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For the animal lovers in my life: Rob & Megan,

my dog park buddies—Arlene, Paula, Estelle, Lloyd & Judy -

and for my sister, Mary, watching it all from the afterlife

& thank you to Cheryl Bartlett for the poem


ON THE INTERSECTION OF MORPHIC FIELDS

In our merging

your life holds me hostage.

Where you are warm and pulsing

against my heart

you have me rooted like a tree,

fluttering like the birds

your teeth hold gently with lethal art.

I give up free will without a second thought

by loving your sweetness in my chains.

We are both mute

in this convergence of tenderness.

Fragrant with home and comfort

fall the folds of our endless coming together

and dissolving in the space between us.

You become my unrest and tenderly my undoing

in this ancient love that feels like death,

in the small darknesses, the tiny voids

that ride sometimes your outgoing breath.

We refold a universe

but time does not reverse itself.

Your heart now races ahead of mine

and your aging systems shuffle in their own dance

indifferent to signory or sense.

I have learned to listen for the silent fissures

in your breathing,

the little missed beats in the rhythm of you

where our life force glitches and flows

and draws near to us this huge expanse of night,

echoing deep inside the endlessness of us and endlessly

not yet here.

- Cheryl Bartlett
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Part One

Cassadaga

 

Dogs do speak, but only to those who know how to listen.

– Orhan Pamuk, My Name Is Red

Until one has loved an animal, a part of one’s soul remains unawakened.

– Anatole France
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Mira & Shep

 

Spring 2026

On that scorching March morning, on live TV, Mira Morales watched the inundation and complete destruction of South Florida and the keys. The Atlantic to the east and the Gulf to the west swallowed up the lower third of the Florida peninsula, jutting out like it did as if daring nature to do something. That part of the state never had a chance. She watched in horror from the lobby of the Cassadaga Hotel in central Florida, three hundred miles north.

The images were live, captured by government drones rather than by intrepid journalists on the ground. It was just two days after a Category 5 had slammed into Key West—three months before the official start of hurricane season—with winds that exceeded 250 miles per hour. It had dumped twelve feet of rain and sent an Atlantic tidal wave eighteen feet high across the keys, ripping away everything from Hemingway’s playground to old town Key West and kept sweeping west into the Gulf of Mexico. She struggled not to cry and reminded herself that she’d had fifty-two great years, many of them in South Florida and the keys. It seemed vital for her to remember that.

Right now, the sky was darkly cloudy. The hurricane had since moved out into the north Atlantic, where it churned furiously without threatening any land mass. But something had gone seriously haywire in the Gulfstream. That current originated in the Gulf of Mexico, exited through the Straits of Florida and then followed the east coast of the United States up to Newfoundland. Now the ocean just kept pouring in, swallowing up everything from Key West to Fort Lauderdale and rushing to meet the Gulf of Mexico in the west. Then, twelve miles off the coast of Florida, it slammed into Tango Key.

The assault was so ferocious that within 20 minutes, only two parts of that island remained above the waves: the wilderness preserve at the northern tip of the island, rising one hundred feet above sea level, and the Tango Key lighthouse on the west shore, standing about a hundred and five feet high. Still it stood, tall and unyielding, marking Tango as the second oldest spot in the U.S., after St. Augustine.

Not that it mattered now.

One World Books, the bookstore she had owned for more than two decades on the island, vanished.

The home she and Sheppard had shared for more than two decades disappeared.

The dolphin center where her daughter, Annie, had worked went under.

Five years ago, she, Sheppard, and Annie had started looking around for possible places to relocate and finally had made the move a year later. They’d bought the old Cassadaga Hotel, the community bookstore, and two of the many vacant houses. The town was now nearly empty of residents.

Of the three hundred psychics and mediums who had lived and worked there before the state’s religion ban had been enacted, only fifty remained. During his first campaign for governor, Jake Baker had promised a commitment to Christianity and the ban had been enacted within the first several weeks of his term. Since Spiritualism had been included in that list of banned religions, many of the residents had fled to Cassadaga’s sister community in Lilydale, New York.

The town still got business from northern Florida and some of the southern states, but during this blistering hot spring, the place had been pretty much empty of tourists. For years, there had been a lot of talk about climate change, about building seawalls along Florida’s east and west coasts. But nothing had materialized.

