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“Albert,” Horatio said reasonably. “Let me get this straight. You’re telling me that Mulrooney was executed—”



“Not executed. Struck down,” Humboldt said. His voice was as exact and prim as the rest of him; he reminded Horatio of a white rat that spent too much time grooming itself.

“Struck down, then. By—”

“God.”

“You heard a thunderclap.”

“Oh, yes. I’d been hearing thunder all day, but this was loud enough to rattle the windows. And it was a sort of double explosion, almost like an echo.”

“Did you note the time?”

“Yes. It was two forty-five. I had just finished my break.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Horatio leaned forward. “And you were the one that discovered the body. The other employees had varying theories on why Mulrooney was the victim of divine retribution…care to share yours?”

“He no longer believed in the rightness of Doctor Sinhurma’s teachings,” Humboldt said. “He’d lost his faith.”

“And then his life,” Horatio said. “Seems like an awfully big price to pay.”
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LIGHTNING FLASHED IN THE SKY like paparazzi chasing angels; the detonation that followed an instant later sounded more like dynamite going off than thunder. A September storm in Miami, Horatio Caine thought as he pulled his Hummer over to the curb and parked, was more like an aerial assault than a natural phenomenon. It could explode overhead with a boom so intense it sometimes jolted tourists into an involuntary shriek in response.

Horatio’s only reaction to the explosion was a slight narrowing of his eyes. Years of living here had acclimatized him…but he still preferred the quiet of the Miami-Dade crime lab. His time on the bomb squad had given him a somewhat negative perspective on sudden, loud noises.

He gloved up, translucent white of the latex incongruous against the sleeves of his Hugo Boss suit jacket; in Miami, a sense of style was almost as important as a grasp of the subtle and ever-shifting politics that went with being head of the CSI unit. Horatio usually wore a good suit—no vest, no tie, shirt open at the collar—that was stylish but informal; it helped him blend into the background of casual chic that had evolved in South Florida, where even a T-shirt could be considered high fashion if it had the right label. Appearance was a useful tool, and Horatio was willing to use whatever tools were available to get the job done.

He grabbed his CSI kit and got out, the afternoon air like the moist breath of a large animal after the AC of the Hummer. Coral Gables, once a suburb of Miami and now a city proper, was an affluent and distinctive place, home to over twenty consulates as well as a thriving theater and shopping district. West of Little Havana, the Gables was a designed city, planned in the twenties by an eccentric citrus millionaire named Merrick. Wide avenues, towering banyan trees and more Spanish architecture than a bullfighters hometown gave it a memorable look: red-tiled roofs, marble fountains and terra-cotta arches in every shade of pastel available.

A few warm, fat drops of rain spattered on the sidewalk as he walked toward a Mediterranean-style storefront cordoned off with yellow tape, an art gallery on one side and a women’s boutique on the other. The neon above the door read, THE EARTHLY GARDEN, with a smaller sign beneath it proclaiming Vegetarian Cuisine. The uniformed officer stationed at the door recognized him and nodded as Horatio ducked under the tape and went inside.

Horatio stopped and looked around, taking in everything. The restaurant wasn’t large, seating no more than fifty; decor was simple, consisting of a few watercolor paintings on whitewashed walls. Oval-shaped tables of blond wood that sat four, with a cut-glass light fixture suspended over each. Only one of the tables was occupied, and from their clothes Horatio guessed all four were employees. A tall, olive-skinned woman with curly black hair spilling down the back of her tailored gray suit stood next to them, but broke off her conversation when Horatio walked up. Detective Yelina Salas motioned Horatio toward the door to the kitchen with a nod and fell in step beside him.

“What have we got?” Horatio said.

“Vic’s name is Phillip Mulrooney,” Salas said. “He’s a waiter here—or was. Body’s in the staff bathroom, back here.”

She led him through a swinging door and past the stainless steel glint of the cooking area. The ghosts of garlic, ginger and curry hung in the air, cut with something sharper. Burnt plastic, and a touch of ozone.

The door to the bathroom was open. It was a small room, with barely enough space for a sink and a toilet. The victim was on his knees, slumped across the toilet bowl. His shirt, pants and socks were in tatters, one shoe in the far corner, the other in the sink. Horatio could smell burnt flesh now as well. Little bits of plastic and metal were scattered across the floor.

Eric Delko picked that moment to arrive, CSI kit in one gloved hand, camera around his neck. He was dressed in shorts, sneakers and a Miami Heat T-shirt. Probably out running when he got the call, Horatio thought.

“What’s up, H?” he said.

“Just got here myself,” Horatio said. He reached over carefully and picked up a mangled piece of plastic from the floor. “Looks like our vic had a cell phone in his hand. Not much left of it now.”

“Think that’s what killed him?” Delko asked. “Cell phone batteries sometimes overheat and explode.”

“Especially third-world knockoffs sold at a fraction of the price. Like playing Russian roulette every time you make a call…but I don’t think that’s the COD. It wouldn’t shred his clothes like this.”

Delko picked the shoe out of the sink, studied it. “Laces are still tied.”

“And the floor is wet.” Horatio pointed out a trail of moisture that wound from the bathroom to a metal drain set in the kitchen floor a few feet away. “If he had a seven-iron in his hand this would be easy.”

“Sure—lightning strike,” Delko agreed. “Voltage vaporizes the moisture between the skin and fabric, winds up blowing people right out of their clothing.”

Horatio squatted down, took a closer look at the commode. “Stainless steel toilet.”

“Industrial grade,” Delko said. “See those more in high-traffic public restrooms—airports or malls.”

“Maybe the contractor got a deal,” Horatio said. “Looks to me like the rest of the plumbing is polyvinyl chloride—cheaper to install, and since it’s in a staff-only area the owner doesn’t have to worry about appearance. But not all the pipes are visible, are they?”

“So the bolt came through the plumbing, passed through the vic and the water on the floor and grounded out in the drain?”

“And caused his cell phone to explode on the way,” Horatio said. “But the position of the body is unusual…let’s take a look at the roof. We know where the lightning went—let’s see if we can pinpoint where it entered.”

“I’m going to finish talking to the staff,” Salas said.

