He stopped, his face etched with a peculiar
longing. "Is it worth it?"

"I don't know." Kincaid's situation with
Aline wasn't quite the same as Porter's with Hannah. But it was
close enough because the bottom line was travel, extended travel,
nomadic travel, non-Hilton travel. "If I come up with any answers,
Karl, you'll be the first to know."

"Women," Porter grumbled, plopping into the
chair again, a leg hoisted over the arm, a hand digging for another
cigarette. "I ran into Aline one night at the Pink Moose, did she
mention it?"

"No." Kincaid sensed what he was working up
to, so he saved Porter the trouble. "Was she with Martell?"

Porter's dark eyes flicked toward Kincaid and
seemed surprised or disappointed, Kincaid wasn't sure which. "Yeah,
she was with him. What do you think of him?"

"I'm afraid my opinion is biased." Kincaid
wanted to laugh, to show Porter that he didn't take Martell too
seriously in the overall scheme of things, but the most he could
muster was a sick chuckle. "You know him?"

"Sort of. A year or so ago I needed some
legal background for a book and contacted him. I told him I'd pay
him a hundred and fifty an hour, which was twice what he was
getting at the time. And you know what the little skit told me?
That he'd do it for five hundred an hour. 'You can afford it,' he
says. 'Your books are always on the Times best-seller list.'
Now, I don't mind paying people for a job, Ryan, but c'mon. Anyway,
I had Hannah contact him, but without his knowing she was my wife.
He gave her the information for seventy-five an hour."

Martell: the Tango Casanova, Kincaid thought.
It was enough to make him gag.

"I was loaded the night I ran into him and
Aline, Ryan. I said some things about her current taste in men
which she probably hasn't forgiven me for."

Kincaid laughed. "Good. I'm glad somebody
said it." He pressed his palms against his thighs and got to his
feet. "I'd better shove off and let you get back to work. Let's get
together for drinks or dinner sometime soon."

"Great. I'll call you in a couple of days."
Porter walked him to the door. "Good to have you back, Ryan."

Kincaid was halfway down the first flight
when he remembered he hadn't told Porter about the pillaged grave.
He started to turn around but realized that if he didn't leave now
he would never make it back into town on time to meet Aline. Being
late was a sure way to get off on the wrong foot with her, so he
kept going.

If he had returned to the tower, he would
have seen Karl Porter standing at his desk, staring at the revolver
in his hand. He would have seen Porter lifting the weapon to his
temple, pulling back the hammer, then weeping as he jerked his arm
away and fired at the window.

As a pane of glass in the tower shattered,
the only thing Kincaid heard was the howl of the wind as it swept
furiously through Porter's private world.

 



Chapter 6

Rainwater rushed off
the awning in front of the Tango Cafe, creating a shimmering veil
that made everything beyond it look luminous and strange. Aline
felt as if she were peering into a probable world which hadn't
fully solidified, which might dissolve at any second. In fact,
maybe Kincaid had stumbled into this probable world and couldn't
find his way back, and that was why he was late.

Yeah, sure, Al.

If she added up all the minutes and half
hours she'd spent waiting for Kincaid in the nearly four years
since she'd met him, the sum would surely be equal to a full day.
Maybe several days. Maybe even as much as a week. And if she threw
in the two six-month trips and the one three-month jaunt, then the
figure soared. And good ole dependable Aline had welcomed him back
after every trip except this one, now hadn't she? And this time
she'd screwed up by requesting his help on a case. So she had only
herself to blame.

Fortunately, Ferret's presence mitigated her
annoyance somewhat. He'd strolled in out of the rain fifteen
minutes ago and scooted into the other side of the booth like he'd
been expected. She didn't know how he'd tracked her here—through
Kincaid, maybe. But she didn't ask. She never asked Ferret how he
knew what he did, where his information came from, who his sources
were. It didn't really matter, because most of the tips he passed
on checked out.

As she was sure this one would: that Rikki
Baker had been involved with two other men besides Ortega, and one
of them was the owner of Platinum's.

"His name's Nick Uvanti." Ferret's skeletal
fingers curled around his mug of coffee. "Koko to his close
friends. He and Rikki were a pretty hot item for a while, then she
dumped him. He didn't like it. He fired her. Then he hired her back
a couple of days later and they saw each other from time to time,
but not like before. He's got a house up near the Cove, but he can
usually be found on his Chris-Craft at the marina."