Probably just as well. Seawalls wouldn’t have provided much protection against a collapsing Gulf stream and ocean currents seized by madness.

The drone images continued and now and then, the newscaster’s emotionally charged voice broke in. “South Beach…is gone. Fort Lauderdale is flooded as far inland as the Everglades and straight across I-75 to …to Naples. Boca Raton …is…gone. Cape Coral, Fort Myers, Lake Okeechobee have vanished, and everything on the Florida west coast up to Sarasota…is…no more.” He choked up. “My God,” he whispered. “Excuse me…I…I need to…to take a minute.”

The images continued, but without narration.

Her cell rang, FaceTime, and Sheppard’s face came up on the screen, his expression drawn, despair etched into his skin. “It’s…heartbreaking.” His voice broke.

“I’m…grateful we weren’t there.”

“You think the waters will recede, Mira?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have a feeling one way or another.”

“We suspected it was going to happen, but…but seeing it like this, so soon….” His voice cracked, his eyes brimmed with tears. Wayne Sheppard, who so rarely showed emotion, struggled with it now.

“Where are you?” It didn’t really matter, but she asked to distract him from the intensity of what he was feeling.

“At work. In the Bureau’s Orlando office. Watching this with Art Castillo.” His boss. “You alone?”

Yeah, she was alone. Her daughter, Annie, had left the state a week ago to work with dolphins at a sanctuary in Alabama. The trigger? Governor Baker had passed his most absurd and restrictive law—that every fertile woman in Florida between the ages of 18 and 38 had to have at least one child. No woman of childbearing age could be prescribed birth control pills or have her tubes tied. And abortion, of course, was banned completely and any woman who had one would be charged with murder. In addition, he had established the Menstrual Surveillance Department, which allowed the government to access the health records of women of childbearing age and keep track of their menstrual cycles.

Annie had exploded, Fuck that, I’m outta here.

And she’d started packing up her camper that afternoon.

The hotel was empty of guests. For the first time since she was a kid, Mira didn’t even have a pet to keep her company, no dog, no cat, no turtle, bird, or anything else, It felt like a looming void. It was a weekday, the heat index at around 110. No one was out and about.

“Where’s Cam?” Sheppard asked.

Cam, the White Crow who had sided with them during the battle for Tango Key, lived in one of the two houses she and Sheppard had bought. Annie lived in the other when she was in town. She and Sheppard had made a home in the hotel. “I don’t know. Probably over at the bookstore. He loves it in there.”

“I’m sorry we’re witnessing this separately, Mira.”

“Me, too.”

“Did you talk to Annie? Does she know?”

“Of course she knows. She was nearly hysterical when she called. We…both were.”

“I called her. It went to Voicemail.”

“She said she was…going to… commune with the dolphins at her center.”

“That sounds like what we all need.”

He paused and within that brief silence, Mira felt he was going to suggest something she wouldn’t like. “And?” she asked.

“And?”

On her cell’s screen, Sheppard’s expression shifted into what she felt was a defiant resignation to the ongoing disaster in South Florida and the keys. “We need your help, Mira.” He spoke those first words slowly. But then the rest of it rushed out. “SPARK. There are allegations of animal abuse and we need an insider’s point of view and you fit what they’re looking for. Your resume—”

“Hold on, Shep. What’re you talking about?”

“You’ve heard of SPARK, right?”

“Sure. Disney’s animal rescue sanctuary.”

“They no longer own it. When our asshole governor went to war with Disney, he seized the facility, just took it over, and there’s some well-founded suspicion that he has turned it into an animal weaponization program.”

She could just imagine Baker congratulating himself on the strategy. The man would be more at home in a Gulag. “So, he’s trying to mimic the Soviet and U.S military’s use of dolphins?”

That program had started in the 1960s with training dolphins and sea lions to perform missions like mine detection, object recoveries, and detection of enemy swimmers and divers. Today, the military dolphins project protected a quarter of U.S. nuclear arsenals.

“I don’t know. That’s part of what we need to find out. Art and I wrote up a resume for you as an animal whisperer. They’re looking for an animal caretaker and this resume will get you in.”