The access hatch to the roof was at the back, at the top of a white-painted steel ladder bolted to the wall. Horatio studied the rungs. “Looks awfully clean, don’t you think?” he asked. “No smudges, no dust, no grease.”

“The rest of the kitchen’s pretty clean. Maybe they wipe it down every day,” Delko said.

Horatio pulled a nearby chair over and climbed up on it. He peered at the uppermost rungs. “All the way to the ceiling? That’s above and beyond, even for a restaurant….” He grabbed a rung and climbed up the last few feet. The trapdoor had a simple latch and no lock; he opened it and stuck his head outside.

The roof was a flat, tar-and-gravel deck, with an air-conditioning stack on the north end. A short pipe stuck up a few yards away, approximately over where the bathroom was—probably for venting built-up gas in the sewer lines.

Horatio examined the area around the trapdoor carefully, hoping the intermittent rain wouldn’t turn into a sudden downpour, before climbing out on the roof. He made his way slowly toward the venting pipe, checking the surface of the rooftop as he went.

“Anything interesting?” Delko asked, peering out of the hatch.

“Several things,” Horatio said. “First off, the most obvious electrical path would be down that venting pipe—but like the rest of the plumbing, it’s made of PVC.”

“Maybe it hit the air-conditioning unit? Jumped from a vent to a pipe somewhere in the wall?”

“Possibly—but listen.” Horatio paused.

Delko cocked his head, then nodded. “Still running. No way the AC would be working if it had channeled a lightning strike.”

“Right. Which means it entered through some other means. Either a means we haven’t found…or a means which has since been removed.”

“Lightning sometimes enters through a window or an electrical appliance,” Delko pointed out.

“True, but it always follows the easiest route to ground…and I’m having a hard time imagining a route involving plumbing that seems to be mainly plastic.” Horatio walked over to the air-conditioning stack and looked it over. “No obvious strike marks…hold on. Eric, get up here and take a look at this.”

Delko clambered up through the hatch and joined him. Horatio hunkered down and touched a gloved finger to the blackened pattern on the gravel beside the AC unit. “Looks like a burn mark,” he mused. “But a very oddly shaped one.” The pattern was a jagged mass of angled lines, radiating from a central point.

Delko frowned. “Why would the lightning hit there? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“No, it doesn’t….” Horatio reached down and picked up a small, triangular shard of material. He held it up and examined it; it was white on two sides, charred black on another. “Looks ceramic,” Horatio noted. “The pattern suggests something circular that fractured—maybe a plate?” Delko handed him an evidence envelope and he slipped it inside.

“Take a picture of this, will you?” Horatio scraped a small amount of material from the burn into another envelope. He held the envelope up to his nose and sniffed, then passed it to Delko. “Smell that?”

“Yeah. Definitely an accelerant, but there’s something else there, too. Almost like cotton candy.”

Horatio nodded. He could see from the thoughtful look on Delko’s face that both of them also smelled something else.

Murder.

 

“All right, let’s process the kitchen,” Horatio said. “Eric, you take the storage space, I’ll start in the food prep areas.”

They worked slowly and methodically. While Delko searched drawers, cupboards and shelves, Horatio sifted through bags of flour and cornmeal and lentils. They checked beneath and behind anything that could be moved, and inside anything that couldn’t.

Nothing.

“Maybe we’re looking too hard,” Horatio murmured. “Maybe what we’re after is in plain sight….”

He moved around the room, trying to get a feel for what was out of place. Pots, pans, cooking utensils. Plastic buckets, buspans. A sandwich bar with a cutting board and a row of plastic condiment containers. Each of the containers had its own wooden-handled knife sticking out of it, presumably so the mustard wouldn’t contaminate the margarine and vice versa.

Except for one of them.

The container was full of a thick, dark liquid. He leaned over and sniffed: sweet and almost smoky. Black molasses. Now why would the rest have their own knives and not this one?

There was a buspan full of dirty dishes next to the dishwasher. Horatio had already gone through it, but now his memory tugged at him and he went back. In among the other dirty cutlery were two wooden-handled butter knives with blades coated in a thick, black goo.

Delko came over and joined him. “What do you have, H?”

“I’m not sure,” Horatio answered. He carefully wiped a tiny amount off the tip of one blade. The metal underneath was scorched black. The other matched it.

“Possible conductor?” Delko asked.

“Maybe,” Horatio said. “But why two of them? Eric, I want you to keep looking. Pay extra attention to the electrical outlets and appliances. I’m going to have a chat with the staff….”

 

Horatio Caine had a secret.

It wasn’t of the deep, dark kind—those that knew him well would claim it wasn’t a secret at all. But many of the people he encountered in his job either wouldn’t appreciate it or would find it inappropriate, so Horatio had learned to keep it concealed most of the time.

What Horatio had was a sense of humor.

It tended toward the dry and ironic (at least the parts of it he said out loud) but—as all CSIs eventually found out—it was impossible to do the work without one. Not that he found suffering funny, or even that he didn’t empathize with those experiencing it—some days, Horatio felt their pain so strongly it was all he could do to keep going—but one of the most basic coping mechanisms humans had was turning pain into laughter, and you couldn’t work around death as much as Horatio did without developing a sense of the absurd.

He kept it pretty much to himself, though, partly to set an example for his CSIs but mainly as a matter of respect. He dealt with people in pain every day, and whether they were victims or suspects, they all needed to take him seriously. So he allowed himself the occasional wry smile or comment, and left the jokes to the other members of his team. They needed the release more than he did.

That’s what he told himself. Most days, he believed it.

Horatio glanced down at the notes Salas had made and back up again. He and Salas sat side by side at the employees’ table, talking to them one by one while the others waited outside. The man sitting across from them was small and neat, wavy white hair combed back along a narrow skull. His hands were clasped in front of him, his fingernails trimmed. His apron was white and stain-free over a blue chambray shirt with the sleeves precisely rolled to just above the elbow. Albert Humboldt looked more like a waiter than a dishwasher.

Maybe he has aspirations, Horatio thought, though he doubted coveting the lofty position of waiter at a vegetarian restaurant was motive for murder. In any case, Humboldt had just told Horatio more or less the same thing the two waiters had, and he was getting tired of hearing it.