"You know him?"

"He's placed some bets with me. He's sharp,
rich, and thinks money solves everything, Sweet Pea. He also
carries a piece and has a bodyguard who looks like Quasimodo. I
heard he used to slap Rikki around when he drank. It's probably
true. He's the type."

"What about the other guy she was supposedly
involved with?"

"Don't know. The only thing I found out is
that he exists." Three men, then. Mr. X, "Koko" Uvanti, and Ortega.
It was more than she'd had last night. "Is he Cuban?"

"Half Puerto Rican, I think."

"Are Puerto Ricans into
santería, Ferret?"

"Beats me. Ask Ryan. He's the gringo expert
on this stuff."

"Can I ask you a question, Ferret?"

His lips pulled away from his teeth, and for
a second she felt that elemental fear that always struck her when
Ferret smiled. "Since when do you ask permission?"

"When it's personal."

"Ah." He folded his hands and sat forward a
little, his face serious now. "What's the question?"

"Why're you interested in this?"

"Sweet Pea." He flung out his arms. "I'm an
information broker. This is my business. I need to know these
things. Then I sell them. Or give them away. Depends on who's
asking."

"C'mon, this is different for you. Why?"

Ferret's eyes softened, and he cocked his
head, looking at her strangely, as if he'd just understood
something new about her. "You're getting better, Al."

I am? At what?

"A year or so ago, when she and Uvanti were a
regular thing, he brought her to my office a couple times when he
placed bets. I liked her. She made me laugh. But I always had the
feeling that there was something not quite right about her."

"Like what?"

"Oh, one night the three of us had dinner at
this fancy place in Miami. Uvanti commented on the china; she knew
what kind it was. Uvanti commented on the crystal; she knew what
that was, too. She was a big reader, heavy stuff. Descartes.
Spinoza. Dostoyevski. Tolstoy. It was like I was talking to this
cultured, educated woman who just happened to dance in the buff for
a living. It didn't add up."

He glanced at something over her left
shoulder, then back at her. "You're about to get company, so I'd
better split. I'll be in touch."

And just that fast he was gone and Martell
strolled up to the booth. He was decked out in jeans, sandals, a
T-shirt, and a windbreaker—strictly laid back.

"Ferret left in a hurry."

"He has a habit of doing that. What brings
you out on a Saturday morning, Si?"

"Breakfast." He sat next to her, forcing her
to slide over so he'd have more room. "And you."

"Sure," she laughed.

Martell clicked his tongue against his teeth
and patted her knee. "Your cynicism's showing, Aline. I called your
place a little while ago to see if I could interest you in
breakfast and a ferry ride over to Key West. I heard about a new
antique store."

"If I didn't have to work, I'd love to
go."

"The stripper?"

She nodded.

"Any leads yet?"

"A few. There may be a santería
link.” Aline gave him a quick rundown, aware that his hand remained
against her thigh, resting there, as if he'd forgotten about it.
"We still haven't found her car—she drove a VW Rabbit—and we still
don't know where she was killed."

"Has Bill done the autopsy?"

"He promised he'd have something today."

"Maybe I'll swing by the hospital later."

As they went through their checklist of
procedures—what the D.A.'s office would eventually need, what he
would need, all the usual things—his hand slipped lightly over her
thigh, a slow, distracted motion. When it stopped, his fingers were
curled over the inside of her thigh, a little high to be merely
friendly, and now his thumb made slow, tight circles in one spot.
It raised goosebumps on her arms, but she didn't stop him, didn't
push his hand away. She caught the scent of soap on his skin and
rain in his hair, and something hitched in her chest. Hormones.
Six months of celibacy. That's all it is.

But she suddenly imagined herself and Martell
someplace private and secluded. A beach. A lagoon. It was night and
a moon burned against a star-strewn sky and she was pressing up
against him and his hands were slipping over her bare skin and his
mouth was—

"Al?"

She blinked. Everything swam back into focus.
Tango Cafe. Rain. Martell. The heat inside her lingered, bright,
intense, almost painful. She knew he'd asked her a question but
didn't know what it was and looked at him blankly.