“Are you kidding me? South Florida and most of the keys have sunk and you want to hire me to go undercover for the FBI in a facility where Baker is doing the unspeakable? Jesus, Shep.”

She wasn’t screaming yet but felt that coming on. She paced now between the couch and the TV, raking her fingers back through her long, dark hair. “Who would be at the hotel desk?”

“Cam. It’s not like the hotel is being flooded with guests. I’m sure Cam can handle both the hotel and the bookstore.”

Okay, she conceded that point. “What kinds of animals are involved?”

“Dogs, cats, zebras, a leopard, birds, a panther, horses, a lot of wild animals.”

“So, I would be trying to confirm whether a weaponization program is actually happening?”

“Yes. Like I said, they’re looking for an animal caretaker. You fit the criteria. You owned a training farm for six years where you trained all kinds of animals.”

“I did? In what life was that?”

“Your resume according to me and Art Castillo. You game?” He paused. “I really hope you are because we’re desperate.”

Was she game? She stared at more drone images on TV. It was like death, she thought. When Tom, her first husband, had been killed in a convenience store robbery, their daughter Annie still a toddler, she’d realized she’d had two choices. She could crawl into bed and mourn the rest of her life or she could move forward with her life, raise their three-year-old daughter, and make the best of Tom’s absence. She knew the same thing was true now.

On impulse, she blurted, “I’m game.” Anything to take her attention away from what was happening to South Florida and the keys. Animals. Wasn’t she just thinking about the void she felt without them? Dog? A cat? “What’s the first step?”

“I’ll email you the resume Castillo and I came up with. You tweak it however you want and email it to the address.”

“Okay.”

The resume came through a few minutes later, along with the online address where she should send it. She printed it and turned off the TV, ending the assault of terrible news. Then she picked up her iPad and walked across the street to the Cassadaga Book Store.

Now that it was obvious they were here permanently, maybe it was time to change the store’s name from Cassadaga Bookstore to One World Books. She supposed that in some shadowed room in the back of her mind, she’d hoped Cam the Crow, who had come from 2141, had been wrong in all his predictions, that Tango would survive climate change and that the inundation wouldn’t happen. She’d hoped they would be able to move back to the island at some point and resume their lives so it wouldn’t matter that the store hadn’t sold. Maybe at some level she’d held onto the store for just that reason and that was how it had manifested itself in the external world.

Two offers on One World Books had fallen through because of the outrageous cost of insurance in this state. Good ole Governor Baker was so busy touting the Everglades detention center--Alligator Alcatraz--for undocumented immigrants, banning books, every religion except Christianity, trans and gays and people of color, that he didn’t have time to sign bills that actually would help citizens of his state. And this jerk was already running for a second term. The election was in November. If that failed, she supposed he would run for the senate or the presidency.

The front porch of the bookstore was deserted. Too damn hot for anyone to plop down out here. When she stepped inside, the cool air felt blissful. Cam sat behind one of the counters, books stacked in front of him, his feet resting on a stool as he watched something on his phone. The Crow was six and a half feet tall so that even when he was sitting, he seemed to dwarf everything else in the room. He ran his hand over his completely bald head and glanced up.

“Mira.” He got up and came out from behind the counter and hugged her tightly. “I’ve been watching it. I’m so sorry. It was my home, too, for a while, thanks to you and Shep and Annie.”

“I know.” She pulled back slightly so she could see his face, those expressive, fathomless blue eyes. “But I’m grateful you convinced us to leave Tango. You saved our lives.”

“You saved your own lives. You could have ignored my predictions and stayed.”

Yes, they could have. But he was from more than a century in their future, born during the mass migrations inland from both coasts of the country when all the predictions about rising seas finally had come to pass. She and Shep had started making plans.

“Any guests yet today?” he asked.

“Nope. But I’m thinking about helping Shep and his boss on a case. If I do that, can you handle both the front desk and the bookstore?”

He chuckled. “Sure. It’s not like people are lining up for rooms. I’ll just put a sign at the front desk that they should come across the street to the bookstore.”

Simple.

“How’s the ankle?” He gestured at it, her left ankle, still slightly swollen.

“I won’t be running any marathons.”

“Not yet.”

Not ever.