“Albert,” Horatio said reasonably. “Let me get this straight. You’re telling me that Mulrooney was executed—”

“Not executed. Struck down,” Humboldt said. His voice was as exact and prim as the rest of him; he reminded Horatio of a white rat that spent too much time grooming itself.

“Struck down, then. By—”

“God.”

He glanced over at Salas. Her eyebrows had been arched for so long he wondered if she was getting a cramp.

“All right. Leaving theological matters aside for a moment, let’s go through the sequence of events again. You say you saw Mister Mulrooney go into the bathroom?”

Humboldt nodded. “Yes.”

“Was he talking on his cell phone at the time?”

Humboldt hesitated. “Not that I noticed.”

“Did you hear a cell phone ring or hear Mister Mulrooney talking to anyone while he was in the bathroom?”

“No. But the dishwasher makes enough noise that I might not have heard anything anyway.”

“But you heard the thunderclap.”

“Oh, yes. I’d been hearing thunder all day, but this was loud enough to rattle the windows. And it was a sort of double explosion, almost like an echo.”

“Did you note the time?”

“Yes. It was two forty-five. I had just finished my own break.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Horatio leaned forward. “And you were the one that discovered the body.”

Humboldt met his eyes and licked his lips nervously. “Yes. I knocked on the door when I noticed the smell—I’m very sensitive to…” He swallowed. “I’m a vegan.”

“Doesn’t eat meat or consume animal products like eggs or milk,” Salas said.

“And Mulrooney?” Horatio asked.

“He was vegan too,” Humboldt said. “All of us are. It’s part of the Vitality Method.”

“New fitness craze,” Salas said. “Giving the South Beach Diet some serious competition. Uses vitamins to replace what you lose when you stop being a carnivore.”

“It’s more than that,” Humboldt said. “It’s a whole philosophy—it changed my life.”

“It change Phil Mulrooney’s life?” Horatio asked.

“The Vitality Method changes everybody’s life. Doctor Sinhurma believes that inner beauty is brought out by nurturing our physical and spiritual selves.”

“That’s very commendable,” Horatio said. “The other employees had varying theories on why Mulrooney was the victim of divine retribution…care to share yours?”

“He no longer believed in the rightness of Doctor Sinhurma’s teachings,” Humboldt said. “He’d lost his faith.”

“And then his life,” Horatio said. “Seems like an awfully big price to pay for breaking a diet.”

Humboldt turned his hands palms up in a what-are-you-gonna-do gesture. “I don’t claim to know the mind of God. What I do know is that Doctor Sinhurma is a very wise, insightful man, and when Phillip turned away from that wisdom he was killed by a bolt from the heavens.”

“In a toilet,” Salas said. “If God threw that thunderbolt, he has a nasty sense of humor.”

“Or maybe,” Horatio said, gazing at Humboldt mildly, “someone else has.”

The last interviewee was Darcy Cheveau, the cook. He was well-built and swarthy, with dark curly hair cut short and a five-o’clock shadow that looked closer to midnight. He had a small, crescent-shaped scar just above his lip. He was the kind of person that exuded menace like an expensive cologne; you couldn’t quite recognize what it was, but it got your attention.

“Mister Cheveau,” Horatio said. “Where were you when the incident occurred?”

“You mean when Phil was fried?” Darcy said, flashing a grin. “Same place I was all day—in the kitchen, crankin’ out grub.”

“You don’t seem terribly upset by it,” Salas said.

“Me and Phil weren’t that close. It’s like the Doc says—everybody’s karma gets ’em sooner or later.”

“By ‘the Doc’ you mean Doctor Sinhurma?” Salas asked.

“Yeah. You on the Method, too?”

“Hardly,” Salas said.

“So you think Mulrooney deserved what happened to him?” Horatio asked.

“Hey, I don’t know—that’s between him and the universe, right? But getting zapped like that—somebody up there didn’t like him much.”

“I’m more interested in the people down here who didn’t like him,” Horatio said. “Did you and Mister Mulrooney have any friction between you?”

“Nah, we just weren’t buds,” Cheveau said, shrugging. “Didn’t know him that well, honestly. And it looks like that ain’t gonna change anytime soon….”

 

Calleigh Duquesne, dressed in dark slacks and a white blouse, blond hair in a ponytail, arrived while Horatio was still interviewing the staff; she had a wide smile on her face and a Makita power saw in her hand. “All right, who ordered the blue plate special?”

Delko grinned and held up a gloved finger. “That would be me. Medium rare, please.”

Calleigh sniffed the air delicately. “I would think ‘well-done’ would be more appropriate, don’t you?”

“It was worse before they took the DB away,” Delko said. “Lightning doesn’t turn people into sooty silhouettes like in the cartoons, but the internal temperature of a bolt can be four times hotter than the surface of the sun; that’s definitely enough to barbecue flesh.”

“Where can I plug this in?”

“Anywhere but here,” Delko said, brushing fingerprint powder onto an outlet over a counter. “I’ve checked the breakers, and this is the only outlet that the lightning affected.”

“Was there anything plugged into it?” Calleigh asked. She crouched down, set the bright orange tool case on the floor and snapped open the latches.

“Nope. No prints, either—but look at this.” Delko pointed to a spot near the top of the outlet. “Looks like a pattern melted into the plastic.”

She came over and studied it, holding the saw. “Hmm. Doesn’t look like the outline of a plug. Maybe something resting against the outlet?”

Delko put down his dusting brush and picked up his camera. “Yeah, and I think I know what.” He told her about the knives Horatio found. “I’m betting one of them was jammed between the wall and the plug,” he said, snapping a picture of the pattern.

Horatio walked into the kitchen. “Calleigh, glad you’re here. I need you to look behind the wall in the bathroom, see if you can trace the path the lightning took. Eric, you find anything else in the kitchen?”

Delko showed him the outlet. “Interesting,” Horatio murmured. “You test all the appliances?”

“Every one. They’re all working.”

Horatio looked around the room, hands on hips. “Okay, this is a vegetarian restaurant in Miami. I would imagine that fresh fruit and vegetable juices feature prominently in their menu…so what am I not seeing?”