"What?"

"As soon as you've got your notes typed up,
could I see them?"

"Sure." The pressure of his hand was
intrusive now, it irritated her, and she reached down to push it
away. But his hand was already gone. His fingers were laced
together on the surface of the table. But she was sure that. . .
no, she wasn't sure.

"How about dinner tonight?"

She started to say no, she would be too
tired. But she saw Kincaid's Saab pull up to the curb, a white
shape as illusory as everything else on the other side of the water
pouring off the awning, and yes, he was twenty minutes late, and
yes, she thought dinner with Martell sounded like a fine idea.
"Around eight?"

"Eight it is."

"Now I've got to run. Scoot over, Si."

He did and she stood quickly and was on her
way out the door as Kincaid stepped down from the Saab. Aline felt
Martell's eyes on her, on her and Kincaid as they stood under her
umbrella, deciding who would drive. She caught Kincaid's quick
glance toward the cafe window as she hurried around to the other
side of the Saab. Before she ducked into the car, she looked toward
the window and smiled at Martell, who was still watching them, and
then Kincaid looked around and his eyes met hers over the roof of
the Saab and she smiled at him, too.

Aline closed her
umbrella and was still smiling as she swung her legs inside the
car. She had an almost overwhelming urge to press her face into her
hands and giggle. This was fun. She was enjoying herself. She liked
the frown on Martell's pleasant face as he'd watched through the
window and Kincaid's moody silence as he popped the Saab into gear
and pulled away from the curb. But most of all, she liked how she
felt, as though she had discovered some elementary secret other
women had always known but which had somehow eluded her until now.
A secret about men, about men and women, a secret about
herself.

The island's
equivalent of Little Havana was known as El Pueblito. The Little
Town. It had modest concrete-block homes with tricycles in the
small yards, blazing acacia trees, oleander bushes, and old cars
parked at curbs. It had been settled in the 1820s by Bahamian and
Cuban seamen. They had fished the warm Atlantic waters for turtle,
crawfish, stone crabs, and clams, and managed to eke a living from
the sea despite the heat, malaria, and yellow fever.

The community burgeoned in 1831 with the
inception of the cigar industry in Key West. In 1868 many cigar
makers in Havana migrated to Tango and Key West because of the
numerous nationalist uprisings in Cuba against the Spanish. Some
found employment in the Key West factories and others turned to the
sea for their livelihoods.

Aline wondered out loud if
santería had arrived with the first wave of Latinos
or later, in 1959, when so many Cubans had fled.

"Probably with the first wave," Kincaid
replied. "I imagine it was practiced just as frequently back then
as it is now. Did you know Karl Porter's working on a novel that
involves santería?”

"It doesn't surprise me. That's right up his
alley. When did you see him?"

"This morning. That's why I was late."

A reasonable excuse, as usual. She
listened as Kincaid told her about his visit. "Why would anyone
steal a skeleton?"

"Beats the hell outa me. But this Bacalao
character might be worth checking into. The library keeps
historical records on the lighthouse."

"Why bother? I'm not going to waste time
looking for a grave robber, Kincaid." She looked over at him.
"Unless there's something else you haven't mentioned."

"Just a hunch, really."

"What kind of hunch?"

"I don't know yet."

Which was exactly the problem with hunches,
she thought.

A few minutes later they turned into a small
shopping strip with nothing but Hispanic stores in it. The
botánica was flanked by a used bookstore on one side
and a Cuban coffee shop on the other. The front window was jammed
with religious statues of all shapes and sizes, crucifixes,
medallions, candles. Large glass jars, which bore colorful labels,
contained herbs, dried flowers, and things like crushed eggshells,
dried lizards' tongues, lodestones, snake oil.

Inside there was simply more of everything
that was in the window. Some of the statues were five feet tall and
stood in mute grandeur along the aisles, hands outstretched,
beatific expressions on their faces. Some wore crowns. Some were
black. Some had rosary beads laced through their fingers. African
face masks rested on shelves next to mason jars; bars of soap were
placed alongside dried flowers and spices; snake skins hung next to
jars of honey and boxes of cigars. There seemed to be no particular
order to anything. It was as if she'd stepped into an enchanted
place suspended between worlds or dimensions. If she blinked, it
might vanish.
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