She had sprained the ankle when she’d been walking through Cassadaga a few months back with a petition she hoped the remaining residents would sign against Baker’s ban on religion. She suspected that since then, the joint had become arthritic.

“Did my healing help?” he asked.

“Some.”

“Emotions and intentions, Mira, are key to the healing.”

Yes, she got that. But where to start? With this job possibility?

“So, what’s the job?” Cam asked.

Mira explained.

Cam frowned. “SPARK. I know that name. I have a friend who runs an animal rescue organization in Orange County. Let me see what he knows. Would you be going undercover?”

“That’s the plan. Here’s my resume.” She handed him the printout of what Sheppard had sent her.

He looked it over. “I like this animal whisperer stuff. Whoever reads this will want to know about that and you’ll get an interview. At the facility.”

“Is that a prediction?”

He nodded.

“But I’m not an animal whisperer.”

He gave her a look. “C’mon, Mira. It’s not that different than reading people. You just have to listen a bit more closely, in a slightly different way.”

“Okay, I’ll leave it in. What else?”

“Let me see if my friend knows anything about SPARK.”

“Where can I sit, Cam?”

He pulled a chair over to a reading table. “Right here. I’ll text my buddy. Hurry up and apply.”

“Because?”

“Because now that Tango Key and the rest of South Florida have been rendered uninhabitable, you can’t just sit around here and mourn. Your actions have to count for something. Rescue these animals, expose Governor Baker for what he is. You in, Mira?”

Could she do that? Expose Baker?

In the past, she’d had her bookstore, her daughter, clients. But since they’d moved here, she’d rarely had any of that. Baker’s religious bans had scooped out nearly all the psychics and mediums that were the heart of Cassadaga and most of the business had been taken with them. Annie had left. She didn’t have a pet. Most weeks, the bookstore and hotel had clients in the single digits. Just what the hell was she doing with her life right now?

“Yes?” Cam asked. “No?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Definitely yes.”
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Wayne Sheppard and Arturo Castillo sat in the computer room at the Orange County FBI office, trying to ignore the images on the TV screen on the far wall. Sheppard finally turned off the damn audio and forced himself to focus on arranging transportation for displaced agents in South Florida. There weren’t many left—several dozen in all. The rest had left the area months ago as the climate warnings had gotten louder, more dire and pervasive.

Wildlife certainly had known. Sheppard remembered that during their final months on Tango, more and more of the wildlife in the Wilderness Preserve at the north end of the island had disappeared. First it was the birds, then the bears, some of them sighted trying to swim the Gulf water between Tango and Key West or moving along on the twelve-mile bridge between the two islands. Deer were also spotted on the bridge. Smaller animals, too, tried to escape. Rabbits and squirrels were often found in cars on the ferries that made the daily trips between the islands. Even the tourist industry had waned. And all that had happened months before the inundation.

Now the Thwaites Glacier in Antarctica, also known as the Doomsday Glacier, was melting at an unprecedented speed. As the largest glacier on the planet, it covered 74,000 square miles and contained enough ice to raise the ocean levels two feet. But its collapse would create instability in other glaciers and…. He immediately stopped the thought. No point in entertaining more what ifs, particularly of that magnitude.

They had arranged for the FBI agents to be hired by different bureau offices here in Central Florida and in northern Leon and Duval Counties. In Duval, things were tricky because parts of Jacksonville were on the water—either the Atlantic or along the St. John’s River. Their families would also have to be moved, but that would be handled by another agency.

“You think SPARK is getting any animals from South Florida?” Castillo asked.

His frown brought his dark eyes close together. Castillo, now divorced with a daughter in college, owned two cats and a dog. His concern, Sheppard knew, was genuine. “I hope so. Probably domestic pets. Cats, dogs, maybe horses from the equestrian areas.”

Sheppard kept glancing at the TV, still on mute because he couldn’t stand hearing the broadcaster’s blow by blow report. Whoever the newscaster was, he wasn’t on site. Sheppard figured he was in front of a computer somewhere, reporting on the images from the government drones. Sheppard thought of all the places he loved in the keys and south Florida. Spots like Little Havana, where his favorite cafes had the best coffee and empanadas in the entire area. Tango Key’s abundant wildlife. Spots like south Miami Beach.

Long before it was inundated, it used to flood at high tide.