Delko glanced around. “No blender.”

“Right. Check the Dumpster, see if we get lucky.”

“I’m on it.”

Calleigh slipped on a pair of safety goggles. “Okay if I start, H?”

“Go ahead. I’m going to make a call.”

Horatio stepped back out into the main area of the restaurant; the employees had been told they could go home. He pulled out his cell phone and hit the first number on the speed dial: the Miami-Dade crime lab.

“Mister Wolfe? Horatio.” He had to speak up over the ratcheting clatter of the saw. “I need you to find out everything you can about a Doctor Sinhurma and any possible connection to a restaurant called The Earthly Garden. That’s right, the diet doctor…also, I need the cell phone records for a Phillip Mulrooney for the last twenty-four hours. Okay, thanks.”

He snapped his phone shut and slipped it into his pocket. The sound of Calleigh’s saw biting into plaster sounded like an angry animal; outside, the rain began pelting down in earnest.

 

Horatio Caine knew Miami. He knew her the way a sailor knows the sea, the way a man knows a temperamental lover; he couldn’t tell you what she was going to do, but he could tell you what she was capable of. She was a city of extremes—on the surface all neon dazzle, golden-brown skin against white sand, parrot-bright fashionistas slamming back Mohitos, hot bodies in hot clubs on hot tropical nights. The cutting edge of the East Coast, sharp as a Versace suit, quick as a supermodel on Rollerblades.

But underneath the glitter, darkness.

Horatio knew how short a trip it was from the warm glow of nightclub neon to the hard, fluorescent glare over the autopsy table. He knew that despite all the money flowing through, Miami-Dade remained one of the poorest counties in the country. He knew that hot weather led to hot blood, and a certain segment of the population thought “tourist season” referred to carjacking.

Horatio thought of Miami as a borderland, a place between. Some people found it hard to see, that line between the dark places and the light, but it was where Horatio lived. Not in some nebulous gray area, either; he had a foot planted firmly in both realms, and to him the demarcation was as clear as the difference between life and death. It was a line that ran through everything, and it was always there. Where other people saw sunlight, Horatio saw shadows.

His job was to take care of those who crossed that line. And they always cross it going the wrong way, Horatio thought as he entered the observation gallery. Too many of them end up down there.

He looked down at Doctor Alexx Woods and keyed open the mike. The Miami-Dade coroner’s facility was also a teaching lab, with a number of high-resolution screens in the glassed-in area overlooking the autopsy room itself. Horatio sometimes monitored autopsies from there, not because of any sense of squeamishness but because the cameras in the room below could magnify any detail he wanted a better look at.

“Well, Alexx?” Horatio said. “What can you tell me about our vic?”

Alexx smiled up at Horatio, then down at the body on the table before her. “Poor boy suffered facial trauma and burns from the exploding cell phone, but that wasn’t what killed him. COD was cardiopulmonary arrest, probably caused by lightning.”

Horatio frowned. “Probably, Alexx?”

“Well, there’s some contradictory indications. A lightning strike can be anywhere up to two billion volts, but since skin has a relatively high resistance the charge usually travels along the surface.”

“Flashover,” Horatio said.

“Yes. It’s the reason why most people survive lightning strikes—the bolt travels over the body instead of through it. Along the way it vaporizes any moisture present, causing distinctive linear or punctuate burns. You can see them here, under the arms, more down the inside of the thighs, on his feet and his forehead.”

“Which is what shredded his clothes and blew off his shoes.”

“There’s also this.” Alexx pointed to a feathery pattern on his chest. “It’s called a Lichtenberg figure, sometimes shows up in lightning strike victims. Extravasated blood in the subcutaneous fat causes fern-shaped lesions on the skin. Nobody understands the exact pathogenesis, but it disappears from the body within twenty-four hours.”

“So what doesn’t add up, Alexx?”

“Patichiae in the eyelids and the visceral pleura.” She pointed out the telltale red dots of tiny burst blood vessels in the whites of the body’s eyes.

“Asphyxia? That is unusual.”

“You see it sometimes in cases of low-voltage electrocution. If the current is above what’s called the ‘let-go’ level—about sixteen milliamps—the victim’s flexor and extensor muscles in his forearm contract. If the flexor is the stronger of the two, the hand spasms closed, sometimes preventing the victim from breaking the circuit. The current induces tetanic paralysis of the respiratory muscles, so he can’t breathe—if it goes on long enough, the victim suffocates.”

Horatio leaned forward and studied the image on the monitor. “Sixteen milliamps. You can get that with house current…so if his heart hadn’t stopped he would have died of respiratory failure?”

“Not from lightning. A thunderbolt’s an extremely short event—the whole thing’s over in two hundred milliseconds or less, and peak current duration is maybe point one percent of that. In most cases of tetanic paralysis the lungs start functioning again as soon as the current’s interrupted; it would have taken two or three minutes of continuous contact for him to asphyxiate. These hemorrhages aren’t pronounced enough for that—I’d say he was without oxygen for a minute, maybe less. I also found these.” Alexx pointed out a series of small red dots on the upper thigh. “Needle marks.”

“Odd place for tracks. Junkies usually go for an easily accessible vein.”

“Well, these are intramuscular and at least a week old—looks like whatever he was taking, he stopped taking it. If so, the tox screen probably won’t tell us what he was on.”

“No,” Horatio said, “but it will tell us what he wasn’t on…and that might be just as useful. How about stomach contents?”

“Results just came back. Partially digested chili, looks like.”

“Vegetarian?”

“No—definitely animal protein.”

“So our boy was backsliding,” Horatio mused. “Giving in to the temptations of the flesh…thanks, Alexx.”

Alexx looked down at the body with the same tenderness she always showed to those under her care. “We all give in to weakness now and then,” she said softly. “Nobody stays strong forever.”
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“HOW’S THE RENO GOING?” Horatio asked. Calleigh had cut away a large part of the wall behind the toilet, extending all the way up to the ceiling. The exposed pipe was copper from the bowl up to head height, where it joined to a piece made of PVC.