Sheppard remembered mentioning this to an agent he liked and the guy had ridiculed him and told him climate change was a farce, a conspiracy of big government—like Covid and vaccines. It was just one more lie to keep people afraid and cowering, the agent had insisted, to control them, invade their heads, brainwash them. Sheppard never had spoken to the guy again. He suspected the agent hadn’t bothered evacuating.

“We need to get an inventory of the kinds of animals they’re getting,” Sheppard said.

Castillo glanced at him, his expression making it clear that the answer to that was obvious. “That will be part of Mira’s job.”

“I don’t know if she has even applied yet.”

“But she consented to apply, right?”

“Yeah, I think she’s desperate for a distraction.”

“So are we.” He paused. “Look, Shep, I want you to know that I used to think the stuff they did in Cassadaga was just clever bullshit being peddled for a lot of money. Then my sister died suddenly and I…I had a reading with someone there. This woman told me things about my sister that she couldn’t possibly have known. I’m a believer now…and I’ve heard plenty of stories about your wife and her accuracy. She’s the right person for this job, I’m sure of it.”

Sheppard hoped so. It had been a long time since he and Mira had worked any criminal cases together. She’d gotten fed up with him and the work. He’d thought at one point that divorce was inevitable.

But they’d grown with their differences throughout these years together and now they didn’t have a choice. For better or worse, they were stuck in Cassadaga and he and Castillo desperately needed answers about SPARK.


2

SPARK

Summer 2026

Three months into her job at SPARK, Mira realized her impulse had paid off. It all had proven to be the distraction she needed. She hadn’t figured out a way yet to expose Baker, whose re-election campaign was now in full bullshit mode, but she would.

In the meantime, she was in charge of several dogs, a macaw, a domestic black and white cat, and a cheetah. She fed them, cleaned their respective areas, and several times a day released them into the fenced field behind the building for exercise. She had taken a couple of them to and from the medical area for checkups, surgeries, and injections. She had cared for them in the aftermath of their surgeries. She had grown to love them.

And each week for the twelve she’d been here, she’d submitted a report to the bureau on what she’d learned and observed. Yes, it was an enhancement program of some kind, but she had no idea how any of it could turn these animals into weapons. The surgeon, Niran Chu, who had interviewed her for the job, rarely spoke to her. Once, shortly after she’d started working here, she’d asked him what the surgeries were intended to do and he’d given her a cold, hard look. “Not your concern M.J.”

This morning, she and Carlos Garcia were standing outside the animal living areas, watching dogs, a couple of coyotes, the macaw, the cat, several horses and a group of smaller animals running around in the field. No squabbles. No predatory behavior at all. “Does the surgery make them so peaceful, Carlos?”

She asked in Spanish. She and Carlos, a Cuban American who had grown up in Little Havana, shared Latino roots. She guessed he was in his early fifties, knew he had two grown daughters, and he and his wife had moved to central Florida six years ago. “The surgery is supposed to make them ferocious. It has failed miserably in that regard.” He grinned as he said it. “But Chu doesn’t know that. He thinks it just takes time to take root and develop. What it has done is enhance their intelligence and various other traits.” He spoke quietly, then added, “Officially, we can’t know that.”

“Yeah, I gathered that. Chu isn’t exactly forthcoming about anything.”

“What’s your impression of him?”

She shrugged. “I don’t like him now any more than I did when he interviewed me.”

“He’s an evil fuck, M.J. And the big boss is arriving today. She’s even worse.”

“Lenora Fletcher?”

“Yup.”

“Who else should I avoid?”

“The woman she’ll be with. Denise Baker, the governor’s wife.”

“Looking out for hubby’s takeover investment?” By voicing her suspicion, Mira hoped she made it abundantly clear to Carlos that she was on his side.

“Ha. More than that. Rumor is, she comes from a wealthy family and invested her own money in this whole weaponization thing. Don’t know if that’s true. I’ve also heard that Baker has a wealthy brother who contributed. Makes more sense to me. At any rate, one of them or all three of them decided it would be great to start a feud with Disney, ban religions, books, all this shit.” The alarm on his watch went off. “We’d better get them back inside. The ladies will be here within an hour.”