Calleigh grinned and pushed her safety goggles up on her forehead. Bits of drywall dust speckled her face and arms. “Well, I may not be ready to host my own TV show, but I think I found what we were looking for.” She pointed to a spot just below the join, on the copper pipe.

Horatio stepped up and took a closer look. “Burn pattern—and something else.”

“Tool marks,” Calleigh said. “I think something was attached at that point—probably some sort of clamp. And I can tell you how they got access, too.”

She motioned for Horatio to follow her and stepped around the corner into the kitchen. She walked to the opposite side of the wall, where a first-aid kit hung. She took it down, revealing a small square of plywood attached by screws. “This was probably put in by a plumber after he cut through the wall to get access to the pipe. The copper looks pretty new—I’m guessing that section of the plumbing was replaced after a leak.”

“Or maybe it was put there for a more specific reason,” Horatio said. “See if you can find out when it was installed—and I want the panel, the first-aid kit and that section of pipe in the lab. The question now is—how did the lightning get from the roof to here?”

Calleigh pointed at a small window set high in the wall, propped open a few inches with a broken-handled coffee mug. “No screen—I’m thinking some sort of wire was fed through it. I’ve already checked it for trace, but didn’t find anything.”

“Okay—good work.”

“Carpentry and plumbing,” Calleigh said cheerfully. “I guess this is power-tool day. Things keep going like this, I’ll be working a jackhammer by the end of my shift.”

“If I need any concrete broken up,” Horatio said with a smile, “you’re first on my list.”

 

The rain had come down in a torrent, but it was over now; orange-red light gleamed through the breaking clouds over the freshly washed streets, the kind of presunset glow that could make even the industrial backside of an alley look pretty. Horatio walked up to a Dumpster that sounded like a bear was thrashing around inside and rapped on the metal. “Is that my CSI or am I addressing Oscar the Grouch?”

Eric Delko’s head popped up over the lip. “Hey, H—think I found something.” He reached down and pulled up an industrial-grade blender. “Burn marks on the plug end.”

“Well done.” Horatio took a closer look at the plug. “Anything else?”

“Yeah. An empty package of ground round.”

“And Alexx found meat in the vic’s stomach….”

“Anyway, I bagged it and sent it to the lab for processing. Maybe we can get a print off the plastic.”

“Good job. I’ll have the restaurant staff come in for prints and DNA, see if we can find a match.”

“Y’know, I hate to say it, H, but…”

“Yes?” Horatio gave him an inquiring look.

“I’m getting kinda hungry.”

Horatio chuckled. “Okay. Run that blender over to the lab and then grab some dinner.”

“Yeah? How about you?”

“I’m going to go talk to someone about a diet….”

 

Ryan Wolfe sat at one of the lab’s computers, intent on the screen, and didn’t look up when Horatio walked in. Horatio knew Wolfe wasn’t being rude or unperceptive—it was just that the young CSI tended to totally focus on what he was doing to the exclusion of all else. Wolfe had a mild case of obsessive-compulsive disorder, which to Horatio’s way of thinking made him a perfect fit for his job.

“Mister Wolfe,” Horatio said. “What have you got for me?”

“Quite a bit,” Wolfe said. “Do you want to hear about the doctor or his diet first?”

“Let’s start with the man,” Horatio said.

“Doctor Kirpal Sinhurma. Originally from Calcutta, came to the States on a scholarship and graduated from Johns Hopkins with a psychiatric degree in 1975. Settled down into private practice in New York State, wrote a few self-help books that made a lot of money, went back to school in the early nineties and got a degree in nutrition. Relocated here five years ago.”

“Uh-huh. What’s he been doing since he got to Miami?” Horatio leaned against the edge of the desk and crossed his arms.

“Founding his own movement, apparently. His web site reads more like New Age manifesto than nutritionist.” Wolfe tapped a few keys. “See for yourself.”

Horatio leaned over and scanned the screen. “Hmm. Quite a few celebrity endorsements listed.”

“Yeah—models and actors, mainly. He seems very popular with the young, rich and pretty crowd. His philosophy leans heavily toward appearance reflecting spiritual enlightenment.”

“What can you tell me about the diet itself?”

Wolfe frowned and tapped a key. “Not a lot of hard data. I’ve read several articles and interviews, and it seems to be a regimen that varies from person to person. The only universal is the elimination of all animal products from your diet and periods of fasting and meditation.”

“Okay, what about vitamin supplements?”

“That’s where it gets interesting. The ‘Vitality Method’ is a two-step process; anyone can buy the book and follow the diet, but that’s just preparation. When you feel you’re ready—and have the cash—you sign up for one-on-one time with Doctor Sinhurma at his clinic. You spend two weeks there, during which time they supply their secret blend of ‘vitamins, exercise and counseling’ that will presumably keep you young and healthy far longer than you have any right to.”

“Any connection to The Earthly Garden?”

“Yeah. He owns it. He’s got another in Queens and one scheduled to open in L.A. next month.”

“So our Doctor Sinhurma is building himself an empire,” Horatio said. “One where presumably the unattractive and carnivorous are not welcome….”

“That’s not all. There was too much on the site to read through everything, but I did a representative sampling, and the later posts from the doctor are different in tone from the early stuff. He starts off talking about universal harmony and gradually gets more and more strident. And here’s something I thought you’d want to see.”

Wolfe scrolled down, then clicked on a link. Horatio’s eyes narrowed as he scanned through it. “ ‘Nature itself will pass judgment on those who deride us,’ ” he read out loud. “ ‘Justice may take its time, but when it arrives it will hit like a bolt from the blue.’ Posted two days ago…”

“I tracked down those cell phone records you asked for, too. Guess who the last person our vic got a call from was?” Wolfe punched up the information.

Horatio nodded. “The good doctor himself. And if our time of death is accurate, it looks like Mister Mulrooney may have even been talking to him when the lightning struck.”

“That seems like—” Wolfe stopped, then shook his head. “I don’t know what it seems like. A pretty unlikely coincidence, at the least.”

“Oh, I don’t believe it’s a coincidence at all,” Horatio said. “Any more than I believe Doctor Sinhurma has a direct line to the Almighty.”

“So what do you believe, H?”

“I believe,” Horatio said, “in the evidence. And right now, it’s telling me to take a very close, hard look at the methods of Doctor Kirpal Sinhurma….”

 

The place was called the Mental Freedom Foundation, and despite the lofty title it was only a small office on the third floor of a run-down building in Little Haiti. Horatio had found it online, and booked an appointment over the phone.

The neighborhood was colorful, to say the least. Horatio parked in front of a gigantic mural depicting some sort of voodoo ritual, was greeted by loud compas music blaring from the open door of a nearby music shop and nearly stepped on a chicken fleeing from a wildly barking yellow dog. The smell of frying pork mingled with that of rotting garbage, coming respectively from a restaurant and a heap of trash bags piled up a few steps from the entrance. Horatio found the address, a brick building that looked like it had weathered its share of hurricanes, and went inside.

The elevator wasn’t working, so he took the stairs to the third floor. In a small, sparsely decorated foyer with a wheezing air conditioner, he found a man with thinning brown hair sitting behind a desk and talking rapidly on the phone, scribbling notes at the same time. He didn’t stop talking or writing when Horatio came in, just nodded and pointed at the door to the inner office. “Uh-huh, uh-huh,” he said. “That’s terrible. Yes, I know. Uh-huh.”

Horatio went in. The room was an untidy mess, filing cabinets lining two walls with stacks of papers and books piled atop them. The desk in the back held more stacks and had a small Asian woman seated behind it, framed by a large window. Outside, white clouds piled up against each other on the horizon like an immense field of mutant cauliflower.

She got up and extended her hand across the desk. “Lieutenant Caine? Sun-Li Murayaki.”

Her grip was strong and quick, no more than a brief squeeze and yank. She wore a black business suit with a white blouse, her black hair long and straight and her smile professional.

“What’s the problem, Lieutenant?” she said, sitting back down and motioning for Horatio to do the same.

“It’s Horatio,” he said. “And my problem is lack of information.”

“I can’t discuss any of the cases I handle,” she said. “Nor can I disclose the whereabouts of any clients that may be currently undergoing exit counseling.”

“Exit counseling? You mean deprogramming?”

“If you like. I understand you’re just doing your job, Lieutenant, but waving a kidnapping charge at me won’t impress me. I take what I do very seriously—”

“Whoa!” he said. “Slow down, Ms. Murayaki. I’m not here to charge you with anything—this has nothing to do with any of your clients. I’m here because I was hoping I could tap your expertise.”

She studied him for a moment. “I apologize, Horatio. Unfortunately, most of my dealings with law enforcement tend to be adversarial. It’s not that I have any antagonism towards the police—quite the opposite, in fact—it’s just the nature of my business. Usually when I get a visit from an officer it’s because some demagogue is accusing me of holding one of his drones hostage. What exactly would you like to know?”

“Anything you could tell me about cult methodology.”

She frowned. “That’s a pretty big area. Can you narrow it down a bit?”

“Okay. What about recruiting?”

“They like the college crowd, especially freshmen. There’s a common perception that only stupid people join cults, but that’s not accurate. They target people who are vulnerable emotionally, not intellectually—someone in late adolescence, away from home for the first time, is just about perfect.”

“So a person with self-esteem issues would fit that description as well.”

“Sure—anyone with a big void in their life is prime. People who’ve recently lost a job or had someone close to them die are often in the crosshairs. They prefer people with money or access to money, but slave labor is valuable too.” She shrugged. “Really, they’ll take anyone they can get. To them, followers are like livestock; young and strong is always best. Breeding is important too.”

“Breeding? How so?”

“Several reasons. The more attractive the recruit, the better he or she will be at attracting more recruits. The better the family, the more likely they have access to money. If they can’t get money, there’s always the ‘worldly goods are evil’ approach. Convince them to hock the jewelry, the car, even the clothes, and donate the proceeds to the organization.” She sighed. “Nobody ever seems to complain when the Glorious Leader owns a dozen Bentleys, though.”

Horatio nodded. “Of course not. So how does a cult go about converting someone with a brain into someone who follows orders without question?”

“Love bombing.”

Horatio’s eyebrows went up.

“It’s a technique where everything the target does is met with unconditional love—at first. No judgment, just acceptance. I had a former cult member describe it as sort of like being swarmed by golden retrievers. You cheat on your girlfriend? Not your fault. You have a drug problem? We don’t care. You steal from your family? They were asking for it. No matter how irrational, that kind of positive reinforcement is addictive. And they don’t let up, either; once a cult targets a potential member they stick with him every hour they can. They’ll show up where he works, where he hangs out, where he lives.”

“So the recruit does whatever he’s asked because he’s loved?”

“It’s not that simple. Once the target is hooked, the love becomes very conditional. It’s withheld as punishment for breaking any of the rules of the cult. Those break down into two main categories: the standard ones, like ‘no unauthorized contact with strangers,’ ‘no questioning the decisions of the leader,’ ‘only the cult loves you’; and the ones specific to a particular group, which can be pragmatic—‘no sex,’ or bizarre—’You must never say the word “yellow”. ’ Breaking any of these results in the love being cut off, sending the addict into emotional withdrawal.”

“Or to put it another way, they gorge on approval then get put on a diet,” Horatio said. “Leaving them literally starving for affection.”

“Splurge and purge?” Murayaki said. “That’s as good a metaphor as any. Emotional bulemia—except it’s your mind being ravaged, not your body.”

“So they prey on the unloved,” Horatio said. “Who else?”

“The idealistic. A lot of cults masquerade as volunteer organizations, doing community work for free. Idealists,” she said flatly, “tend to be naïve.”

“I sense that doesn’t apply to you,” Horatio said drily.

“Oh, I’ve elevated cynicism to an art form,” she said. “Anyway, once the cult has them working it doesn’t let up. Someone who’s busy and exhausted doesn’t have time to think. And of course, the ‘community project’ always winds up being something directly beneficial to the cult.

“Those are general approaches, but cult recruiters can be a lot more focused. They’re salesmen—they have a whole bag of tricks, and they pull out whatever seems appropriate for a particular subject. If you’re a complainer, they’ll give you an outlet for your grievances. If you’re socially conscious, they’ll talk about politics. They don’t just put together a profile of you—they put together a profile of what the ideal friend for you would be, and then they manufacture that identity. Sometimes it’s the recruiter themselves, sometimes they assign someone else in the cult to become that person. Either way, that person’s job is to put you in a position to be receptive to the cult’s ideas.”