Once they were inside and Mira was alone, she texted this news to Sheppard. Anything specific I should do?

Surreptitious photos. Stay low key. Record what you can.

Got it.

The two women arrived around one that afternoon. They looked like they’d dressed for an evening out. Denise, a short-haired brunette, wore a sleeveless dress that showed off her biceps, her shapely hips. Her skin was the color of cream and Mira guessed that Botox was her best friend.

Lenora Fletcher, the ex-Disney alleged animal whisperer whose TV show had made her famous, wore carefully applied makeup. Not a strand of her blond hair was out of place. Nails manicured. She wore a short-sleeved summer dress that hugged her hips and offered a discrete peek at her boobs.

Mira doubted if she was an animal whisperer. Both women looked like wives from The Handmaid’s Tale, the women who had to sort of participate when their husbands had sex with handmaids.

The two of them entered the cafeteria flanked by security and made their way over to the table where Mira sat with Carlos and two of the dogs they cared for – Nika and Nigel. Nika was a black and white hybrid, part border collie, part lab, forty-five or fifty pounds. Nigel was a very blond, large Golden Retriever about twice Nika’s weight. Both sat primly beside the table, waiting for whatever goodies she and Carlos shared.

Carlos got to his feet as the women approached and greeted each of them. Then he turned and introduced them to Mira as M.J. Morales, the name she’d given when she was hired. The name for whom Sheppard and Cam had created a work history.

“Dogs can’t be in here,” Denise Baker said. Just as she spoke, the black and white cat, Beowulf, strolled in. Denise’s eyes darted toward him. “And neither can cats.”

“Dogs and cats can be in here when it’s part of their training,” Lenora explained.

“Then where are the leashes?” Denise demanded.

“Beo, like all cats, doesn’t wear a leash,” Mira said, surprised at the lack of pleasantries from either woman. “And the dogs don’t need them in here. That’s also part of the training.”

Denise looked irritated. “We need to discuss that, Lenora.”

“So, can we help you ladies with something?” Carlos asked.

“No, no,” Lenora said, glancing around. “We may need to use this room later, that’s all. I just wanted to show it to Denise.”

As the women turned to leave, Mira noticed that both dogs bared their teeth but didn’t growl or bark. They made it clear they would be delighted to take a chunk out of the women’s asses. Beo simply jumped onto the table and stretched out.

When the women were gone, Carlos got up and shut the cafeteria door. Locked it. “The dogs don’t like either of them. Neither does Beo. But hey, now the fun begins.” He pulled out the chair next to him and gestured for Mira to do the same. “Let’s show our friend M.J. what we do on our lunch hour.” He opened a drawer in the table and brought out a small velvet bag, untied it, and dumped the contents on the table. Scrabble tiles.

Nigel jumped into the chair next to Carlos and Nika jumped into the chair next to Mira. Both dogs lifted their front paws onto the edge of the table, eagerly watching Carlos as he turned over the tiles, so the letters showed. “Okay, Nika, show M.J. what you know.”

Beo now sat up, watching carefully as Nika appeared to study the letters. Then the dog’s paw went to an N, which she slid away from the others. When her paw reached out again, it moved an I next to the N.

Holy shit. The dog can spell her own name.

Then a K and another A followed. NIKA. She tapped the table and barked. Beo crouched in front of the tiles and nudged three of them with his nose, one after another. BEO.

She quickly snapped a photo. “My God. You taught them this, Carlos?”

“Nope. They learned it on their own. I took care of them after their treatments and sometimes my wife would join me here and we’d play Scrabble. I think that’s how Nika and then Beo picked it up.”

“What was Nika’s enhancement for?”

“Intelligence.”

“And Beo?”

“I’m honestly not sure. But he’s a quick learner.”

“What about Nigel?”

“Interesting story. His parents, Max and Grace, were enhanced before she had puppies. Lenora and Chu wanted to know if the enhancements might be passed down to their children. Show her, Nigel.”

The Golden lifted one of his large paws and started sliding out squares and lining them up on the table. When he was done, the squares read, I AM NIGEL. HE IS CARLOS. YOU ARE NOT MJ.

Carlos frowned. “Weird. Why would he say that?”

It stunned her. It was as if Nigel’s surgery had made him empathic—or psychic enough—to pick up her unease about being here as someone she wasn’t. “Then what’s my name?” she asked and quickly snapped a photo of the short sentences he’d spelled.

“Wait, hold on,” Carlos said and brought all the tiles into the middle of the table again, made sure they were turned so the letters showed. “Okay, Nigel. What’s her name if not MJ?”

Nigel glanced at Nika, who barked. Nigel moved two letters with his paw. MI. Then he moved the last two letters. MIRA.

WTF? She took another photo, then looked at Carlos. She didn’t feel she knew him well enough yet to tell him the full truth, that she worked for the FBI. So, she provided something she hoped sounded truthful. “They’re right. My real name is Mira Morales. MJ is just a nickname. But how the hell did Nigel know that?” She said this in Spanish – not by design but because she and Carlos often spoke in that language.

“Mira Morales,” Carlos repeated to himself. “Hold on. That name is familiar.” He quickly picked up his phone, scrolled through it, and looked up again, his eyes wide, startled. And the Spanish that rushed from his mouth told her why she trusted him. “Your grandmother was Nadine Cantrell! She was so famous in Little Havana, then later in the keys when she and her granddaughter, Mira…you… started One World Books. That first day you started working here, I knew you looked familiar, but I couldn’t place your face.”

“The face is a lot older now,” Mira remarked.

“Our world in south Florida and the keys is now just…just memory.”

She nodded, reached across the table and squeezed his hand. It was intended as a gesture of solidarity. But when she did it, that skin to skin contact enabled her to see Carlos working in a place with hundreds of animals. His companion was a tall bald man who looked enough like Cam to be his brother. “You’re as much of an imposter as I am,” she said softly. “You work with…a White Crow. In an animal group. A rescue organization? How…how can you be with a Crow?”

Now Carlos looked stunned. “Lincoln. That’s his name. He… was….Wait. Do you know who Cam is?”

“Yes.”

“Wow. Okay. Lincoln worked with Cam’s group back in the dome. In 2141. He didn’t want any part of Hal’s plan to take over Tango Key. You met Hal, right?”

“Uh, yeah.” He was the leader of the six crows who had traveled back in time with the intention of seizing Tango Key. “Turns out I was one of his descendants.”

“The psychic ability.” He nodded. “Makes a kind of warped sense. So, Lincoln targeted central Florida. He worked at a vet’s office where I took my cat because she needed surgery, for cancer. And…and he saved my cat’s life. Without chemo. Without surgery.”

Crows had abilities, she knew that. But since she’d never heard about the Crow who had gone to Orlando, she snapped a photo of Carlos and texted it to Cam. Do you know this guy?

Carlos Garcia! He works for Lincoln’s animal rescue org, Ayuda. You’re in good hands, Mira.

Cam, you never told Shep and me about your Crow buddy, Lincoln, who settled in central Florida. He looks almost like your twin.

Yeah, uh, sorry. I couldn’t tell you and Shep everything, not when Hal was still in charge.

“Well?” Carlos said.

“Cam recognized you.”

Nika and Nigel both barked. Beo jumped off the table and vanished into another area.

“But how do you…?”

The sound of voices outside the door silenced Carlos. He quickly scooped the Scrabble tiles back into the bag and hid it in the drawer once again. The dogs jumped down to the floor and took up their prim, obedient stances next to their chairs. The door flew open; the two women entered with their security people.

“If you two are done with lunch, we’d like the cafeteria cleared for a meeting,” Denise said.

Carlos got to his feet. “Sure. No problem. We’re done. We’ve got work to do. You doing the cheetah cage, MJ?”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s my turn.” She spoke loudly enough for the women to hear.

The security detail stood at the door as she and Carlos left with the dogs. As soon as they were far enough away not to be overheard, Mira said, “Do any of the players here know what these dogs can do?”

“Nope. I’m not going to enlighten them, either.”

“Is it just the two dogs and Beo?”

“Ha. It would be simpler if it was. But Stephanie the macaw, Roscoe the Greyhound and Blanca the cheetah can all do the same thing with varying degrees of ease. And what’s fascinating is that monster Chu doesn’t have a clue what his surgeries and drug treatments have done. My sense is that all the climate change may have facilitated things.”

“How?”