Horatio had been studying Murayaki while she spoke. She was obviously passionate about what she did, but there was a cold, objective intelligence at work too.

“And sometimes,” Horatio said, “the recruiter is an attractive member of the opposite sex.”

“Absolutely. But so far, all we’ve talked about is bait—how they get potential members interested. The techniques they use once they have your attention are far more sophisticated.”

“Such as?”

“Hurt and Rescue, for one. Put the potential recruit into a dangerous or uncomfortable situation, then ‘rescue’ them. Properly done, you can even get the recruit to ask for help. Gratitude leads to trust, which leads to manipulation. Or you can involve the recruit in a trust exchange, where you do something for them without asking, and they feel obligated to do something for you in return, building an artificial bond which can then be played upon.”

“Don’t all these games become transparent after a while?”

She leaned back, picked up a letter opener shaped like a tiny Japanese sword and began toying with it. “You have to remember that at this stage, nothing that questionable has happened. You’ve made some new friends. They pay a lot of attention to you. They do nice things for you. They seem to share the same values you do…and all they’re asking for is a little bit of your time.”

She made her eyes go big and her voice soft. “Just come to a meeting, okay? Really, it would mean a lot to me….”

He grinned. “Okay, I get it. And once you agree to go to said meeting—”

“—it often turns out to be in a remote or isolated place. An evening can quickly become a weekend. Little or no sleep, food with no protein, lots of group activities like singing or chanting. No privacy—a member of the cult is always there, talking to you, touching you. When they think you’re ready, they start the last stage.”

She paused, her eyes distant, then took a deep breath and continued. “It’s called breaking. Basically, they destroy your personality in order to build a new one—one that will do whatever the cult says. They’ve already laid the groundwork; by this point the recruit believes the cult’s values parallel his own, and the leader of the cult has been portrayed as the living embodiment of those values. A more perfect version of the recruit has been created in his mind, the kind of person that he could be if he wanted to.”

“A more popular person?” Horatio ventured.

“Never heard it put that way before—but yeah, sure. More popular, more attractive, happier—just better in every way. That’s the carrot…and then they hit you with the stick.

“It starts with confessions. Everyone’s feeling emotional, so it’s not hard to get the recruit to admit to something. Then the accusations start—you shouldn’t have done that, you have no ethics, you’re a terrible person. It’s the last thing the recruit expects; having been pushed up this emotional ladder, they suddenly have their support yanked away.”

“It sounds brutal.”

“You have no idea. It’s like having your emotions gang-raped. People that have carefully portrayed themselves as trustworthy are now calling you garbage. Reducing the recruit to tears isn’t enough; they won’t stop until the subject is curled up in a fetal ball on the floor. At that point, the subject is filled with such self-loathing they’ll do anything to escape…but it’s not as simple as just running away. Aside from the fact that they’re probably in the middle of nowhere, it’s not that easy to get away from yourself.”

“Except,” Horatio said, “to become a different person.”

“Exactly. A senior member of the cult—someone the recruit has come to respect—comes forward and embraces them. They offer forgiveness, redemption. All the recruit has to do is reject the person they used to be—which, at that moment, is all they want to do anyway. They seize the opportunity to become a new person—and the cult has another member.

“Even then, it’s not over. The new recruit is in his most malleable state, and they capitalize on that. This is when the false front the cult has put up vanishes and their real ideology comes out. The new personality soaks it up like a sponge—having rejected his old values, he needs something to replace them. The new structure is kept in place and reinforced by keeping the member busy, exhausted and overloaded with supercharged emotion. Disobey or question the smallest rule, and the love is immediately replaced by intense disapproval. To someone in the cultist’s state of mind, it feels like being rejected by God himself.”

“Which is the point,” Horatio said. “You know, I get the feeling none of this is purely academic for you.”

“What?” She looked taken aback.

“I just mean that you seem to be drawing to a certain degree on firsthand experience—”

Now she looked unbelieving. “Excuse me? Are you trying to say I’m some sort of unbalanced ex-cult member myself?”

“No, no, I—”

“Because that is a very hurtful thing to say.” She looked on the verge of tears—and then, abruptly, her voice and face settled into an easy, blank expression. “Hurt and Rescue,” she said. “See how easy it is to yank somebody’s chain? I had you on the verge of apologizing for doing your job. Another few minutes and you’d be thinking what a swell person I was for forgiving you so quickly.”

Horatio shook his head ruefully. “I suppose you’re going to tell me you learned how to do that from talking to clients.”

“No, I learned how to do that by apprenticing to a master. He taught me how get inside anyone’s head and push their buttons, without ever feeling a flicker of remorse or guilt about it. I used to think of nonbelievers as machines; they looked like people, but they didn’t really have souls. It was my job to get the machine to the workshop, where it could be given a soul. Anything I did or said to get the machine there was justifiable.”

“You were a recruiter?”

She nodded. “One of the best. I belonged to the Divine Order of Enlightened Thought and Wisdom, headed by a woman who called herself Boddhisatva Gaia. Her real name was Irene Caldwell.”

“I wasn’t aware there were cults with female leaders.”

She snorted. “What, you think only men have charisma? Women play the game just as well. If I hadn’t been physically taken away, I’d still be working for them.”

“And now you perform that service for others?”

She looked at him blankly, and said nothing.

“Right, you can’t discuss that,” he said, smiling. “No problem.”

She hesitated, then said, “Do you understand the concept of retroactive consent?”

“I think so. Usually applied to mentally disturbed people who’ve stopped taking their meds, correct? The argument being that you can force someone who can’t make rational decisions into treatment that returns their ability to choose.”

“Right. That’s the principle we work on—the person may disagree violently with what we do initially, but afterward they’re very grateful.”

“That,” Horatio said, “is a very slippery slope, Ms. Murayaki.”

“That it is, Lieutenant Caine. But after all the people I’ve pushed down it, I feel somewhat obligated to try and haul a few people the other way.”

Horatio stood. “I can appreciate that. I hope they do, too.”

“So far, I have a recidivism rate of less than five percent. Not perfect, but—” She shrugged. “I’m only mortal, right?”

“Aren’t we all?” Horatio said.

 

The Vitality Method Clinic was at the edge of Northwest Miami, out where suburbia shifted to swampland and local residents had gotten used to finding the occasional alligator in their swimming pool. The Hummer’s big tires crunched their way up a driveway of pulverized white seashell, through wrought-iron gates set into stone walls painted a soothing shade of blue. A security camera tracked Horatio as he drove in.

He parked in the center of the turnaround in front of the main building, a sprawling structure that looked more like a mansion than a clinic. Horatio got out, took off his sunglasses and looked around. Late-afternoon sunlight shone down on a well-tended expanse of lawn and thick hedges bracketing the house. The driveway branched off and around the building on the right.

The man that came out to greet him looked like his natural environment was poolside, his natural activity handing out towels. He wore neoprene sandals, white pants and a T-shirt the same aquamarine as his eyes. He was young, tanned and muscular, with wavy, shoulder-length black hair and a broad white smile that reminded Horatio of a gleeful time-share salesman.

“I’m sorry, you can’t park that there,” he said, his smile turning apologetic.

“Sure I can,” Horatio said with a smile of his own. “It’s an official police vehicle and a Hummer. I can park pretty much anywhere…and you are?”

The man’s eyebrows went up, but his smile didn’t falter. “Randolph. Is there anything I can help you with?”

Horatio resisted the urge to ask him for a towel. “Yes, you can,” he said. “I’d like to see Doctor Sinhurma.”

“I’ll see if he’s available,” Randolph said. “Follow me.”

Horatio let himself be led inside, through an immense, double-paneled door that would have looked more at home on a courthouse. Or a church, Horatio thought.

The foyer reinforced his first impression; a stained-glass skylight painted the marble floor with stripes of crimson and deep purple, while the high, polished wood island in the center of the room seemed almost like a cross between a sergeant’s booking desk and a pulpit.

The blond woman behind it wore a T-shirt and smile that matched his guide’s. “Hi!” she said brightly. “Welcome to the Vitality Method Clinic!”

Horatio stopped, returned her smile with one of considerably less wattage and put his hands on his hips, casually pushing aside his jacket to show the badge clipped to his belt. “Hi yourself,” he said.

“Marcie, can you tell Doctor Sinhurma a police officer is here to see him?” Randolph said.

“Sure,” Marcie said. “Just a second.” She picked up a phone.

Horatio took in details while he waited. Two more security cameras, in either corner of the roof. Motion detectors over the door. Large windows with almost-abstract patterns of iron rebar overlaying them, armor disguised as art.

Randolph stood beside the desk, large hands clasped in front of him. His smile was at parade rest, plainly ready to spring into action if some sudden pleasantness broke out.

Marcie put down the phone. “Okay, Randolph, can you show him in? Doctor Sinhurma’s in room C.”

“Follow me, please.”

Randolph led him through a plain white door—metal, Horatio noted—and down a hallway carpeted with an intricately woven Persian rug the same colors as the stained glass in the lobby. They walked past two doors—rooms A and B, Horatio supposed—and Randolph knocked on the third.

“Come in, come in,” a hearty voice said.

Randolph opened the door and motioned Horatio in. The interior wasn’t what he expected—it was more like a lounge than an examining room, with a couch on the far wall, a few comfortable-looking armchairs and a low-slung glass-and-chrome coffee table.

There were two men in the room, one seated on the couch, the other already striding forward to meet him. Brown-skinned, slender, dressed in sandals, a pair of white pants and an aquamarine silk shirt, the man put his hand out and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you!”

Horatio hesitated, then shook his hand. Doctor Sinhurma looked to be in his fifties, his black hair streaked with silver at the temples and throughout his bushy sideburns. He met Horatio’s eyes with a steady, warm gaze of his own, and held Horatio’s hand for just a second longer than was necessary.

“Lieutenant Caine,” Horatio said. “Miami-Dade police. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.”

“Absolutely, Lieutenant,” Sinhurma said, beaming. “Oh, this is my assistant, Mister Kim,” he said, indicating the man on the couch. “You don’t mind if he’s present as well, do you?” Kim was an Asian man in his twenties, also dressed in the ubiquitous white pants and blue T-shirt. He nodded at Horatio but said nothing.

“That’s fine,” Horatio said.

Sinhurma sat down in one of the armchairs and motioned for Horatio to sit as well.

Horatio smiled, and stayed on his feet. “It’s about one of your patients—Phillip Mulrooney.”

The smile vanished like the sun behind a cloud. “Ah, yes, Phillip,” Sinhurma said. “Very sad, very tragic.”

“Not to mention unusual.”

“Life is abundant with surprises,” Sinhurma said. His voice was solemn, but the smile was creeping back into his eyes.

“It most certainly is…tell me, when was the last time you talked to Phillip?”

“We were speaking at the moment of his death,” Sinhurma said calmly.

“I see. What about?”

“He was undergoing a spiritual crisis. I was trying to help him clarify his thoughts.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Not without violating doctor-patient confidentiality, I’m afraid.”

“Oh? I thought the discussion was spiritual, not medical.” Horatio studied the doctor’s body language; the man seemed totally relaxed and at ease.

“In my practice, the two are frequently one and the same. In any case, I can tell you that I was unsuccessful.”

“Was that because the conversation was cut short?” There was an abstract watercolor hanging on the wall behind the doctor; it looked to Horatio like it had been painted by the same artist that had done the ones in the restaurant.

“No. It was because he’d made an erroneous choice.”

Horatio brought his gaze back to Sinhurma. “And what would that be?”

“Again—I really cannot say.”

“Uh-huh. So you had an unspecified disagreement, and then he died. Is that accurate?”

“So it appears.”

“How long was Mister Mulrooney a patient of yours?”

“Approximately eighteen months.” Sinhurma raised a hand and scratched absently at one bushy sideburn.

“And how long had he worked at the restaurant?”

“That was more recent—three weeks or so.”
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