“I’m not sure. But all the animals in the barn –and most of them haven’t had surgery—seem to be learning things they haven’t been taught. And I’m talking about more than a hundred animals, Mira.”

“They use the tiles?”

“Some of them.”

“That’s morphic resonance, Carlos.”

He looked surprised. “You know about that? About Rupert Sheldrake’s work? That nature has a memory?”

“I owned a bookstore on Tango Key. Sheldrake was a guest some years back. He’s brilliant.”

“Why are you here?” He whispered the words.

They were in the middle of a hallway. “Let’s step outside.”

They returned to the field and started walking toward the barn at the far end of the fenced area. Beo was already way ahead of them. Unless there were listening devices implanted in the sprinklers, Mira didn’t think they could be overheard.

“I’m married to an FBI agent and from time to time I do contract work for the Bureau.” Then she told him the rest of it.

“This is awesome. Ayuda has been trying to figure out how we can free these animals. This place has broken so many laws and Baker’s kiss ass legislature and his judges just overlook everything.” He threw open his arms. “Anomalies. SPARK is filled with anomalies.”

“The Bureau is building a case, Carlos. But it takes time.”

“They’d better hurry up. I have a bad feeling about where things are headed.”

“You willing to write up something about what you’ve seen here?”

“I’ve been sending reports to Lincoln. I’ll ask him to share them with your husband.” He whipped out his cell, tapped away at it. After a few moments, he said, “He’s going to send everything to Cam and asked him to forward it all to your husband.”

“That should speed things up. I’ve been reporting to them weekly about what I’ve observed and learned, but something from you will be a game changer. Who else besides Chu and the two women should I be wary of?”

“Tom Granger. He comes on at seven. You met him?”

“Right after I started working here. He showed me around, assigned the animals to me. I picked up that he’s an alcoholic. That’s what this job has done to him.”

Carlos nodded. “He’s not evil. It’s just that the alcohol leaves him in a compromising position.” They reached the barn and he opened the door. Beo darted in, Mira followed, and Carlos brought up the rear. Nika and Nigel ran off to check the stalls. “Hola, amigos,” Carlos called.

Almost instantly, a pair of giraffes emerged from a stall to greet him. “Dawn and Dusk,” he said. “Have you met them before?”

“Only in passing. No formal intro. They’re beautiful!”

Dusk, the male and taller of the two, rubbed his snout against one side of Carlos’s face and Dawn rubbed her snout against the other side. He slung an arm around each of their necks. “Dawn and Dusk, this is Mira. A friend.”

Both giraffes nuzzled her and Mira ran her hands over their long, smooth necks. “Were they operated on?”

“No. With them, it’s morphic resonance. After the dogs and Beo learned to do the Scrabble tiles, Dawn and Dusk were the first ones who picked up on it. I think Chu also used drugs on them.”

“What kind of drugs?”

“Don’t know.”

While they’d been talking, some of the other animals wandered out to see what was going on – a couple of coyotes, a donkey, several rabbits, a pair of ponies. Carlos greeted them by name, petted each one, then introduced Mira. The animals went through the same routine with her, sniffing at her, learning her scent. “You have Scrabble tiles stashed away somewhere in here, Carlos?”

“Of course. But I don’t want to chance it while Denise, Lenora, and Chu are here. Tom rarely gets here on time, so let’s shoot for later this afternoon.”

“Perfect.”

The front door of the barn opened and Tom Granger hurried in as if he’d been summoned. Mira thought he looked badly hung over, his face the color of old bones, bags under his dark eyes, his brown hair sticking out every which way, his clothes disheveled. He might have just rolled out of bed. “Is the soda machine in here working? I’m in desperate need of Ginger Ale. Lenora is already pissed that I’m late.”

“That machine hasn’t worked for a couple months, Tom,” said Carlos. “But there’s a crate of soda in the storage fridge.” He stabbed his thumb to his right.

“Great. Thanks. Hi, Mira. Glad you’re getting acquainted with the rest of the critters. Do you know if Denise got here?”

“Yeah, she did,” Mira replied.

“Then I’m really in deep shit.” He vanished into the storage fridge and emerged with a Ginger Ale and what looked like two fancy bottles of rum. “These should placate the ladies.”
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